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Abstract: This transdisciplinary review of research about international cooperation on social and
environmental change builds the case for replacing Sustainable Development as the dominant
framework for an era of increasing crises and disasters. The review is the output of an intentional
exploration of recent studies in multiple subject areas, based on the authors’ decades of work in
related fields since the Rio Earth Summit 30 years ago. It documents the failure to progress towards
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Consequently, scholarship critiquing the conceptual
framework behind those ‘Global Goals’, and the economic ideology they arose from, is used to explain
that failure. Although the pandemic set back the SDGs, it further revealed the inappropriate strategy
behind those goals. This suggests the Global Goals constitute an ‘own-goal’ scored against people and
nature. Alternative frameworks for organising action on social and environmental issues are briefly
reviewed. It is argued that a future framework must relate to a new eco-social contract between citizen
and state and engage existing capabilities that are relevant to an increasingly disrupted world. The
case is made for an upgraded form of Disaster Risk Management (DRM) as an overarching framework.
The proposed upgrades include detaching from economic ideologies and recognising that a wider
metadisaster from climate chaos may reduce the future availability of external support. Therefore,
self-reliant resilience and locally led adaptation are important to the future of DRM. Options for
professionals continuing to use the term sustainability, such as this journal, are discussed.

Keywords: sustainable development; sustainable development goals; sustainability; postdevelopment;
degrowth; disaster risk reduction; United Nations; permacrisis; metadisaster

1. Introduction: This Reality Should Unsettle Us

“Our world is suffering from the impact of unprecedented emergencies caused by the
climate crisis, pollution, desertification and biodiversity loss, the COVID-19 pandemic,
by new and ongoing conflicts, and by the ungoverned development of new technologies”.

UN Secretary-General António Guterres [1]

Thirty years after the Rio Earth Summit, the report from the United Nations on
progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) may justifiably trigger some
anger. Greater numbers of people are suffering, environments are being further degraded,
and the life support systems for both current and future generations are being seriously
compromised [1]. For those of us who work in international cooperation on social and
environmental issues, this latest news may also generate some sadness and anxiety. There
can be sadness that, collectively, our work has not been effective. There can also be anxiety
that we risk becoming irrelevant to a world changing in ways that we have little influence
upon. Anxiety may also arise if professionals sense that they are upholding a paradigm
for personal identity and income, rather than relevance to the millions who suffer and
an environment in ever greater peril. As professionals are motivated by a concern for
both people and the planet, it is reasonable to want to find a framework to guide future
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endeavours. Through this transdisciplinary review [2] of the latest analysis about global
progress and regress on both the environment and development, I will make the case that,
30 years after the Rio Earth Summit consolidated the concept of Sustainable Development
as a framework for international cooperation [3], it is time to replace that concept, along
with the ideologies it embodies. Therefore, I will offer some ideas on what could become a
more realistic framework for international cooperation in our new era of increasing crises
and disasters. The review draws upon scholarship in international development studies,
environmental studies, disaster studies, critical management studies, and critical sociology.
I conclude by suggesting that breaking with the conceptual framework that has shaped
the vocational careers of myself and of many of my readers could free us to discover a
renewed relevance to the lives of billions of people around the world, as well as the wider
community of life on Earth.

Outside of the field of international cooperation for Sustainable Development, people
have been attempting to make sense of the recent years of widespread disruption with the
help of some new terminology. The term ‘crisis’ is now in widespread use, with popular
terms including polycrisis, permacrisis, and metacrisis. The term polycrisis indicates that
there are many intersecting crises that could imply general causes [4], whereas permacrisis
indicates that these are no longer unusual periods of time [5], and metacrisis [6] indicates
that there is some deeper crisis relating to most of the individual crises. Both media and
academic use of these terms indicates new awareness of the extent and interrelatedness of
disturbances occurring around the world.

I mention this trend because how we choose to talk about the situation in our com-
munities, countries, and around the world is of paramount importance. That is because
the terms we use carry implications about worldviews, probabilities, and priorities. The
popularity of the term Sustainable Development in both national and international policy
making over the past 30 years has conveyed such implications [7]. Regardless of how many
definitions of the term have been offered over passing years, the ones that predominate in
policy have communicated a worldview where material and technological progress is both
good and inevitable; where humanity will balance social, economic, and environmental
issues to progress materially; and where it is a priority to foreground corporate economic
interests [8]. Those are all ideological positions on the nature of our situation, but they have
become so widespread and accepted that they can appear to us as common sense [3]. For
people such as myself, these ideas have shaped both our professional identity and strategy
in the pursuit of positive impact at both national and international levels. However, as
times change, it is essential to allow a reconsideration of all assumptions and a refocusing
of our future attention, no matter how initially uncomfortable that may be.

In this review article on the current Sustainable Development realities, policies, and
research, I argue for a necessary reframing of the work of international cooperation and
policy making. In the following section, I describe the methodology of a transdisciplinary
literature review and how it was conducted in this study. In the subsequent section, I sum-
marise the recent data in support of the view that the ideology of Sustainable Development
is empirically contradicted by the failure to progress towards the internationally agreed
goals based upon it. That is followed by a section that summarises some of the literature
on how the economic system of global capitalism—esteemed and promoted by the con-
cept of Sustainable Development—has been driving increasing damage to the biophysical
foundations of contemporary societies. The next section provides a summary of the past
scholarship that predicted this outcome from the project of development. Implications
today from such an understanding of the situation are multiple. Therefore, in the second
half of the review article, I turn to this matter of ‘what next’. Although some may not see a
useful role for either the state or intergovernmental cooperation in the future, I contend that
the problems faced cannot be addressed through local or private action alone. Therefore,
the role of the state remains important, as does the principle that the state has an implicit
social contract with citizens in return for exerting power over them. That concept has
recently been extended to stress the importance of both environmental and social dimen-
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sions of citizen wellbeing through an ‘eco-social contract’ [9]. In this review article, I argue
that this role for the state is no longer helped by the concept of Sustainable Development.
Instead, in an era of increasing disruption, decline, crisis, and disasters, it is time to split an
eco-social contract from the counter-productive ideologies implicit in Sustainable Develop-
ment. In the next section, I note that there are many options for alternative frameworks
for understanding how to organise human societies. I explain that, for a framework to be
used by intergovernmental organisations, it is helpful to connect to existing concepts and
institutions. Therefore, in the next section, I propose that, amongst existing frameworks,
Disaster Risk Management (DRM) could be the best one available to be upgraded to frame
future activity, aid, and technical assistance, as officers of the state seek to deliver on the
eco-social contract with their citizens. Before the conclusion, in the penultimate section, I
offer initial thoughts on the future of sustainability and post-sustainability research.

