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1. Introduction 1 

The genesis of the concept of sustainable development is associated with such important 2 

events and activities as: the study on the condition of the environment and the famous U Thant 3 

Report (1969), Reports for the Roman Club (among them the first two, which had a great impact 4 

on shaping the concept of sustainable development, i.e. Limits of growth (Meadows et al., 1972) 5 

and Humanity at a turning point (M 1974)), Stockholm Conference on Man and the 6 

Environment (1972), Conference in Rio de Janeiro (1992), Johannesburg Conference (2002), 7 

Conference in Rio de Janeiro (2012), Sustainable Development Summit in New York 8 

(September 2015). Among the documents constituting the concept of sustainable development 9 

there are: Stockholm Declaration (1972), Rio Declaration (1992), Agenda 21 Global Action 10 

Program (1992), Johannesburg Declaration (2002), Johannesburg Plan of Implementation 11 

(2002), Final document RIO + 20 – The future we want (2012), New Agenda for Sustainable 12 

Development 2030 (2015). In parallel to the activities of the UN and its subordinate agencies 13 

and the activities of the Roman Club, scientific reflection was developing, raising issues of 14 

environmental degradation and human condition in the world. Examples include publications 15 

such as Hans Jonas. Many definitions of sustainable development also appear in numerous 16 

publications and documents. Two of them deserve special attention. A 1975 definition of UNEP 17 

(United Nations Environment Program) that indicates that sustainable development is "such  18 

a course of inevitable economic development that would not significantly and irreversibly harm 19 

the human life environment, would not lead to the degradation of the biosphere that would 20 

reconcile the laws of nature, economics and culture" (Kozak, 1999, p. 257) and the definition 21 

of Brundtland Report (Our Common Future, 1987, p. 67) indicating that Sustainable 22 

development" is development that meets current needs without jeopardizing the possibilities of 23 

meeting the needs of future generations. "It is based on two basic concepts: the concept of 24 

"needs", and the concept of "limitations". The Brundtland report has significantly contributed 25 

to the popularization of the concept of sustainable development. The popularity of this idea, 26 

however, has not quite translated into practical actions, although they are undertaken by various 27 

governmental and non-governmental organizations and individually by specific people. 28 

Nevertheless, the multi-faceted environmental and humanitarian problems have still not been 29 

resolved, and some are even gaining momentum, as in the case of the greenhouse effect.  30 

The concept of sustainable development is anthropocentric, the value of the natural 31 

environment is not important per se, but precisely because of the possibility of human survival 32 

on earth – a planet that is home (oikos) to man. 33 

  34 



Contemporary European cultural values… 353 

2. Axiology of sustainable development and the values of European culture 1 

The anthropocentric orientation of the concept of sustainable development draws attention 2 

to the various values of man and human communities. Analysis of reports, studies and 3 

documents constituting the concept of sustainable development has shown that the values that 4 

play a significant role in the concept of sustainable development include: justice, responsibility, 5 

freedom, dignity, democracy, life and quality of life, security, environment (Kuzior, 2014). 6 

European culture values can be classified as follows: 7 

1. Truth, goodness, beauty and Good– the sphere of absolute values. 8 

2. Life, freedom, dignity – the sphere of personal values. 9 

3. Family, community, religion – the sphere of community values. 10 

4. Pluralism, democracy, tolerance (sphere of community values) (Żuk, 2016, p. 116). 11 

This classification can be supplemented by adding values that are important from the point 12 

of view of upbringing: altruism, tolerance, responsibility, freedom, justice (Łobocki, 2005,  13 

p. 108-118). These values can be included both in the sphere of community values and personal 14 

values. 15 

It is not difficult to notice that the listed values of European culture and sustainable 16 

development concepts are mostly the same. This article will discuss in detail two of them: 17 

justice and responsibility. According to the author, these are absolutely basic values that 18 

condition all other values of European culture and the concept of sustainable development. 19 

Certainly, the values of modern European culture arise from ancient roots. They should be 20 

looked for, among others in the Platonic theory of virtues, which includes such specific virtues 21 

as: prudence (sophrosyne) of self-control, bravery (andreia), wisdom (sophia) and justice 22 

