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Abstract 

The meaning of development has shifted dramatically since the mid-twentieth century. Initially understood almost exclusively 

through the lens of economic output—measured by gross domestic product, industrial production, and agricultural yields—the 

concept has progressively broadened to incorporate human well-being, social justice, and ecological integrity. This study 

examines this intellectual evolution across three major phases: the postwar emphasis on economic expansion, the human 

development framework introduced by the United Nations Development Programme in 1990, and the sustainable development 

paradigm embodied in the 17 Sustainable Development Goals. The analysis situates these shifts within their historical 

contexts, including Cold War rivalries, the debt crises that reshaped developing economies, and the mounting evidence of 

environmental constraints on growth. The paper further explores the intricate connections between foreign policy and 

sustainable development, arguing that these domains are now deeply intertwined. The central contention is that sustainable 

development represents not merely an extension of earlier frameworks but a fundamental reorientation that integrates 

economic, social, and environmental dimensions while acknowledging the deep interconnections among global challenges. 
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Introduction 

Few concepts in modern international discourse have proven 

as malleable and contested as development. Since the end of 

the Second World War, what development means, how it 

should be measured, and what conditions enable it have 

been subjects of continuous debate and revision. This 

chapter introduces the sustainable development model and 

its 17 goals, but grasping this contemporary framework 

requires understanding how earlier conceptions of 

development emerged and were subsequently challenged. 

The trajectory from postwar reconstruction to the present 

day reveals a remarkable expansion in thinking—from a 

narrow preoccupation with economic growth to a 

multidimensional understanding that encompasses human 

capabilities, social equity, and ecological limits. 

This paper traces that trajectory. It begins by examining the 

dominant postwar paradigm, which equated progress with 

rising GDP per capita, industrialization, and agricultural 

modernization. It then explores how Cold War geopolitics 

shaped competing models of development promoted by the 

United States and the Soviet Union, both seeking influence 

over newly independent nations. The analysis then turns to 

the transformative shift toward human development in the 

1990s [10], a period marked by the UNDP's pioneering 

reports and the subsequent adoption of the Millennium 

Development Goals. A substantial portion of the paper is 

devoted to the emergence of sustainable development, 

tracing its intellectual roots through landmark publications 

and international conferences that gradually forged a new 

consensus. Following an overview of the 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals adopted in 2015 [5], the paper examines 

how foreign policy and sustainable development have 

become mutually constitutive, with each shaping the 

possibilities and priorities of the other. Understanding this 

history is not merely an academic exercise. As the world 

grapples with climate disruption, deepening inequality, 

resource depletion, and geopolitical fragmentation, the ways 

development is conceptualized and pursued carry profound 

consequences for policy, governance, and human welfare. 

The journey from economic growth to sustainable 

development illuminates both the limitations of past 

approaches and the possibilities inherent in more integrated 

frameworks. 

 

Postwar Paradigms: Economic Growth as the Measure 

of Progress 

In the decades following the Second World War, the 

dominant understanding of development was almost 

exclusively economic. Within the framework of a liberal 

international economy, it was widely assumed that 

economic growth alone would reduce poverty and generate 

broader social progress. Consequently, countries were 

ranked on a developmental ladder using indicators such as 

per capita GDP, industrial output, and agricultural 

productivity. International financial institutions like the 

World Bank categorized nations as low-income, lower-

middle-income, upper-middle-income, or high-income 

based largely on economic criteria, reinforcing the notion 

that development was fundamentally about increasing 

material wealth. 

The immediate postwar period was shaped by urgent 

priorities. Europe required massive reconstruction, a task 

facilitated by initiatives such as the Marshall Plan, through 

which the United States channelled substantial resources to 

rebuild war-torn economies. This effort was underpinned by 

a new institutional architecture designed to foster stability 

and integration: the United Nations, the International 

Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the General 

Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, which later evolved into 

the World Trade Organization. These institutions embodied 

a postwar consensus that international economic 

cooperation was essential to prevent the protectionism and 
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economic nationalism that had contributed to the Great 

Depression and global conflict. Simultaneously, 

decolonization was reshaping the global map. Between 1945 

and 1960, dozens of countries across Asia and Africa gained 

independence from European colonial powers. These newly 

sovereign nations—often referred to collectively as the 

"Third World"—became the focus of intense attention from 

international organizations, Western powers, and their Cold 

War rivals. Development thus acquired a geopolitical 

dimension, with newly independent states seeking to assert 

their autonomy while navigating pressures from competing 

ideological blocs. 

