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STUDY QUESTIONS ON DEFINITIONS OF SUSTAINABILITY 

 

Sustainability 

1. Simply in terms of environmental issues, what does sustainability mean? What does it include 

and not include? For instance, what are the qualities of a sustainable forest? A sustainable farm? 

A sustainable housing development? 

 

2. Some definitions are relatively narrow (e.g., relates only to environmental issues), others are 

quite broad. Examine the different definitions in today’s reading and determine what general 

types of issues are included and excluded? Here are some common types of issues: 

 Environment 

 Social justice 

 Economic well-being 

 Democracy 

 Peace 

 Security 

 

3. What are the problems with a narrow definition? What are the problems with a very broad and 

inclusive definition? What types of issues do you think should be included and excluded? 

 

4. Which of the definitions do you think is most valid? most useful? least valid? least useful? 

 

 

Sustainable development 
5. What is good about the Bruntland definition of sustainable development? What weaknesses or 

problems does it have? 

 

6. The U.N. definition of sustainable human development was a response to the Bruntland 

definition. How is the U.N. definition different? What assumptions underlying this definition? 

What are the strengths of this definition? What are the weaknesses?  

 

7. What are the advantages of the imagining sustainable development as three overlapping 

circles? What are the disadvantages? The third definition uses the image of three overlapping 

circles of environment, society, and economy. The idea of three circles has also been imagined as 

concentric, with the economy on the inside, society outside that, and the natural world outside 

and encompassing the other two. What the relative strengths and weaknesses of these two ways 

of conceiving of the relationship between environment, society, and economy? 

 

 

Education for sustainability 
Look over these definitions. However, we will consider this topic in more detail later in the 

course. 
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STUDY QUESTIONS FOR 

Olesya Savchenko 

“Is Sustainable Development a Plausible Approach to Environmental Problems?” 

(on e-reserve) 

 

Issues 
1. What is the central overarching issue of the paper? What are the major specific issues? List as 

many as you can. 

 

Terms 
2. What are the key terms in the paper? List them. Does the author explain them clearly? Does 

the author analyze the complexity of the terms? Are any important terms left out? 

 

Thesis 
3. What is the thesis of the paper? Where is it stated? Is it state clearly enough? 

 

Support 
4. Where is evidence used to support different positions presented, including the author’s? What 

type of evidence is used? Evidence could be scientific, social scientific (economic, political, 

psychological, sociological), or historical. How relatively compelling is the evidence? Why? 

 

5. Where is rational argument used to support different positions presented, including the 

author’s? How relatively compelling are the arguments? Why? 

 

6. Where is external authority (positions taken by experts) used to support different positions 

presented, including the author’s? How relatively compelling are the arguments? Why? 

 

Bases 
7. What unstated assumptions are implicit in her views? For example:  

 about the current situation 

 about individuals and society (e.g., are we autonomous individuals or members of a 

community?) 

 about reason, science, and technology 

 about nature and our relationship to it 

 about the ideals for society and individuals 

 

8. Assertions are explicit statements that are unsupported by evidence, argument, and authority. 

Some concern reality (―is-assertions‖) and others actions and changes that should or should not 

be made (―ought-assertions‖). Where are the is-assertions and ought-assertions in the paper? 

 

Structure 

9. How does the author begin the paper? Is it an effective way to begin? Why or why not? 

 

10. What is the structure and organization of the paper? What are the different sections of the 

paper? Are those sections clear to the reader? Make an outline of the main sections. Is the 

progression from one section to the other logical and effective?  

 

11. How does the author conclude the paper? Is it an appropriate and effective conclusion? Why 

or why not? 
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Complex issues 
12. In the issue and the paper, where are scientific and factual uncertainties and disputes? 

How does the author of the paper deal with them? Is that a valid and sophisticated way to deal 

with them? 

 

13. In the issue and the paper, what policy disagreements are there? Where does the author 

stand on them? Do you agree? Why or why not?  

 

14. Does the author consider power structures (e.g., government, business, military), economic 

systems (capitalist or socialist; centralized or local), social structures (e.g., class, race, gender)?  

 

Values 
15. What are the different ethical values discussed? What other ethical values are involved in the 

issue? What ethical values does the author hold? 

 

16. What are the different philosophies of nature discussed? What other philosophies of nature 

are relevant to the issue? What is the author’s philosophy of nature? 