2. Transdisciplinary Literature Review

Pezzoli demonstrated a quarter of a century ago that there are so many disciplines
that relate to sustainable development and that a transdisciplinary approach to reviewing
relevant scholarship is advantageous [10]. However, the field is so broad because it ad-
dresses many aspects of society and the environment, such that a transdisciplinary review
requires a purposeful approach from the researcher. Although any process of literature
review includes the steps of literature identification, salience assessment and meaningful
synthesis, this should not be reduced to a procedure that downplays the judgement of the
researcher that is based on their experience in related fields and their personal commitment
to the subject matter. Valuing the researcher in the literature review process is recognised
in methodological texts on transdisciplinary literature reviews. Therefore, transdisciplinary
literature reviews differ significantly from many literature reviews found in academic jour-
nals in recent times. That is because they are “(a) inquiry-based rather than discipline-based;
(b) integrating rather than eliminating the inquirer from the inquiry; (c) meta-paradigmatic
rather than intra-paradigmatic; and (d) applying systems and complex thought rather
than reductive/disjunctive thinking.” [11]. This is important for a review to “shed light
on the way that a certain way of thinking and framing inquiry can obscure aspects of
existence, how these frames are informed by deeper assumptions that shape the inquiry
and consequently determine what is relevant and what is not relevant . . . ” (ibid).

The four aspects of a transdisciplinary literature review informed this review article in
the following ways. First, it is inquiry-based and seeks to be significant in the real world,
rather than just to summarise or add to a particular discipline. Therefore, it defines a
scholarly question and relevant sub-questions related to societal challenges, rather than one
academic discipline. As such, new sub-questions were expected as the review progressed.
In this case, the review began with the question of ‘what does the recent literature indicate
about progress towards the SDGs?’ When that was answered in the negative, the next
question became “how unexpected was this, and are there ideas on why progress is not
occurring?” Then, the natural question for an engaged scholar interested in positive social
change became “what other options are there for framing work on environment and society
than sustainable development”?

Second, it integrates the inquirer, whereby one does not pretend to reduce oneself to a
research machine that merely plugs in keywords to journal databases. Instead, one draws
on one’s experience, which is stated and needs to be relevant to the topic being explored
with the review. Therefore, the review mobilises one’s past readings over decades in the
field of sustainable development. That means the researcher does not suggest that someone
else may produce the same results from a literature review. Rather, new ideas emerging
from a synthesis of literature is based on one’s particular experience.

Third, the review is meta-paradigmatic, with an emphasis on reconsidering assump-
tions that frame the subject of ‘sustainable development’ within a discipline and as a
framework for policy making. That is especially important for a review that begins
with a summary of failure as making a case for deeper reflection. Fourth, the review
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is systems-oriented, looking for evidence of patterns of influence and trends, as well as new
possibilities. Therefore, it includes a creative advancing of explanations at the systemic
level, making it a stimulus for scholarly dialogue rather than a claim about the ‘true’ state
of scholarship.

With this transdisciplinary approach, the following steps can be identified (though it
is not a comprehensive summary). To begin, recent reports from the United Nations on
the aims of the SDGs and current performance were studied and summarised. Given the
reported failure to progress on the SDGs, the subject disciplines of development studies and
environmental studies were searched for recent critiques of Sustainable Development. This
revealed literature identifying basic flaws in the belief in globalising industrial consumer
societies, related to energy generation. I made an assessment here of what the most
salient critiques were. The stark message from this literature reminded me of critiques of
development encountered in the 1990s that became known as the postdevelopment school.
Therefore, databases for development studies were searched for the most recent summaries
of work within that school of thought. A key message from that literature was the fragility
of any ‘development’ that relies on globalised markets and finance. The context of a global
pandemic at the time of research naturally led to a brief review of recent data from UN
reports on the impact of the pandemic on social and environmental outcomes. As I am
motivated by the potential of conceptual frameworks, I do not end the review as only a
critique. The alternative frameworks are many, and some are not articulated yet. Therefore,
the next part of the review is inherently subjective and intended merely as a contribution to
a future conversation. As the nature and future of positive contributions to humanity and
the environment is my vocational interest, I drew on my experience of a range of cultures
and debates to begin considering those potential alternatives. Therefore, the next part of
the review involved database searches to identify the best recent summaries of various
ideas that were already known to me.

3. Learning from Failure to Meet Goals

In 2015, the United Nations (UN) introduced 17 Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) and 169 associated targets, addressing poverty, hunger, climate change, environ-
mental degradation, peace, justice, and other global issues, as a “blueprint to achieve
a better and more sustainable future for all people and the world by 2030” [12]. These
SDGs replaced the expiring Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which had aimed at
improving wellbeing in poorer countries by 2015. Building on and expanding MDGs in the
thematic and geographic scopes, the SDGs were claimed to be more universal and holistic,
explicitly addressing ecological sustainability in addition to economic and social aims [13].

The use of the term Sustainable Development in the naming of these goals was
welcomed by many as indicating a more holistic approach to national policy making and
international cooperation. It increased attention on the concept which, since the adoption
of the Brundtland Report by the UN General Assembly in 1987, had been promoted as an
integrated way to address diverse dilemmas, such as poverty, illiteracy, unemployment,
disease, discrimination, environmental degradation, crime, conflict. and limited human
rights or justice [14]. The idea that ‘Sustainable Development’ seemed to offer all good
things to all people was one reason for its popularity [15]. A simple yet critical analysis of
the term itself reveals its linguistic power:

“The term ‘Sustainable Development’ is a collocation; that is, two-words combined
into a single term. It is a risk of collocations that they have the effect of de-problematising
their constituent terms-in this case both ‘Sustainable’ and ‘Development’-and replacing
them with a new ideologically-loaded term. One risk is that important questions of what is
development is displaced . . . ” [7] (p. 419).

Seventeen internationally agreed ‘Global Goals’ provided the opportunity to test
whether the framework of “Sustainable Development” and the economic system and
ideology it is based upon can deliver ‘progress’ according to its own parameters. That
moves the agenda beyond a positive mood towards clearer accountability and opportunities
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for learning. However, the way any goals enable accountability and learning amongst
policy makers remains rather unclear, as a brief review of the MDGs demonstrates. At their
deadline, the MDGs were lauded as a success story by the UN, and some of the data showed
significant improvements in areas related to poverty, hunger, child mortality, maternal
health, drinking water, and infectious diseases during the 15-year MDG period. However,
a key architect of the MDGs warned that “no firm conclusions can be drawn about the
role played by the MDGs in these stories of success” [16] (p. 83). Moreover, a subsequent
independent analysis demonstrated that the UN’s claims about MDG achievements were
misleading, by using “targeted statistical manipulation to make it seem as though the
poverty and hunger trends have been improving when in fact they have worsened” [17]
(p. 749). In defence of the MDGs, some people argue that they were helpful in driving
attention, therefore assuming that the goals would eventually be met [18]. However, the
most basic goal that is enshrined in the first MDG has still not been met at the time of
writing. The Millennium Declaration called for reductions by half of the proportion of people
who suffer from hunger [19]. (The UN then diluted MDG1 from halving the proportion of
hungry people in the whole world by 2015 compared to 2000, to halving the proportion
in developing countries only in comparison to 1990, when malnutrition was far higher.)
The prevalence of undernourished people in the world when that declaration was made
was about 15% [20] (p. 8). In 2020, it had reduced to around 10 percent [21] (p. 11), but
it has been rising again since then. Importantly, any limited gains of the MDG period
in areas of human development came at a grave cost to the environment, prompting Jan
Vandemoortele [16] (p. 85), a co-architect of the MDGs, to summarise the outcome by the
one-liner: “Progress for better-off people, regress for the planet.”

