CALCUTTA

Indian Institute of Management Calcutta

Working Paper Series

WPS No. 773
November 2015

Sustainable Development and the Concept of a Good L.ife

Anup Sinha
Professor
Indian Institute of Management Calcutta
Diamond Harbor Road, Joka, Kolkata 700104
INDIA
http://facultylive.iimcal.ac.in/workingpapers




e

Sustainable Development and the Concept of a Good Life

Anup Sinha

“Man is fully responsible for his nature and his actions” — Jean Paul Sartre
Introduction

Discussions on th¢ltf

one is interested in moving beyond the philosophical arguments into more objective
metrics. Common perceptions about what constitutes a good life, however, ultimately revolve around
the amount of material consumption one can afford or access. The more the actual consumption, the
better it is considered to be. Decisions to consume are viewed independent of time. The notion of time
in consumption decisions are considered explicitly only when the lifetime consumption of an individual
is being considered.

One might raise a question that whether the notion of the good life would be significantly different if
the process of development would be one that could be sustained across generations, rather than one
individual’s lifetime. The notion of time is germane in the concept of sustainable development. The
commonly used definition of sustainability as development that meets the needs of the present
generation without sacrificing the needs of future generations, involves time in a way that is much
longer than an individual’s lifetime, and more importantly so, moves beyond the individual to a whole
generation of human beings (see Dasgupta (2001) Neumayer (2013) Martini (2012)). Sustainable
development, as opposed to the usual notions of economic development and aggregate material growth
of production in a society, is supposed to take cognizance of the significant constraints imposed by the
availability of natural resources and their planetary boundaries. Hence to ensure sustainable
opposed r
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Dimensions of a Good
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economics and its use of the philosophical tradition of utilitarianism is an example of this
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all get woven together. The person’s position in society is also an important determinant. Somebody on
the verge of starvation may put an extraordinarily high valuation on having two square meals a day. Or,
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choose a different one (new one that may have emerged or an older existing one). It is possible that a
lifestyle becomes unviable as many people
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Evaluating and measuring capabilities are not easy tasks. These entail attaching relative weights to
alternative functionings and capability sets. On this there could be serious debate and differences of
opinion. Proponents of this approach (see Sen (1999)) have argued for looking at the possibility of
attaching different sets of weights to different functionings and then allowing public debate to allow for
improvements brought about by critical scrutiny.

Secondly, there are issues of having individual-specific information about needs and requirements to
attain specific capabilities. Looking at a uniform measure could be seriously misleading. For instance
consider a very wealthy person who is caught and indicted in a case of white collar crime like fraud or
corruption and has to serve a long spell of imprisonment. His well-being may be considered to be high in
terms of wealth but his capability may be seriously constrained by staying in jail. On the other hand, if
he avoids the indictment by spending all his wealth as bribes in hushing up the investigation, he
becomes poor but avoids serving time in jail. Is he better off being poorer but avoiding going to jail?
Obviously there could be differences in the valuation of the capability that wealth provides and the
freedom to go about as he chooses outside the confines of a prison wall.

Evaluation can focus on the realized functionings which essentially revolves round what a person is

actually able to do. Alternatively, the focus can be on the real opportunities measured by the person’s

capdilibpset. The two approaches provide different kinds of inoinds a21Tf. 37 iaiBRIGREEHARY Bd (0O
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that preferences of individuals as well as the circumstances in which they exercise choices or try to
attain goals can also change. Therefore, it becomes important to note that the concept of the good life
itself, as well as the well-being of the individual might both change over time. The core question raised
in this context would be that can we think of the possibility that well-being of individuals as well as that
of different individuals populating different generations over time can all achieve a non-declining level
of well-being. In other words, can well-being be sustained over time?

What is to be sustained such that inter-generational well-being is hon-decreasing? One widely accepted
approach is to ensure that society’s stock of wealth is non-diminishing (see Dasgupta (2001)) so that at
least an equivalent stream of income can be generated from it. Capital is supposed to be substitutable
so that if one kind of machine or material could be substituted for another. Similarly, knowledge could
be replaced too, say from using oil to drive a car to nuclear energy powered electric batteries. Ecologists
and scientists would be quick to point out that not all capital is fungible as economists quite often
presuppose (see Neumeyer 2013). One can hardly think of substituting fresh water, or clean air, or the
fertility of the top soil, or the cydnodifel Tf2.22950TDOTce00 SFETRILES. 250Tc80iae6230TD.0002TTe(of) TjATL1Tf.83610TI
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subjective notion of utility or satisfaction measured with the help of a social welfare function, or
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it entails making current sacrifices for the purpose. The complexity of sustainable development does not
stop there. Even if all these issues could be resolved or a consensus arrived at, the pathway to
sustainability would entail some sacrifices to be made by the current generation of people living on the
planet. What would be the quantum of this sacrifice and how
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“ Philosophers have pressed the question ‘Why be moral?’ because it seems odd to think that morality,
which is often burdensome, has the force it does in our lives just because it is there, like an arduous and
unpleasant mountain we must constantly climb but that we might hope wasn’t there or would somehow
crumble. We want to think that morality connects with human purposes and ambitions in some less
negative way, that it is not all constraint, with no positive value. *

One way of establishing the link between having a good life and living well would be to make personal
choices consistent with one’s own perceptions and interpretations of what obligations we have towards
others — living as well as unborn. It is in this sense that our concept of morality can guide us in living
well. This is a somewhat intermediate position between Hobbes’s (see Skinner (1996)) ethical position
that self-interest and survival is of the greatest moment, or the other extreme such as Hume’s position
(see Broackes (1995)) that one’s own interests are exactly equal to everybody else’s. The argument
being made here is that the quest for morality in terms of duties towards others need not be divorced
from the best individual goals a person might choose.

Hence, living well can be thought of as a chosen quality of life, or rather the process of migration to a
different lifestyle. Living well is, however, more than that. It is essentially about striving for a good life,
within a chosen lifestyle which includes creating the conditions where all can have a good life not only in
the present but in the foreseeable future as well (see Brenkett (1983) Fromm (1979) Tucker (1980)).
Living well goes beyond the satisfaction of instinctual drives and
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would be confined to family and close associates such as immediate neighbours. In the modern world of
globalized economies,the human society’s capabilities to cause harm, as well as its capabilities to
protect are pervasive and powerful, not confined to territorial spaces and kinship ties. If the capacity for
harm becomes far greater than the capacity to protect, then one observes careless acts that causeinjury
and harm. It is patently evidentthat modern society’s capacity to cause harm is far more that its capacity
to protect and preserve. The limits to responsible choices and actions must then be
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