 

Ideological Rivalries and Competing Models 

The Cold War added a strategic layer to development 

discourse. Both the United States and the Soviet Union 

sought to win the allegiance of newly independent nations 

by presenting their respective models as superior pathways 

to progress. The United States championed market-based 

capitalism, arguing that free enterprise offered unlimited 

opportunities for growth. American policymakers promoted 

modernization theory, which held that developing countries 

could replicate the Western experience by embracing market 

liberalization, attracting foreign investment, and adopting 

technological innovations. Walt Rostow's influential The 

Stages of Economic Growth encapsulated this perspective, 

portraying development as a linear progression from 

traditional agrarian societies to modern industrial 

economies. 

The Soviet Union offered an alternative vision grounded in 

socialist principles. This model emphasized state-led 

industrialization, centralized economic planning, and 

collective ownership. Rather than relying on market 

mechanisms, it prioritized government-directed investment 

in heavy industry and infrastructure. The rapid 

industrialization achieved under Soviet planning was 

presented as evidence that socialist methods could produce 

rapid transformation. Despite their ideological differences, 

both models shared a fundamental assumption: that 

development was synonymous with industrialization and 

that GDP growth was the primary measure of progress. 

Yet the postwar international economic order produced 

disappointing results for many developing nations. On one 

hand, countries became trapped in cycles of debt, borrowing 

heavily to finance infrastructure and industrial projects only 

to struggle with repayment under unfavorable terms. On the 

other hand, they faced the harsh conditions imposed by 

structural adjustment programs from the IMF and World 

Bank. These programs mandated austerity, privatization, 

and trade liberalization—policies that many countries found 

difficult to sustain while maintaining social welfare. Critics 

charged that these prescriptions prioritized debt repayment 

over human well-being, deepening poverty and inequality. 

The situation deteriorated further as commodity prices fell, 

followed by a sharp decline in crude oil prices. Latin 

America, Asia, and sub-Saharan Africa experienced severe 

debt crises during the 1980s, a period often termed the "lost 

decade" in reference to the region's economic stagnation. 

These crises prompted widespread reassessment of 

prevailing development models. Dependency theory, 

advanced by scholars such as Andre Gunder Frank, offered 

a powerful critique, arguing that the global economic system 

was structurally biased to maintain the underdevelopment of 

peripheral nations for the benefit of core industrial 

countries. 

 

The Human Development Turn: Expanding the Scope of 

Progress 

A significant departure from narrowly economic 

conceptions of development came with the publication of 

the first Human Development Report by the United Nations 

Development Programme in 1990 [10]. This report marked a 

decisive shift, placing human capabilities and choices at the 

center of development thinking. The intellectual 

groundwork had been laid by economist Amartya Sen, 

whose work on capabilities and functionings challenged the 

adequacy of income-based measures of well-being. Sen 

argued that development should be understood as the 

expansion of human freedoms—the capacity of individuals 

to lead lives they have reason to value. The 1990 [10] report 

defined human development as "a process of enlarging the 

range of people's choices." It explicitly rejected the equation 

of development with GNP growth, income accumulation, or 

commodity production. While access to income might be 

one valuable choice, it was not the sum of human aspiration. 

Three essential choices were identified: living a long and 

healthy life, acquiring knowledge, and having access to 

resources necessary for a decent standard of living. 

Additional choices included political freedom, human rights 

guarantees, and personal self-respect. 

The report introduced the Human Development Index, a 

composite measure combining life expectancy, education, 

and income. This index offered an alternative to GDP as a 

gauge of national progress, revealing that countries with 

comparable income levels could have vastly different 

outcomes in health and education. Subsequent reports 

refined this framework, addressing gender inequality, 

poverty measurement, and political participation. The 

Gender Development Index and Gender Inequality Index 

were developed to capture disparities between men and 

women across multiple dimensions. The human 

development approach fundamentally challenged the 

assumption that economic growth alone could capture the 

complexity of human progress. 