Are the SDGs more helpful than their predecessors in transforming the world and
lifting humanity and the planet out of suffering? About halfway through the time period for
the SDGs, in March 2022, UN Secretary-General António Guterres warned that humanity is
“moving backwards in relation to the majority of the Sustainable Development Goals” [1].
Although some of the setbacks could be attributed to the pandemic and associated policies,
the SDGs were already off-track before COVID-19 emerged. According to The Sustainable
Development Goals Report 2021, before the pandemic, some uneven “progress had been made
in poverty reduction, maternal and child health, access to electricity, and gender equality,
but not enough to achieve the Goals by 2030. In other vital areas, including reducing
inequality, lowering carbon emissions and tackling hunger, progress had either stalled or
reversed” [22] (p. 2). In 2020, UN Secretary General reported that, prior to the pandemic,
progress on the SDGs was not happening anywhere near the speed or scale required, as the
“number of people suffering from food insecurity was on the rise, the natural environment
continued to deteriorate at an alarming rate, and dramatic levels of inequality persisted in
all regions” [23] (p. 2).

Examining a few of the individual goals helps to highlight the overall regress. SDG 1
seeks to eradicate poverty, but the extreme poverty rate rose in 2020, with the number of
poor people increasing by between 119 and 124 million. SDG 2 aims to end hunger, but
world hunger has been rising since 2014, with more than a quarter of the world population
affected by moderate or severe food insecurity in 2019. The gains on the health goal, SDG 3,
have experienced enormous setbacks because of the pandemic and associated policies, with
data showing that basic health services were still disrupted in 90 percent of countries and
territories over a year into the pandemic. SDG 6 aims to provide water and sanitation to
all, but water use is growing unsustainably, and water stress is increasing while billions of
people are living without access to clean water and sanitation. SDG 7, seeking to ensure
accessible and clean energy to all, is also out of reach, as the number of people lacking
access to electricity increases, making basic electricity services unaffordable in 2020 for more
than 25 million people who had previously enjoyed access. SDG 12 aims to promote sustainable
consumption and production patterns, but, instead of falling, the global material footprint
per capita has steadily risen, growing 40 per cent from 8.8 metric tons in 2000 to 12.2 metric
tons in 2017. There is also miserable failure on climate action for SDG 13 and on biodiversity
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goals for SDG 14 and 15 as atmospheric concentrations of the major greenhouse gases
continue to increase, as the oceans grow more acidic, as forests continue to be cut down,
and as biological diversity declines at alarming rates. All these data are from the official
Sustainable Development Goals Progress Chart 2021 [24] and the report of the UN Secretary
General in 2021 [25]. In summary, in 2021, only five countries were on a trajectory to reach
these Global Goals by 2030, with 134 not expected to reach them even by the end of the
century, including 69 ‘developed high-income’ or ‘upper-middle-income’ countries [26].

Faced with the seemingly insurmountable challenge to reach these Global Goals, UN
leaders have called for doubling down on efforts to “rescue SDGs” [1]. However, an
increasing number of researchers both outside and inside the UN are questioning not only
the rationale of such a pursuit, but the key tenets of the SDG framework itself [27]. When
exploring the potential implications of SDG failure, it is important to consider again the
many deeper critiques of the ideology of sustainable development, to which I will now turn.

4. Learning the Flaws of Sustainable Development

Although it appears to have had little to no influence on international cooperation, the
range of scholarly criticism of Sustainable Development is wide. In this section, I review
some key elements of that criticism. It includes recognising the ‘non-substitutability’ of
some environmental phenomena for either economic or social value. (For instance, one
cannot eat money.) I summarise the critical scholarship that includes arguments that there
is already overuse of natural resources by humanity. I show how that view exists alongside
an analysis on the impossibility of sufficiently decoupling the resource and energy demands
of modern societies from economic growth. The critical scholarship also includes a recent
analysis of the further damage that will be done to fragile environments due to rising
demand for renewable energy systems. Therefore, it undermines an ‘ecomodern’ view that
environmental problems can be solved with more technology and better management. In
this review, I also connect these contemporary critiques with previous post-development,
decolonial, and anti-imperialist schools of thought. Those perspectives regard Sustainable
Development as part of a hegemonic set of ideas and practices which maintain exploitative
power relations. I briefly mention not only the damage done to society by the COVID-19
pandemic, but how it was made more likely and more damaging because of attitudes and
policies that were promoted by that same ideology. This part of the review therefore makes
the case for exploring alternative frameworks that exist as potential guides for future work
on social and environmental issues, which I turn to afterwards.

4.1. The Primacy of Narrow Economic Interests

In the early years of the elaboration of the concept of Sustainable Development, one
of the main criticisms was that it implied an equivalence between economic, social, and
environmental value, so that key natural phenomena, such as a pristine oldgrowth forest,
could be replaced by a cattle ranch and be regarded as part of Sustainable Development [8].
This concern led to debate about ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ commitments to environmental
protection within the framework [28]. Decades later, this issue has not been resolved,
with substitutability being central to the latest ideas on biodiversity offsets. Therefore, the
framework does not disallow destruction of key—even essential—ecosystems [29].

Another criticism is that the concept ignores evidence that, globally, human settlement
is already overshooting the planet’s ‘carrying capacity’, which is the total use of natural
resources and the amount of pollution from people that the global environment can take
without being degraded [30]. Sometimes described as humanity’s ecological footprint, this
overshoot, or ‘overtrampling’, of the Earth is occurring with current population levels and
current levels of consumption by billions of people living energy- and resource-intensive
consumer lifestyles. The problem of exceeding the Earth’s carrying capacity is even worse
than it may first seem, because of the many amplifying feedbacks which can lead to
cascading effects on ecosystems and societies. This led to scientists explaining that there are
“planetary boundaries,” where breaching them would mean destabilising Earth systems
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at the planetary scale, in ways that would threaten most of life on Earth [31]. With this
devastating possibility in mind, any plan for improving both the environment and people’s
lives that does not deliberately seek to reduce overshoot and that instead requires expanding
economic systems, is simply adding to the existing problem [32].

This brings us to a widely discussed problem of Sustainable Development in general
and of the SDGs in particular: the reliance upon and the promotion of economic growth [33].
Sustained economic expansion is not only assumed in SDGs, but the pursuit of growth
is also enshrined in the framework as a separate goal in SDG 8 on ‘decent work and
economic growth’. The SDGs therefore reflect the habits of centuries of economic models
and political institutions that have promoted a version of human flourishing synonymous
with the growth of material wealth. Although SDGs offer no clear explanation of how
global economic expansion will reduce poverty and environmental destruction, the implicit
assumption is that such economic growth is essential for achieving the human development
objectives on poverty, hunger, and health. That is the assumption, despite this notion being
dispelled by empirical studies; instead, inequalities in ownership, income, status, and
rights shape how people experience poverty [33].