 

17. What are the different social philosophies discussed? What other social philosophies are 

relevant to the issue? What is the author’s social philosophy? 

 

Engagement 

18. Does the paper show how the problem or dilemma can be responded to by policy and/or 

personal engagement? 
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STUDY QUESTIONS 

Herman Daly, “The Shape of Current Thought on Sustainable Development” 

Beyond Growth. Boston: Beacon Press, 1996. 

 

Note: We will discuss only pages 1-18, not the final section of the chapter. 

 

Terms 

1. What does Daly mean by development, and how is it different from growth? 

 

2. What does he mean by throughput, and how is that related to growth? (5, 15,  

 

3. What is neoclassical economic theory? What are its basic characteristics? (4) 

 

4. What is steady state economic theory, and how is it different from neoclassical? (4) 

 

Assumptions 

5. Another key to critical thinking is recognizing what Daly refers to as ―preanalytic vision‖ in any view 

(your view or another’s; about economics or nature; etc.) (6-7) What is Daly’s preanalytic vision 

concerning the environment? What is your preanalytic vision concerning economics?  

 

Specific views 

6. What is his view of the term ―sustainable development?‖ (2, 9) What should it include and not 

include? How does that compare with the view in the United Nations, Earth Charter, or at UWO? 

 

7. For Daly, what is/should be the relationship between the environment and the economy? He puts it 

in terms of a system with a subsystem (6) and boundary (7), and he contrasts his view with ―economic 

imperialism‖ and ―ecological reductionism‖ (11).  

 

8. What does he mean by consuming and depleting natural capital? (4-5, 18) In the dominant model, 

how are ―ecological costs‖ considered, and how does it make up for consuming natural capital? (5) What 

does he say we should do concerning the depletion of natural capital? (18) What would that really mean 

in practice? Do you agree with that view? 

 

9. What is his basic position toward sustainable development? What does that term mean? What would it 

mean to put it into practice – especially for the developed world (―the North‖)? (3, 5, 8). What does he 

say is the ―critical issue‖ (3) at this point? Do you think that is a good idea? Why or why not?  

 

10. What is his view of the place and the limits and potential problems with the ―market,‖ ―free trade,‖ 

and economic globalization? (13-14, 17, 18, principles #13, #15) How does that differ from the dominant 

economic view in this country (both Democratic and Republican)? Why does he hold his view? What 

would that mean in practice? Do you agree with him? Why or why not? 

 

11. What is his view on population and calls for stabilized population level? (14) 

 

12. For Daly, what will it take to eliminate poverty? How is that different from the standard, neoclassical 

view? (15) What would that really involve? What kind of impact would that have on this country? On 

you? Do you think we should do that?  

 

13. What do internalizing and externalizing costs mean? What is his view of what should be done? 

Why does he hold that view? Why is his view unpopular? (15, 16) What impact would that have? Do you 

agree we should do that? 

 

14. What freedom does he say we should keep in mind (principle #12, p. 17)? What does he mean by 

that? Why is that a controversial idea?  
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THE RIO DECLARATION ON ENVIRONMENT AND DEVELOPMENT 
Study questions 

 

This is one of the major documents concerning the environment and sustainable development. While it 

was accepted internationally, it has been ignored by some countries. The document is also complex and 

calls for critical thinking. Thinking deeply about this document will help you think more deeply about 

other environmental issues. Numbers refer to the principles of the Declaration.  

 

1. What are the aspects of sustainability that are included in this document? Make a list and refer to 

principle numbers. Are there aspects that are not included that you think should be? Are there aspects that 

are included that you think should not be? How might others (including Herman Daly) critique 

conceiving of sustainability as having these aspects? 

 

2. What definition of ―sustainability‖ is at work in the document? Is there a clear notion of sustainability 

here, or is it too vague? Of the various definitions of sustainability (see ―Definitions of sustainability‖ on 

the course website), which seem to be the most like the one in this document? Which ones seem the most 

different? How would you evaluate their notion of sustainability? 

 

3. What notion of ―development‖ is at work in the document? Is there a clear notion of sustainability 

here? How might others (including Herman Daly) critique this notion of development. How would you 

evaluate it? 

 

4. What environmental policies are involved in this declaration (#4, 9, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 17, 23, 24)? 