The Millennium Development Goals, adopted in 2000 [12], 

represented the translation of this human development ethos 

into a concrete international agenda. The goals were framed 

as a compact among nations to combat poverty in all its 

dimensions. World leaders committed to addressing 

inadequate income, hunger, gender inequality, 

environmental degradation, and deficits in education, 

healthcare, and clean water. The framework also included 

commitments from developed countries to increase aid, 

reduce debt, and facilitate trade and technology transfer. 

The MDGs represented an unprecedented effort to set 

measurable, time-bound targets for global development, 

mobilizing resources and political attention around poverty 

reduction. The eight goals encompassed eradicating extreme 

poverty and hunger, achieving universal primary education, 

promoting gender equality, reducing child mortality, 

improving maternal health, combating HIV/AIDS and other 

diseases, ensuring environmental sustainability, and 

building global partnerships for development. Though 

uneven in implementation and subject to criticism for their 

design, the MDGs significantly expanded what development 

meant in international policy discourse. 
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Parallel to these institutional developments, alternative 

perspectives on development gained prominence. Scholars 

and activists argued that development processes should be 

need-oriented, addressing both material and non-material 

requirements; endogenous, emerging from within societies 

rather than imposed externally; self-reliant, drawing on local 

human, natural, and cultural resources; ecologically sound; 

and grounded in structural transformations of economy, 

society, and power relations. These perspectives drew from 

diverse traditions, including feminist economics, ecological 

economics, and post-colonial theory. This alternative vision 

found expression in civil society mobilization around major 

international conferences. In the two years preceding the 

1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and 

Development in Rio de Janeiro, non-governmental 

organizations created spaces for previously marginalized 

groups—indigenous peoples, women, children—to present 

their perspectives. These groups argued that dominant 

development models had excluded their concerns and that 

genuine progress required their participation. Similar efforts 

at the 1995 World Summit for Social Development in 

Copenhagen produced an alternative declaration advancing 

principles of community participation, empowerment, 

equity, self-reliance, and sustainability. The declaration 

explicitly condemned economic liberalism, identifying trade 

liberalization and privatization as forces concentrating 

wealth in the hands of a few, and demanded debt 

cancellation, improved trade terms, transparency from 

international financial institutions, and regulation of 

multinational corporations. 

 

The Emergence of Sustainable Development as an 

International Relations Issue 

The concept of sustainable development emerged from 

growing awareness that existing growth patterns could not 

be sustained indefinitely. Early intellectual foundations were 

laid by the Club of Rome, a group of scholars whose 1972 [4] 

report The Limits to Growth argued that continued 

exponential growth in population, industrialization, 

pollution, food production, and resource depletion would 

eventually exceed planetary carrying capacity. Using 

computer modeling, the report projected that if prevailing 

trends continued, limits to growth would be reached within 

the next century, leading to abrupt decline. While its 

specific predictions were debated, the report's central 

insight—that there are biophysical limits to economic 

expansion—profoundly influenced subsequent thinking. 

That same year, the United Nations Conference on the 

Human Environment, held in Stockholm in June 1972 [4], 

marked a watershed in international environmental politics. 

It was the first major UN conference devoted to 

environmental issues, attended by representatives of 113 

countries, 19 intergovernmental agencies, and over 400 non-

governmental organizations. The conference raised serious 

concerns about the sustainability of prevailing development 

patterns, warning that the world was becoming incapable of 

supporting current rates of economic and population growth 

amid resource depletion and ecological crisis. The 

Stockholm Declaration, containing 26 principles on 

environmental protection and development, and the 

establishment of the United Nations Environment 

Programme were key outcomes. 

Three landmark documents subsequently shaped sustainable 

development thinking. The World Conservation Strategy, 

published in 1980 [2] by the International Union for the 

Conservation of Nature, the World Wildlife Fund, and the 

United Nations Environment Programme, represented a shift 

in conservation philosophy by emphasizing sustainable 

resource utilization alongside maintenance of essential 

ecological processes and preservation of genetic diversity. It 

argued that conservation and development were not 

opposing objectives but mutually reinforcing ones. 