The fixation on economic growth is also flawed in its reliance on the belief that tech-
nological change and resource substitution allows us to decouple economic growth from
resource exhaustion, biodiversity loss, and carbon emissions [34]. Instead, empirical data
show that the growth goal of the SDGs is incompatible with the framework’s sustainability
objectives to reduce the use of global resources and carbon emissions rapidly enough to
stay within even the conservatively derived carbon budget for dangerous 2 ◦C ambient
global warming [35]. Even if economic growth could be decoupled from emissions by
replacing fossil fuels with renewable energy, this cannot be done quickly enough if the
economy continues to grow at the usual rates [33,36].

Further recent analyses of the processes required for powering all societies with
renewable energy, including battery storage implications, has unfortunately revealed that
this vision is both implausible and destructive [29]. In 2021, the UN’s International Energy
Agency (IEA) calculated that a global energy transition off fossil fuels would increase
demand for key minerals such as lithium, graphite, nickel, and rare earth metals by 4200%,
2500%, 1900%, and 700%, respectively, by 2040. The IEA noted that there is no capacity to
reach such a demand [37], there are no plans to build enough mines and refineries, and
such expansion is unprecedented and would take decades. The report also noted that the
environmental impacts of delivering that level of supply would be massive, including not
only the devastation from earth removal, but also the toxic and radioactive wastes produced
from the mining and refining processes. An analysis of where those critical minerals are
located finds that they are typically in locations occupied by people living outside of the
urban societies that want the metals from under them. One study concluded that massive
investment in renewables for total decarbonisation “could put severe pressure on lands
held by Indigenous and marginalized communities and reshape their ecologies into “green
sacrifice zones.” Such cost shifting risks reproducing a form of climate colonialism in the
name of just transition” [38] (p. 543).

This concern with how the myth of Sustainable Development could encourage fur-
ther environmental damage is also found in relation to the increasing vulnerability of
communities as their environments become more unstable. For instance, one study from
the Caribbean on the impacts of Hurricanes Irma and Maria in 2017 and Dorian in 2019
found that the logic, practices, and debts of colonial–capitalist development and neoliberal
exploitation had increased the vulnerability of the affected populations [39]. Such findings
have significant implications for the way international cooperation addresses the task of
Disaster Risk Reduction, which I return to below.

If Sustainable Development proponents are ignoring the limits of technology and
commerce to solve environmental dilemmas, they are ideologically aligned with an ap-
proach that is now known as ecomodernism. By focusing on technology as the answer,
ecomodernists typically argue for an intensification of human activities and more artificial
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means of production. Whereas such technological projects could be pursued by economic
orders other than capitalism, they are typically imagined as enabling the current economic
system to continue, thereby making them attractive to incumbent power [40].

4.2. Deeper Critiques of Sustainable Development

Contrary to an ecomodernist outlook, it is becoming widely recognised that economic
growth cannot endlessly continue on an already over-exploited planet. In light of poor
performance and contradictions within SDGs and the potential for further injustices in the
name of green energy, calls have multiplied for abandoning growth in favour of ‘degrowth’,
which would involve a “planned reduction of energy and resource use designed to bring
the economy back into balance with the living world in a way that reduces inequality
and improves human well-being” [36] (p. 1105). Changing economic direction in this
manner is a massive challenge, given that current monetary systems both rely upon and
encourage economic expansion [41]. It also involves major cultural changes, such as
far less consumerism. Therefore, many researchers conclude that we must try to shift
societal paradigms, abandoning narrow and outmoded concepts and ideas, to allow a more
fundamental rethinking of responses to environmental and social dilemmas [42,43].

These deeper criticisms of Sustainable Development echo some prior critiques of the
paradigm of international development, which are collectively described with the term
‘post-development’. Scholars and activists in that field criticised the concept of development
as a Eurocentric and hierarchical ideology which denigrates non-Western, non-modern,
and non-industrialised ways of life as inferior and in need of changing to make them more
like the ‘developed’ nations. They argued that such an approach forced the capitalist logic
of privileging activities that earn money through the market, thereby marginalising all
other forms of social existence including traditionally sustainable lifestyles and forms of
production. They argued that the attitudes, policies, and activities that result from this
ideology help to maintain colonialist, imperialist, and racist power relations in the global
economy [44–46]. Consequently, these power relations, which include various functions of
banking, investment, marketing, advertising, and media, as well as international economic
rules (or the absence of them), have helped to spread and maintain the imperial ideology of
development in non-Western countries around the world [46]. It is not surprising, therefore,
that one of the key theorists of post-development thinking, Wolfgang Sachs, described the
SDGs as self-delusional and showing an inability to imagine prosperity without economic
growth [46].

These post-development theories mirror the critiques of the ideologies of progress
and modernity in general, which have existed for some time in the more radical strands
of environmental thought [47]. Such critiques identify a range of underlying cultural
assumptions as necessary for societies to organise the destruction of the living world so
effectively. One is anthropocentrism, where humans are considered the centre and purpose
of all life. The second is androcentrism, where patriarchal ways of being and organising
are privileged; therefore, aspects of being and knowing that are regarded as feminine are
systematically marginalised. The third is the desacralisation of nature, where all life is seen
as merely material phenomena with no intrinsic worth and without mystery or sanctity, so
it can be utilised or substituted whenever those with the power choose to do so [48,49].

Perhaps the deepest flaw with Sustainable Development is the power of it as a positive
myth to distract from irreconcilable priorities. That means that “existing theories of ex-
ploitation of poorer countries by imperial powers could be side-lined, along with critiques
of capitalism at a time of hope after the Cold War” [7] (p. 432). That side-lining of radical
critiques was convenient to capitalist institutions and to the people and organisations that
they funded. Therefore, Sustainable Development became a systemic greenwash, under-
mining challenges to structural power that were posed by people and organisations that
we might loosely describe as anti-imperialist. Therefore, the apparently apolitical quality of
Sustainable Development was actually highly political in its consequences. By framing the
generic planetary need as one of more and better management and technology, rather than
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more freedom from manipulative and oppressive systems, it justified the further extension
of managerial power, both corporate and bureaucratic. This process parallels the contem-
poraneous societal extension of a belief in the benefits of more and better management and
hierarchies across society, known as ‘managerialism’ [7]. With these deeper critiques in
mind, it is possible to see that the initial enthusiasm for the SDGs or Global Goals was an
own goal for both humanity and nature.

4.3. Learning from the COVID-19 Setbacks

The societal impacts of policy responses to the COVID-19 pandemic have further
reduced progress towards the SDGs [50]. That has led some experts to argue that it is time
for proponents of the SDGs to admit failure and learn some hard lessons. For instance,
when writing as the UN’s special rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, Philip
Alston noted in an official communication that “doubling down on an inadequate and
increasingly out-of-date approach is especially problematic” [24] (p. 331). The lessons
could be particularly damning for the ideology of Sustainable Development.