What is meant by ―the precautionary approach‖ (#15) – and why might a government (such as the U.S.) 

reject it?  

 

5. What environmental philosophy is imbedded in the document? (#1, 4, 8, 9, 12, 13, 15, 17, 23) How 

does it conceive of nature: what it is, what it consists of, and how it operates? What is its view of the 

value of nature? Instrumental only? Intrinsic? Focus on individuals, species, ecosystems, the planet as a 

whole? How does it present the essential relationship of humans to nature: are we fully a part of nature? 

What does it say or imply about our responsibility to nature? How might environmental philosophers or 

politicians critique this view? How would you evaluate it? 

 

6. What is the social philosophy of the document? (#6, 8, 14, 20, 21, 22, 23) How does it conceive of 

people and what they are for? How are people related to other people, including people around the world 

and people of future generations—are we separate and autonomous or essentially interrelated (the human 

family)? What does the document suggest our responsibility is to the well-being of other people, now and 

in the future? Why would it hold that view? What does the document suggest are the elements of well-

being and human needs? 

 

7. What is the economic philosophy of the document? (#5, 6, 7, 8, 12, 13, 16) What does it suggest about 

the relationship between the economy and ecology—does it seem similar to Daly’s approach or 

neoclassical perspective? What does it say or imply about the relationship between people, including 

people of other countries and future generations? What does it imply about responsibility to their 

economic well-being? What does it mean by ―special priority‖ (#6), ―differentiated responsibilities‖ (#7), 

―internalization of environmental costs‖ (#16)? What is it position on international trade? Does it suggest 

that material affluence needs to be reduced in the developed world, or that material well-being of the poor 

and more economic equity can be achieved through continued economic growth? What parts of its 

economic philosophy are unclear? What parts do you agree with and what parts do you disagree with, and 

why? 

 

8. What is the political philosophy of the document? (#2, 7, 10, 11, 12, 25, 26) What is its position on 

citizen participation (#10)? What does it say about the sovereignty of nation-states (#2)? How does it 

relate to international liability (#13), notification (#18, 19), call for certain social policies (#20, 22) and 

political structure (#10)? What is its position about peace (#25, 26)? What parts do you agree with and 

what parts do you disagree with, and why? 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS ON SUSTAINABILITY 

 

 

The notion of sustainability 

1. Create an exhaustive list of possible aspects that could be included in sustainability, using the 

reading we have already done. 

 

2. What are the possible aspects of sustainability that you would include and exclude, and why? 

 

3. What is your definition of sustainability?  

 

4. How does your definition relate to those on the list of definitions? Why does your definition 

differ from other ones? 

 

 

Sustainability and your thesis 

1. What are the aspects of sustainability that relate directly to your thesis?  

 

2. Which ones relate indirectly to the topic of your thesis?   

 

3. Which are the most important? 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR HIGHER EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABILITY 
 

Documents 

Calder, Wynn and Richard M. Clugston. ―A Model Sustainable Institution.‖  

Rio Declaration. ―Education for Sustainable Development.‖  

Second Nature. "Education for Sustainability."  

UWO Campus Sustainability Plan – Executive Summary.‖  

 

1. Review all the documents. What are the reasons they give for the importance of incorporating 

sustainability into higher education? Do you agree that it is important – really agree that it is 

really important? How much, and why? 

 

2. What ―philosophy of education‖ is involved in these documents? What do they view as the 

function of higher education, the nature of the learners and their relationship to other people and 

the planet (including in the future), the role of the teachers and their relationship to other people 

and the planet (including in the future)? 

 

3. What are the aspects of education for sustainability in the various documents? What does it 

consist of and involve? Do you think that there are other things that should be added? Do you 

think that some aspects are not appropriate? Which aspects do you think have highest priority?  

 

4. How might some people criticize this project? Is making sustainability a part of higher 

education an indoctrination of particular values, inappropriate for a university setting?  

 

5. What obstacles stand in the way of incorporating the various dimensions of sustainability? 

 

6. What would a truly sustainable UWO look like? What should be aspects of a sustainable 

UWO? What things would need to change? What do you think UWO should do in the short term 

(the next two years)? What should it aim for in five years? Ten years? 

 

7. What would it take to achieve a truly sustainable UWO? What would need to be done and 

who would need to be involved in what ways? What obstacles would have to be overcome? 

 

 