The Brundtland Commission's report, Our Common Future, 

published in 1987 [1], provided the most influential 

articulation of sustainable development. The commission, 

formally the World Commission on Environment and 

Development, had been established by the United Nations in 

1983 under the chairmanship of Gro Harlem Brundtland, 

then Prime Minister of Norway. The report defined 

sustainable development as "development that meets the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs." It emphasized 

improving living standards, protecting ecosystems, and 

ensuring a safer, more prosperous future. Critical objectives 

included reviving growth, changing the quality of growth, 

meeting essential needs, ensuring sustainable population 

levels, conserving the resource base, reorienting technology, 

and integrating environment and economics in decision-

making. The report also introduced the concept of 

intergenerational equity, arguing that each generation bears 

responsibility to preserve planetary conditions enabling 

future generations to meet their needs. 

The third foundational document, Caring for the Earth, 

published in 1991 [3], identified nine principles for 

sustainable development: respect and care for the 

community of life, improving quality of human life, 

conserving Earth's vitality and diversity, minimizing 

depletion of non-renewable resources, staying within 

carrying capacity, changing personal attitudes and practices, 

enabling communities to care for their own environments, 

and forging a global alliance. This document emphasized 

that achieving sustainability required fundamental changes 

in values, institutions, and practices. 

The Brundtland Commission's work provided the basis for 

convening the United Nations Conference on Environment 

and Development, or Earth Summit, held in Rio de Janeiro 

in June 1992 [7]. The summit produced Agenda 21, a 

comprehensive action plan for sustainable development, and 

the Rio Declaration, containing 27 principles to guide future 

efforts. Key principles included the precautionary approach, 

the polluter pays principle, and the recognition that states 

have sovereign rights over their resources but also 

responsibility to prevent transboundary environmental harm. 

The summit also led to adoption of the Framework 

Convention on Climate Change and the Convention on 

Biological Diversity, two major international environmental 

treaties. 

 

Rio+20 and Institutional Renewal 

Twenty years after the Earth Summit, the United Nations 

Conference on Sustainable Development, or Rio+20, was 

held in June 2012 [8]. The conference focused on two major 

themes: a green economy in the context of sustainable 

development and poverty eradication, and the institutional 

framework for sustainable development. The outcome 

document, The Future We Want, emphasized gender equity, 

recognized voluntary commitments on sustainable 

development, and stressed the importance of engaging civil 
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society and incorporating science into policy. Rio+20 also 

underscored stakeholder inclusion, arguing that 

participatory decision-making at all levels would enhance 

the viability, equitability, and sustainability of development 

outcomes. The conference laid the groundwork for 

developing the Sustainable Development Goals, which 

would be adopted three years later. 

 

The 17 Sustainable Development Goals 

The Sustainable Development Goals, adopted by all United 

Nations member states in 2015 [5], represent the culmination 

of decades of evolving development thinking. They provide 

a blueprint for achieving a better and more sustainable 

future, addressing global challenges including poverty, 

inequality, climate change, environmental degradation, 

peace, and justice. The 17 goals are interconnected, and the 

framework operates on the principle that no one should be 

left behind. Unlike the Millennium Development Goals, 

which focused primarily on developing countries, the SDGs 

apply universally, recognizing that all nations face 

challenges in achieving sustainable development. 

Goal 1 seeks to end poverty in all its forms everywhere. 

Despite progress, over 700 million people still live in 

extreme poverty, struggling to meet basic needs. Growing 

inequality undermines social cohesion and drives instability. 