First, the damage to the SDGs from the COVID-19 policy responses demonstrates that
there is little resilience in a model of human progress which relies on increasing formal
economic activity and global trade. This particular disease did not have a high infection
fatality rate [51], and yet the impacts on commerce and trade were significant enough to
disrupt progress towards the goals. That is leading even mainstream experts to support
the arguments that there must be a separation of both environmental and social objectives
from economic growth [50].

The second lesson is more controversial, due to the polarisation that has been produced
about the origins of the pandemic. That lesson is from realising that, in the thirty years
that Sustainable Development has helped to uphold a vision of the complementarity of
economic development and environmental sustainability, massive economic changes have
increased the likelihood of pandemics. That is for a number of reasons. Importantly, the
further destruction of habitats and destabilisation of weather patterns has vastly increased
the likelihood of zoonotic diseases spilling over into human populations [52]. Awareness
of that situation likely leading to more frequent pandemics in the future has meant that
some scientific institutions justify themselves in funding more risky virology research [53]
in a sector where leaks from laboratory-acquired infections are worryingly regular [54].
For instance, in one of the few systematic analyses of rarely published official data, it was
found that, in the US alone every week, there were two possible release or loss events of
pathogens that posed a threat to public health and safety, from the most secure ‘Biosecurity
Level 3′ laboratories [55]. The rapid increase in fast long-distance travel has also meant that
any such natural or unnatural infections are more likely to spread before dying out in their
locations of origin.

The third lesson is even more controversial, due to the unhelpful demonisation that
often occurs in discussions about pandemic policy responses. This is because the responses
to the pandemic in many countries were overly shaped by a managerialist ideology, which
tends towards the control of people and nature while being unquestioning towards new
technologies. It was not ill health that significantly interfered with the schooling, commerce,
incomes, non-COVID-19 medical procedures, mental health, and government budgets that
have been summarised in various sobering reviews [20]. Rather, it was the policy choices
of some governments to close schools, businesses, and borders and then to discriminate
within their populations on biomedical status, that influenced a range of negative societal
outcomes [50]. It would require more study to explore whether Sustainable Development
ideology and institutions played a role in shaping the overly managerialist responses to the
pandemic in some countries.

The unfortunate situation we are facing now is one in which a pandemic-fuelled
backlash to managerialism and to perceived authoritarianism could disrupt commitment
to social change and environmental conservation. With some members of the public sus-
picious of the claims from authorities that medical experts are unbiased and objective,
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establishment institutions have responded by “doubling down on the guise of disinter-
ested objectivity,” and most independent media commentators have not used a critique of
capitalism and instead offer “paranoid modes of interpretation [that] depoliticize politics,
rendering collective democratic action difficult or even impossible to conceive or enact” [56]
(p. 143). One example is the attention of pandemic critics on the World Economic Forum’s
call for a ‘Great Reset’ in how societies are organised, rather than focusing on the broad
system of corporate power and the managerialist ideology involved in shaping responses
to the pandemic and other challenges [57]. (Far from being a break with current power, the
Great Reset proposals are for a further extension of ecomodernist and managerialist ap-
proaches to societal challenges. A managerialist attitude from people in positions of power
means that they regard other people as needing or benefiting from more management of
their lives. Therefore, it is not surprising that a backlash has grown against the ideas of a
Great Reset, even if some criticisms are embellished with exaggerations and falsehoods.
The political ramifications of both this agenda and the backlash to it are still to be seen, but
neither bode well for generating widespread public support for changes to reduce poverty
and environmental destruction. By providing fertile ground for polarising policy agendas,
the original benefit of Sustainable Development in avoiding political dispute may finally
collapse from the ‘original sin’ of avoiding the problem of unequal power relations.)

Even prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, some scholars concluded that, not only is
the concept of Sustainable Development unhelpful, but a non-capitalist concept of ‘sus-
tainability’ is also now unhelpful for informing policy, due to the disruptive era we have
entered, widely referred to as the Anthropocene. The argument is that this new era of
unprecedented rates of biodiversity loss and climate mayhem, with rising impacts on
human societies, means that the future is characterised by inevitably increasing loss and
damage, of uncertain amounts and frequencies, depending on factors both within and
beyond human influence [58]. Although such a view has been marginal in the professional
fields of environment and development, it has been growing in recent years, as the reality of
environmental mayhem becomes more apparent [59]. It typically involves an emotionally
difficult realisation of the extent of loss and damage that are already underway and certain
to occur in the coming years [42].

This review of the flaws of Sustainable Development and suggestion of the unlike-
lihood of any form of sustainability could seem rather negative, if not offering any alter-
natives. Fortunately, there are a myriad of frameworks, each with different relevance for
different audiences and purposes. In the latter half of this review on replacing Sustainable
Development, I explore a few alternative philosophies for organising human societies,
before focusing on options for frameworks which could be relevant to the commitment of a
nation state to its people and as a guide for future international cooperation.

5. Seeking Alternatives for a Future Eco-Social Contract

Now that we know “Sustainable Development” is a failing promise from a false
premise, how might we talk about the objectives of human societies in the future? Once we
set aside a narrowly modernist and economic expansionist perspective, a diversity of ideas
from a multiplicity of different cultures on social change can be appreciated more fully. At
times, these different approaches have some resonance with each other. For illustration,
here are two philosophies from very distant cultural histories. First, the Encyclical Laudato si
of Pope Francis renounces development discourse by emphasising relationships—to nature,
others, oneself, and God—and our interdependence. It recommends degrowth in com-
mercialised countries and advocates a cultural revolution to overcome both a technocratic
paradigm and the human-centred conception of creation [46]. Second, in Bali, the ancient
philosophy of Tri Hita Karana provides a basic framework for community organising.
“Hita” means happiness, and “Karana” means cause. Therefore, Tri Hita Karana means the
three causes of the generation of happiness. The three causes identified by Tri Hita Karana
are seen as the three key relationships in human life—with fellow humans, the environment,
and the divine [60]. Both frameworks are explicitly integrating both spiritual and material
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aspects. Their “trans-materialist” character means that the success of the framework is
not dependent on whether they maintain the quantity of human lives and experiences on
planet Earth. Rather, they are philosophies about the nature of reality and living in right
relationship, without focusing on human longevity. Philosophies from indigenous cultures
around the world share some similarities, as do the ways that many women of colour
express their activism on the environment [61]. When international professionals working
on environment or development adopt and promote culturally specific philosophies of
social organisation, they risk introducing their modernist perspective of linear material
progress. Therefore, when engaging with an international professional’s rendering of such
philosophies, it is worth exploring whether the original ideas do not include modernist
ideas of material progress.

As the failure to progress towards Sustainable Development is perceived by many
more people working on social organisation in the West, many terms are being offered
as new aspirational concepts and frameworks. These include: ecological civilisation,
transformation, transition, regeneration, and thrivability [6]. The ideas that are promoted
with all these terms are helpful in many ways and can encourage positive local action.
Unfortunately, they are limited in two ways. First, they all suffer from a lack of evidence
that they can be achieved at a large scale despite the planetary-wide trends in the opposite
direction to their desired outcomes. Second, they maintain the modernist assumption of
social organising being dependent on a linear process of material improvement towards
a future beneficial state. Therefore, they may be of limited use as situations continue to
become more unstable for human habitation.