(ikaiosyne), which is integrating the above virtues (Hessen, 1968; Żuk, 2005, p. 96).  23 

Plato adopted the Pythagorean concept of virtue, understood as order and harmony of the soul. 24 

The soul was divided into a rational, impulsive and lustful part. A specific virtue was fitted to 25 

each part of the soul. And so wisdom was the virtue of the rational part, bravery of the impulsive 26 

part, and self-control over the lust part. It was similar with body parts that were assigned to the 27 

appropriate virtues: wisdom – head, bravery – torso, abstinence – abdomen (Tatarkiewicz, 28 

1988, pp. 98, 118-119). These relationships and connections are characterized by the diagram 29 

below. 30 
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 1 

Figure 1. Justice, Source: own elaboration based on Tatarkiewicz, 1988.  2 

In Plato's concept, justice is a value that integrates other virtues, but the philosophical 3 

tradition provides us with a different understanding of justice. Theorists dealing with the 4 

phenomenon of this value (virtue) include the already mentioned Plato and his student Aristotle, 5 

followed by Hume, Rousseau, Rawls, Nozick and MacIntyre. Justice is also one of the basic 6 

values in the concept of sustainable development. Its various aspects are illustrated in the 7 

diagram below. 8 

 9 

Figure 2. Justice in the concept of sustainable development, Source: own elaboration (Kuzior, 2014,  10 
p. 63). 11 

Justice can be considered simultaneously from an ethical and legal perspective.  12 

This is justified because morality and law condition each other (or at least they should).  13 

Mutual legal references are strongly emphasized in the concept of sustainable development. 14 

Analysis of the basic documents constituting the concept of sustainable development allows to 15 

list two main types of justice: 16 
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1. Intergenerational justice. 1 

2. Generational justice (intra-generational). 2 

As part of generational justice, the concept of sustainable development distinguishes justice: 3 

a) fungible, 4 

b) distributive, 5 

c) legal, 6 

d) social, 7 

e) international 8 

f) global (Kuzior, 2008, pp. 333-339). 9 

The concept of justice is also present in economics. Taking into account the assumptions of 10 

ecological economy, based on the foundation of the so-called strong durability, more emphasis 11 

is placed on intergenerational justice. Ecological economy adopts strict conditions for 12 

environmental protection and preservation of its resources for future generations. Theoreticians 13 

of ecological economics understand sustainable development as limiting economic growth and 14 

socio-economic development in order to stop and counteract excessive degradation of the 15 

natural environment (Jeżowski, 2001, pp. 99-100). Analysis of documents has shown, however, 16 

that in relation to the concept of sustainable development, we cannot speak of an ecocentric 17 

approach to environmental protection, as proposed by ecological economics. However,  18 

an anthropocentric approach can be identified, which is closer to the approaches of 19 

environmental economics, which prioritizes intra-generational justice. Nevertheless,  20 

the concept of sustainable development also includes provisions regarding the rights and needs 21 

of future generations (Kuzior, 2008c, pp. 333-339). For example, the Rio Declaration states: 22 

"The right to development must be fulfilled so as to fairly combine the developmental and 23 

environmental needs of present and future generations". The definitions of sustainable 24 

development quoted at the introduction also emphasize this intergenerational aspect of justice. 25 

However, the Earth Summit in Johannesburg and documents signed by representatives of the 26 

governments of 193 countries of the world clearly indicate the importance of generational 27 

problems and recognize as a priority the eradication of poverty, indicate appropriate ways of 28 

implementing intra-generational justice, including establishing a fund of solidarity with the 29 

poor and hungry and improving the quality of life for people at local, regional, national and 30 

global level. The assumptions of the discussed concept in this area allow to identify the 31 

assumptions of social justice. At the core of justice understood in this way is the value of 32 

interpersonal solidarity and solidarity. The idea of helping the needy and poor based on 33 

redistribution is therefore also rooted in other values that result from the fact that man is 34 

responsible for another man (Kuzior, 2008c, pp. 333-339). In the final document of the RIO + 35 

