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With the introduction of the SDGs in 2015, Sustainable Development (SD) 

became the front line of our world agenda. Nevertheless, what is SD? There are different 

answers. It has been argued that it has become a buzzword or fashionable phrase that everyone 

uses but it’s not clearly defined (e.g. Lele 1991, Rist 2007) There are those who argue that its 

meaning should be left vague to allow different positions search common ground. Lele (1991) 

asserts that the concept should be characterised to avoid its misinterpretation or even co-optation. 

This paper offers a critical review of the literature on sustainable development that builds on 

previous studies including Lele 1991, Brown et al, 1987, Barbier 1987, Tisdell, 1988. But while 

these authors have contributed to the discussion of SD definition, an understanding of what SD 

means to people on the ground is still lacking. The purpose of this paper is not to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of SD by indigenous people. The idea here is to use a case study to 

draw lessons about the significance of hearing differing conceptions of sustainable development 

and reaching conceptual consensus. We hope that this attempt may be followed by a more 

comprehensive account of differing views of sustainable development, that incorporates an 

extensive range of voices. The paper begins by examining the various interpretations of 

“Sustainable Development” in the academic and global organisations literature, contrasting the 

more vague with the more precise ones. I then present meanings put forward by indigenous 

people in southern Mexico that neighbour wind energy developments. Results demonstrate that 

many policy and theoretic definitions of SD stem from subjective (rather than consensual) ideas 

about goals and processes, which result in contrasting views that trigger conflict. Hence, the 

paper concludes that to overcome social conflict in energy transitions, indispensable to achieve 

sustainable development, we need to hear all voices to agree on an overall view of SD and future 

that we want. Key references Lele, S. M. (1991). Sustainable development: a critical review. 
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