Because visions of environmental stability now appear somewhat delusional, the
concepts, policies, and practices in the fields of climate adaptation, community resilience,
and disaster risk management may be more realistic, despite being less ‘optimistic’ [42].
In addition, such concepts are relevant to both national and international cooperation,
as there are existing policies, agreements and intergovernmental institutions related to
them. That is a crucial factor for our consideration of what philosophies and frameworks
could be useful at scale in the years ahead. Although some critics argue that the state
and, therefore, intergovernmental organisations are beneficiaries of the fossil fuel economy,
and thus agents in the oppression of people and the destruction of nature [13], the state
is not likely to disappear in the near future. Moreover, it is a huge organiser of people
and resources, so rethinking policy paradigms for the state and international cooperation
is a necessary activity. Therefore, as UNRISD and the Green Economy Network have
recognised, it could be useful to revitalise the idea of the role of the state in meeting the eco-
social needs of citizens [9]. One argument is that, if the state can more clearly demonstrate
its commitment to delivering on an eco-social contract with the public, then we might find
more commitment to support the state in its efforts dealing with social and environmental
difficulties. Therefore, it is worth considering what an eco-social contract between the state
and the citizen may involve in future. When considering that, it is important to recognise
that an eco-social contract does not need to be framed by Sustainable Development ideology
or limited to the already failing and delusional SDGs. Indeed, the concepts from both the
Vatican and Bali remind us that an eco-social contract between leaders and followers as
well as governors and the governed does not need to be based on a mythic belief that
current crises can be overcome to achieve a situation of environmental stability.

The concept of a social contract, between an authority and those governed, is a way of
finding agreement about the balance between rights and responsibilities of the individual
and the balance of personal freedoms and public requirements. It makes it explicit what an
individual can expect from the authorities in return for contributing to their activities or
having their personal freedoms curbed. Therefore, the concept of an eco-social contract
needs to address such matters of political philosophy directly. Failure in relation to the
SDGs is an indicator of the failure of the state in delivering on its existing social contract.
The deep critiques of sustainable development and of development, more generally, that
we have summarised in this review go further than that. They suggest that, whether or
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not there was intention, most governments have been involved in supporting systems that
manipulate and oppress their citizens; therefore, they compete in the destruction and over-
utilisation of the natural environment, without contributing sufficiently to the needs of the
poorest in their society. That manipulation has produced ideologies and identities which
mean that people self-police in maintaining destructive systems [62]. Monetary systems
have been key to this process, which all require state regulation and force to operate [41].
Therefore, the tragedy of poverty and climate chaos can both be regarded as resulting from
that oppression. Such an analysis informs an environmentalism that seeks liberation from
the systems of oppression that have been driving people into the insanity of destroying our
natural life-support systems. With such an analysis, environmentalists can therefore strive
for us all to be freer, to connect to, honour, and sustain our environments.

This emphasis on freedom from manipulation and oppression arises from scholars,
activists, and practitioners in the diverse fields that critique Sustainable Development which
have been summarised in this review. Post-development, anti-imperialist, decolonisation,
or deep ecology perspectives all advocate for communities to retain or restore the freedom
to choose their own priorities for the use and allocation of resources. That is why they
are suspicious of the effects of external interventions in communities deemed by ‘experts’
to need ‘development’, and instead they argue for a ‘downwards accountability’ to the
intended beneficiaries of any such intervention (no matter how well intended it may have
been) [46]. In addition, when one understands how economic expansionism is imposed
onto societies, in part through monetary systems and neo-colonialist economic relations,
arguments for ‘degrowth’ are actually about restoring the freedom of choice to a population
about whether and how they may wish to grow economic activities. Without the monetary
growth imperative, a country may choose to expand its economic activity or not; it would
become a conscious choice for political discussion [41].

If a concept of “eco-freedom” was to become an organising principle for future cooper-
ation on social and environmental issues, further elaboration on what freedom constitutes
and where most unfreedom exists would be important considerations. A central precept,
however, would be a perspective on the human condition and on the matter of the human–
nature relationship. Although it is beyond the scope of this review to explore relevant
political theory, an ‘eco-libertarian’ perspective would likely contend that people who are
not manipulated and oppressed but who are connected to feedback and dialogue, may
naturally seek to pursue personal preferences which do not undermine the basic conditions
of life. Currently, this perspective appears marginal within mainstream environmentalism.
Instead, the dominance of Sustainable Development ideology involves framing the envi-
ronmental problem as one of side effects and accidents that need our better management
and control, or even as an opportunity for more consumer self-expression and heroism.
Such a framing requires ignoring the evidence that, not only is that view incorrect, but
the view itself is a result of cultural manipulation [62]. Worryingly, to not recognise eco-
logical destruction as arising from manipulation and oppression could mean implicitly
assuming that it is human nature that has produced the damage. Therefore, as hope of
success through reform fades, people may regard human nature as bad, stupid, suicidal,
or insane. All of those assumptions are misanthropic. Indeed, some people who realise
that everything is falling apart and that the environment has been destroyed can, in their
grief and anger, arrive at a form of misanthropy. They can adopt a disdainful attitude
towards our own species. Such a perspective could fuel commitment to aggressive and
authoritarian policies in the future [63].

Although all these ideas could be given more airtime in international cooperation with
the retreat of Sustainable Development ideology, there is a clear need for frameworks that
can help governments and intergovernmental organisations to refocus in a more disrupted
world. Therefore, in concluding the review, I summarise one potential candidate for such a
framework to be adopted and adapted for that purpose.
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5.1. The Potential of Disaster Risk Management as an Overarching Framework

At the beginning of this review, I discussed the way that more social commentators
are characterising the current period as one of multiple, interconnected, and ongoing crises.
I regard the concept of crisis, however extensive or permanent, to be of limited use to us
individually and collectively in making sense of the planetary situation and in what to
do about it. Although a crisis is a time of intense difficulty or danger, what is happening
today is more fundamental than difficulties and dangers. A credible case can be made
that we have entered a new era of ongoing damage to existing resources, arrangements,
and ideas about life [64]. Although an implicit suggestion of agency and change means
that the concept of crisis may be attractive, that can be misleading about the nature of the
predicament we are in. The recognition of a crisis can be used to imply that people and
societies can overcome the difficulties through better policy and management to achieve
a new stable and favourable state. Unfortunately, that may now be beyond the realistic
expectations of humanity [42].

Although some journalists are using the term “permacrisis” when claiming that
societies are going to be permanently disrupted, the term crisis still involves that sense of
transience and agency [65]. Unfortunately, disaster more accurately describes what millions
of people are already experiencing in many parts of the world. Even worse, disaster is what
far more people will face over the coming years, in an ongoing and increasing way [42,64].
That is a harrowing realisation and, therefore, not an attractive one for many analysts and
commentators. However, it is now a credible way of making sense of our predicament.
To do so is not fatalist, as a “disaster” can be a useful concept for informing action, as it
relates to existing institutions, policies, and practices, which may be usefully drawn upon
to reduce harm—and the conditions for harm—over the coming years.