Goal 2 aims to achieve zero hunger. Food insecurity causes 

malnutrition and stunting in millions of children. Investment 

in agriculture and sustainable food systems is essential. Goal 

3 seeks to ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for 

all. Targets include reducing premature deaths from 

noncommunicable diseases, lowering maternal mortality, 

improving sanitation, and expanding healthcare access. Goal 

4 focuses on quality education. Barriers include 

inadequately trained teachers, poor school conditions, and 

inequitable opportunities for rural children. Investment in 

educational scholarships, teacher training, and school 

infrastructure is critical. Goal 5 aims to achieve gender 

equality and empower all women and girls. Equal access to 

education, healthcare, decent work, and political 

representation fuels sustainable economies. Legal 

frameworks to eliminate workplace discrimination and 

harmful practices are essential. Goal 6 seeks to ensure 

access to water and sanitation for all. Over 2 billion people 

face reduced access to freshwater resources. Investment in 

freshwater ecosystem management and sanitation facilities 

is needed across developing regions. Goal 7 aims to ensure 

access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern 

energy. Approximately 3 billion people lack access to clean 

cooking solutions, and nearly 1 billion live without 

electricity. Universal energy access, increased efficiency, 

and renewable energy adoption are priorities. Goal 8 

promotes inclusive and sustainable economic growth, 

employment, and decent work. Lack of decent work 

opportunities erodes the social contract underlying 

democratic societies. Access to financial services, trade, 

banking, and agricultural infrastructure can enhance 

productivity and reduce unemployment. Goal 9 focuses on 

building resilient infrastructure, promoting sustainable 

industrialization, and fostering innovation. Investments in 

transport, irrigation, energy, and information technology are 

crucial for sustainable development and community 

empowerment.  

Goal 10 aims to reduce inequality within and among 

countries. Large disparities persist in access to health, 

education, and other assets. Policies should be universal in 

principle while attending to the needs of disadvantaged 

populations. Goal 11 seeks to make cities inclusive, safe, 

resilient, and sustainable. Urban challenges include 

congestion, inadequate housing, declining infrastructure, 

and air pollution. Sustainable urban management can 

improve resource use while reducing pollution and poverty. 

Goal 12 promotes sustainable consumption and production 

patterns. This requires resource and energy efficiency, 

sustainable infrastructure, and access to green jobs and basic 

services. Goal 13 calls for urgent action to combat climate 

change and its impacts. Weather patterns are shifting, sea 

levels are rising, and greenhouse gas emissions are at 

historic highs. Without action, global surface temperatures 

could rise more than 3 degrees Celsius this century. Goal 14 

aims to conserve and sustainably use oceans, seas, and 

marine resources. Coastal waters continue to deteriorate 

from pollution and ocean acidification, affecting 

biodiversity and small-scale fisheries. Goal 15 focuses on 

sustainably managing forests, combating desertification, 

reversing land degradation, and halting biodiversity loss. 

Thirteen million hectares of forest are lost annually, and 

desertification affects billions of hectares. Goal 16 promotes 

just, peaceful, and inclusive societies. Addressing violence 

against children, human trafficking, and sexual violence is 

essential for building effective, accountable institutions. 

Goal 17 seeks to revitalize the global partnership for 

sustainable development. Successful implementation 

requires partnerships between governments, the private 

sector, and civil society, grounded in shared principles and a 

common vision. 

 

Foreign Policy and Sustainable Development: An 

Interdependent Relationship 

The Sustainable Development Goals constitute the first 

comprehensive global agenda with far-reaching implications 

for international relations. Their achievement influences 

geopolitical dynamics, requiring that development priorities 

be embedded within foreign policy frameworks. The 

interdependence between sustainable development and 

foreign policy operates at multiple levels—bilateral 

diplomacy, multilateral negotiations, trade agreements, and 

security cooperation. Decarbonized economies, as 

envisioned in Goal 7, exemplify this interdependence. 

Transitioning to renewable energy would fundamentally 

alter power dynamics between oil-producing and oil-

importing nations, with implications for energy security, 

economic competitiveness, and geopolitical alliances. 

Countries leading in renewable energy technologies may 

gain strategic advantages, while those dependent on fossil 

fuel exports face economic disruptions. Goal 6 on 

sustainable water access is similarly shaped by 

transboundary water relations. Cooperation over shared 

rivers—such as the Euphrates and Tigris flowing through 

Turkey, Syria, and Iraq—illustrates how water management 

becomes inherently a foreign policy issue. Water scarcity 

can exacerbate tensions, while cooperative management can 

serve as a foundation for broader regional cooperation. The 

Indus Water Treaty between India and Pakistan, maintained 

despite broader conflict, represents a notable example of 

sustained cooperation. 

Water scarcity impedes socioeconomic development, drives 

displacement, and can fuel conflict. Research has 

documented connections between resource scarcity and 
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instability in contexts from Darfur to Syria. Transboundary 

water cooperation must balance competing interests within 

and across countries, requiring diplomatic skills and careful 

project design. Deforestation and unsustainable land 

management, addressed in Goal 15, undermine livelihoods 

and contribute to resource-related disputes. Over the past six 

decades, 40 to 60 percent of internal armed conflicts in 

Africa have been linked to competition over natural 

resources. Development activities promoting sustainable 

forest management contribute to conflict prevention, 

yielding a peace dividend beyond environmental benefits. 

Foreign policy can support sustainable resource 

management through technical assistance, diplomatic 

engagement, and conservation incentives. 

The SDGs contribute to foreign policy objectives such as 

stability and peace in conflict-affected countries. Livelihood 

security and strengthened governance—core dimensions of 

sustainable development—are prerequisites for stability. 

Conversely, states facing conflict are often where SDG 

progress is weakest. Peace is not merely a sustainable 

development goal but also a precondition for implementing 

most others, requiring integrated approaches to 

peacebuilding and development. This interdependence 

demands deep engagement between development and 

foreign policy communities. A "sustainable foreign policy" 

would align external action with the promotion of 

sustainable development and peace, prioritizing long-term 

stability over short-term gains and pursuing cooperative 

approaches to shared problems. 

Agenda 2030 envisions foreign policy conducted in an 

integrated, network-oriented manner. Goal 17 explicitly 

upholds policy coherence and partnerships as key elements. 

Foreign policy offers channels for implementing SDGs in 

fragile contexts, ensuring that development assistance is 

conflict-sensitive. Diplomatic missions can coordinate 

development efforts, engage local stakeholders, and monitor 

progress. 

Implementation in fragile contexts requires conflict-

sensitive approaches that account for local dynamics and 

avoid exacerbating tensions. Foreign policy instruments 

such as bilateral trade agreements and incentives for 

cooperation can help build institutions, capacities, and 

norms in fragile states. Six foreign policy priority areas 

emerge: preventing forced migration, conflict prevention 

and stabilization, reducing humanitarian need, countering 

terrorism and violent extremism, promoting foreign trade 

and investment, and safeguarding geopolitical stability. 

Each intersects with sustainable development goals, 

illustrating the mutual reinforcement between development 

and diplomacy. 

 

Conclusion 

The meaning of development has transformed remarkably 

over the past seven decades. From a narrow focus on 

economic growth measured by GDP, it has expanded to 

encompass human capabilities, social equity, and 

environmental sustainability. The journey from postwar 

reconstruction to the Sustainable Development Goals 

reflects not merely an accumulation of new concerns but a 

fundamental reconceptualization of what development 

means and should achieve. Economic disparities between 

wealthy and poor nations, the obstacles facing developing 

countries, and the causes of persistent underdevelopment 

continue to animate scholarly inquiry and policy debate. The 

1992 [7] Earth Summit gave new direction to development 

thinking, articulating principles for sustainable development 

worldwide. The Brundtland Commission's report paved the 

way for the 17 Sustainable Development Goals, adopted as 

a shared global agenda to be achieved by 2030 [9]. 

These goals are vital to national progress, the effective 

conduct of foreign policy, and the balance between 

economic development and social well-being. As the world 

confronts climate change, resource scarcity, inequality, and 

conflict, integrating sustainable development into foreign 

policy becomes not merely desirable but essential. The 

future lies in recognizing that economic growth, human 

well-being, and environmental sustainability are not 

competing priorities but interdependent dimensions of a 

coherent vision for a just and prosperous world. The 

transition from economic growth to sustainable 

development represents a profound shift in how humanity 

understands progress. It acknowledges that material 

prosperity, while important, is not an end in itself. True 

development enhances human flourishing, respects 

ecological limits, and ensures that progress benefits all 

generations equitably. Whether this vision can be realized 

depends on collective political will, effective institutions, 

and sustained civil society engagement. The Sustainable 

Development Goals provide a roadmap; the journey 

demands continued effort, political courage, and recognition 

of our shared fate on a finite planet. 
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