A disaster is a serious difficulty that occurs over a short or long period of time, causing
widespread human, material, economic, or environmental loss which exceeds the ability of
a community or society to cope from its own resources [63]. Whether natural, manmade,
or a mixture of both, a disaster typically involves a geographically specific event, such as
a hurricane or oil spill. Since richer countries have the financial power to draw upon the
resources of regions distant to their own locations, they can cope more easily with local
disturbances. For a lower-income country, damage to harvests, for instance, has a more
significant impact on food availability than within richer economies. That is one reason
why lower-income locations currently suffer the greatest impact when a disaster hits. With
relatively less purchasing power, they rely on the humanitarian support of other regions
and countries to help them survive and then recover [64].

There is a large group of organisations and related skills for reducing the risks of
disaster, responding to them, and recovering from them. Disaster Risk Management (DRM)
is the term given to a systematic approach to identifying, assessing, and reducing risks of all
kinds associated with hazards and human activities. Conducted properly, DRM “involve[s]
fundamental changes in the attributes of a system, including value systems; regulatory,
legislative, or bureaucratic regimes; financial institutions; and technological or biophysical
systems” [66] (p. 437). A key aim of DRM is to try to reduce risks so that disasters might
become both less likely and less damaging. There is a widespread assumption of there being
the probability of support external to any disaster zone [67]. Recent evidence on the impacts
of climate and ecological change demonstrates that, for both financially richer and poorer
societies, that ability to obtain external support is beginning to be compromised [64]. That is
in addition to the social, economic, and political ramifications of such a weakened capacity,
which can reduce government commitment to internationalism and humanitarian support.

The increasing frequency, type, scale, and concurrence of disasters, as well the de-
clining capacity for external support, means that we are entering an era of metadisaster. I
offer this term, “metadisaster”, to describe the increasingly irreparable loss and damage
occurring over long periods of time and affecting most parts of the world, albeit differ-
ently, including locations that were previously the sources of external support during
more geographically limited disasters. Within the DRM field, this term could invite more
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attention to the need for greater self-reliant resilience, as external support can no longer be
assumed. For policy making, more generally, it could support a paradigm shift away from
the limitations of assuming material progress. Although suggesting new terms can seem
superfluous in a situation as difficult and urgent as the one I describe in this review, it is
clear that professionals need concepts to help them bridge their activities with the changing
realities. Although the term “permacrisis” may feel less challenging than ‘metadisaster,’ the
latter provides a more relevant bridge to the existing constellation of relevant organisations,
as I briefly explain.

The concept and practice of Disaster Risk Management (DRM) could become an organ-
ising principle for all policy making, including all key areas such as economics, education,
health, and defence. In addition, International Disaster Risk Management could become the
overarching paradigm for international cooperation, replacing Sustainable Development.
As an organising principle, it does not offer a positive mood, but people need policy makers
to be dealing unflinchingly with realities, rather than choosing terms that keep their spirits
up. It may also inspire some humility amongst donors and international bureaucrats, where
they recognise that positive visions are locally emergent and culturally specific. To switch
in this way means a reversal of recent attempts by people and organisations working in
DRM to justify their efforts in relation to the achievement of the SDGs [64]. Although it is
true that the SDGs cannot be achieved without successful attention to reducing disaster
risk, this review has shown that it is also true that the SDGs cannot be achieved regardless,
and they promote a policy paradigm that actually increases disaster risk, through increased
ecological overshoot [59] and local vulnerabilities [39]. Unlike the term Sustainable Devel-
opment, the term ‘metadisaster’ may be useful in bringing attention to those socio-political
economic systems that have led to the unfolding situation of increasing disasters around the
world. Disasters would no longer be regarded as only resulting from unfortunate separate
events, whether natural or human-influenced, but as an increasingly pervasive aspect of
modern life that is caused by the systems maintaining that same modern way of life.

5.2. Self-Reliant Resilience and Adaptation beyond Sustainable Development

Within the field of DRM, a key aim is enhancing the resilience of communities and
societies. One widely accepted definition of resilience comes from the UN: “The ability
of a system, community or society exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, accommodate
to and recover from the effects of a hazard in a timely and efficient manner, including
through the preservation and restoration of its essential basic structures and functions” [68]
(p. 24). By recognising that we are in an era of metadisaster, our attention is brought to
the problem where the efforts at one location to develop resilience could increase damage
and vulnerability elsewhere. For instance, huge resources that would likely be drawn
from other countries would be needed to protect low-lying coastal cities from increasing
storm damage. Therefore, we would return to the need for more self-reliant resilience to
become the aim for high-income countries, involving a rapid consumption and energy
descent. Policy ideas associated with “degrowth” should, therefore, become essential to
the future of DRM in advanced economies. It is, therefore, unfortunate that degrowth and
associated policies for the relocalisation of economies are almost absent from scholarship on
DRM [69], and they have been absent from the key summits of the DRM policy community
and from the mandate of UNDRR, which is the specialist UN organisation for this topic [64].
The significant presence and likely influence of commercial interests, in fields such as
construction, within the DRM field and related policy-making circles could become a
concern for how well the DRM field can play a useful catalytic role in a post-sustainability
policy agenda.

If the DRM policy community upgrades its approach to incorporate relevant policies
for the degrowth and relocalisation of high-income countries, in pursuit of self-reliant
resilience, they will be better-able to help professionals and agencies working on other
policy areas to respond to the planetary predicament. As part of that process of a rapid
refocusing of all policy making around the world, in the future, the UNDRR could become a
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catalyst of risk reduction and self-reliant resilience approaches from all areas of international
cooperation, both with and beyond the UN system. If it does that, then it may help more
people adapt to some impacts of climate change.

Research on adaptation to climate change has identified that the first challenge is
simply not to make matters worse with inappropriate adaptation efforts that are overly
influenced by commercial interests. For instance, many climate adaptation projects have
been assessed by independent researchers as being money-grabbing infrastructure or agri-
cultural commercialisation projects that further marginalised vulnerable communities [70].
Even if the adaptation efforts are useful for a specific community, such as new sea defences,
they may still contribute to the wider problem. For instance, if they require huge inputs of
raw materials and vast amounts of fossil fuel consumption while enabling a high-income
country to continue its resource consumption and pollution levels and necessitating further
sea defences in years to come, then, at some point, it needs to be asked if this is counter-
productive and what other options there may be. That is the conversation which both the
concepts of ‘transformative adaptation’ (where adaptive responses are more environmen-
tally appropriate [71]) and ‘deep adaptation’ (where adaptive responses are allowing the
collapse of industrial consumer societies [42]) have been encouraging, albeit on the margins
of mainstream policy making.

The ideology of Sustainable Development, and its alignment with global capitalism,
means that, in the latest UN reports on Climate Adaptation [72] and Disaster Risk Reduc-
tion [64], there was nothing substantial about addressing the vulnerabilities that arise from
economic globalisation. Such globalisation requires the smooth operation of complex value
chains that are exposed along their length to the direct and indirect impacts of climate chaos,
and that makes communities increasingly dependent on international processes that they
have no control over. Freed from that ideology, efforts to remove impediments to and that
further support local resilience to both local and external shocks to societies and economies
could be better pursued. That includes the overriding priority for upscaling locally led
adaptation to climate change. That is climate adaptation in which community-based or-
ganisations, local governments, and networks of local businesses are decision makers in
the interventions that affect them. For a national or international organisation to support
locally led adaptation begins with seeking to remove the impediments for local leadership
and not imposing initiatives on them. Fortunately, principles for locally led adaptation
have already attracted support from over 70 governments as well as key international
organisations [73]. It is worth noting that the emphasis on locally led approaches echoes the
views of the range of critics of Sustainable Development and the idea, mentioned earlier,
that eco-freedom could be an ethos shaping policies and initiatives. However, without
a fundamental break with the ideology and power structures of economic globalisation,
it is unlikely that international organisations will be able to reduce barriers to locally led
adaptation, let alone to enable it in a systematic way.

5.3. Rediscovering the Relevance of Post-Sustainability

Ditching Sustainable Development as a framework does not mean giving up on
either environmental or social issues. Instead, it could allow professionals in international
cooperation to find new relevance to people living in an increasingly uncertain and risky
world. There are many options for new frameworks. What is key is that they do not
repackage existing ways of working in the service of existing economic power relations.
Making Disaster Risk Management (DRM) a central focus of the transformative and Deep
Adaptation of people and communities to this tragic era of metadisaster may provide a
more realistic framing for future policy making. Although that may seem uninspiring
to policy makers, they may need to become more able to experience their own difficult
emotions while working on psychologically challenging situations and scenarios. That can
help them to be present to changing circumstances and to find emergent and provisional
answers that are responsive to local needs. The sooner that more professionals make this
shift, the greater the chance that they may do less harm and enable more good.
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Where does this shift leave the organisations that use the term Sustainable Devel-
opment or sustainability, for instance, this journal? I recommend eschewing the term
Sustainable Development altogether and reimaging what “sustainability” could mean.
A critical approach to sustainability could explore what we wish to sustain now that we
recognise what is lost and what will be lost. It could provide space for ideas and approaches
that are not limited by the ideologies that produced Sustainable Development and the
corporate versions of sustainability. When modernist and anthropocentric assumptions
do not dominate research, topics such as how to sustain the conditions for life itself, or
how to sustain compassionate relations with all life, despite increasing disturbances, can
be better explored. Although a new term such as ‘endurability’ may be preferable to
describe personal and collective capabilities that retain only what is important through
increasing loss and damage, a more realistic use of the term “sustainability” could hold
such explorations. This means that contributions to the discussion in this journal could be
more widely sourced, including indigenous wisdoms, as recommended in the 2022 Global
Assessment Report of the UNDRR [64]. Although this review has been transdisciplinary,
future contributions to the topic of social and environmental change could draw on anthro-
pology, human security, international relations, and political science, amongst other subject
disciplines. Systematic reviews of the scholarship that critiques Sustainable Development
and alternative frameworks would also be useful.

It is the ‘early days’ for a post-sustainability research agenda to be elucidated. More
research could be conducted on the existence of alternative frameworks and on how donors,
policy makers, and scholars may contribute to different frames being used to explain,
advise, and support disparate projects on environment and development worldwide. One
topic is the process of the de-radicalisation of debate and the co-optation of people and
organisations working on emerging and contentious public issues. It is a natural tendency
of established institutions to capture conversations on challenging issues and to neutralise
their radical potential. That does not mean that the people engaged on a public issue are
always aiming to achieve such an outcome. Instead, the people and organisations whose
approaches are less threatening to established institutions and elites are more likely to
receive support and access while also avoiding coordinated backlashes [74]. Sustainable
Development can be regarded as the way that established interests incorporated concerns
for poverty, justice, and the environment; therefore, they were not a threat. That experience
offers a lesson for the new era of societal turbulence in a period of deglobalisation. There
could be revolutionary potential in how people are becoming aware of difficult futures,
experiencing a more difficult present, and losing their faith in old ideas, institutions, and
aspirations. Therefore, discussion of societal disruption and collapse could be regarded as
a threat to established arrangements of power (including wealth, status, and hierarchy).
Therefore, an analysis of potential processes that de-radicalise conversations in the post-
sustainability field and that co-opt people into the establishment may be revealing.

What will be important is that researchers cease their process of repackaging local
initiatives into a conceptual framework that upholds a redundant story of change - a form
of ideological work which a lot of existing ‘sustainability’ research may be conducting [75].
More positively, grounded theories could be built on the various alternative frameworks,
through engagement with people who work with an intention of positive social and/or
environmental contribution. What are their motivations, aims, expected outcomes, and
self-recognised limitations? Are they making sense of their work in some similar ways?
Are there common themes that can be identified without imposing a framework from the
interests or compromises of professionals working within the context of geopolitical trends
and incumbent power? Action researchers could even convene opportunities for such
sense-making and for the communication of resultant frameworks.

6. Conclusions

Seventeen internationally agreed Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provided
the opportunity to test whether the framework of Sustainable Development and the eco-
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nomic system and ideology it is based upon can deliver “progress” according to its own
parameters. Halfway into the period allocated for those goals, official analyses show that
there is no significant progress, there is much regress, and the goals cannot be met. A
transdisciplinary review of the criticisms of Sustainable Development reveals that this
failure was anticipated due to the ideological flaws of both the concept and the economic
systems that it aligns with. Therefore, the elevated status of this concept in both national
and international policy making over the past 30 years has shaped worldviews and priori-
ties with damaging results by providing support for the continued exploitation of people
and the planet. The COVID-19 pandemic has further revealed the limitations and fragility
of the SDG framework and the systems that it aligns with.

Therefore, it is time for replacing Sustainable Development as the overarching framework
for international cooperation with alternative frameworks that are better suited for our
new era of increasing crises and disasters. A useful future framework would align with an
eco-social contract between citizens and the state and would engage existing organisations
and capabilities that remain relevant to an increasingly disrupted world. Therefore, an
upgraded concept and practice of international Disaster Risk Management (DRM) could
become the overarching paradigm for international cooperation. Given the need for a
rapid consumption and energy descent in high-income countries, ideas associated with
‘degrowth’ should infuse an upgraded DRM. In addition, DRM can be improved from
recognising that we are entering an era of “metadisaster” due to climate chaos, which may
reduce the future availability of external support to badly affected communities. Therefore,
more attention to self-reliant resilience and locally led adaptation will be key.

More systematic reviews of critiques of Sustainable Development and related ideolo-
gies, as well as the myriad of alternatives, can help future deliberation on the options for
conceptual frameworks at this difficult time of disappointment and reassessment. The re-
sults could enable professionals in international cooperation to find new relevance through
a more realistic framing for their work.
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