20 conference, social justice manifests itself in supporting democracy and shaping a just society 36 

based on fair economic growth, including the creation of decent jobs, fair management and 37 
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equitable distribution of benefits, and social development aimed at eliminating poverty, poverty 1 

and hunger, based on universal health care and social protection as well as equal opportunities 2 

and non-discrimination (The future we want, 2012). Another manifestation of social justice, 3 

included in the concept of sustainable development, is international economic justice, which 4 

refers to justice based on redistribution related to the elimination of poverty, hunger and 5 

malnutrition. In this case, however, the subject of entitlement changes. In the previous case,  6 

it was every human being that needed help, now underdeveloped countries are becoming the 7 

subject of authority. As part of international economic justice, we can talk about compensatory 8 

justice, which is to ensure the prosperity of underdeveloped countries through economic 9 

assistance. The concept of sustainable development also includes obligations arising from 10 

restorative justice, understood as the obligation of the perpetrator to account for and compensate 11 

for harm and restitution of damage caused – such understanding we can find in the Rio 12 

Declaration. The concept of sustainable development can also identify references to distributive 13 

(distributive) and alternative justice (Kuzior, 2008c, pp. 333-339). Aristotle has already 14 

distinguished these two types of justice. The first of these concerned "the community (state, 15 

family, etc.) ensuring its members share in the common good" (Maciejewski, 2012, p. 10).  16 

In the concept of sustainable development, distributive justice is essential in the fight against 17 

poverty and hunger. In turn, legal justice can be defined as the basis for the types of justice 18 

discussed earlier. It regulates the attitude of citizens to the state and the state to the citizens,  19 

and in the concept of sustainable development also the attitude of individual states and 20 

institutions to international legal regulations. Is (should be) the guarantor of building the 21 

common good. 22 

In the concept of sustainable development, justice is inseparably connected with 23 

responsibility, which allows these values to be considered complementary. In some axiological 24 

considerations, there are justifications that it is thanks to responsibility that the idea of justice 25 

can be realized (Ingarden, 2004, p. 168). 26 

In the concept of sustainable development, responsibility is not only a (moral) value,  27 

but even the basic principle constituting the concept, creating a new paradigm – the paradigm 28 

of responsibility. This paradigm concerns both ex-post-facto liability (e.g. compensation in the 29 

form of compensation to victims) and responsibility for what is to be done (Kuzior, 2008b,  30 

pp. 88-96; Kuzior, 2006, pp. 67-72). In the classification of European culture values proposed 31 

at the outset, responsibility is a personal (individual) and community (collective) value.  32 

In the concept of sustainable development, a third type of responsibility is additionally 33 

highlighted – institutional responsibility. It is also worth paying attention to the relational nature 34 

of responsibility, i.e. for whom?, For what?, To what extent?, Based on what principles? and to 35 

whom? corresponds to the subject. In other words, what is the subject of responsibility and in 36 

what time and spatial perspective the subject's liability applies (should apply).  37 
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These relationships are presented in diagram 3 and 4, taking into account the considerations of 1 

R. Ingarden (1987, 2004) and G. Ropohl (1999, pp. 93-107) as well as the author's own thoughts 2 

and statements regarding the concept of sustainable development. 3 

 4 

Figure 3. Subject of responsibility., Source: own elaboration (Kuzior, 2014, p. 46). 5 

 6 
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 1 

Figure 3. Subject of responsibility in the concept of sustainable development, Source: own elaboration 2 

(Kuzior, 2014, p. 47). 3 
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Based on the analysis of the documents constituting the concept of sustainable development, 1 

it can be concluded that the subject of responsibility in the concept of sustainable development 2 

is very wide. The entity is responsible (for whom? What?) For the action and its effects,  3 

both positive and negative; is responsible for progress and development, for implementing the 4 

concept of sustainable development; is responsible for himself, for another human being,  5 

for a wider community of living beings, for the natural environment; is finally responsible for 6 

future generations, for the duration and development of life on earth. Therefore, we are dealing 7 

here with generational and intergenerational responsibility (Kuzior, 2014, p. 48). Responsibility 8 

for progeny, for future generations in the long term, opens up the issue of natural responsibility, 9 

which grows out of natural order, is global, independent and irrevocable, cannot be abandoned, 10 

there is a force of nature in which it is rooted (Jonas, 2004, p. 211). Contemporary technical 11 

civilization and related technological innovations (Kuzior, Zozul'ak, 2019), development of the 12 

Internet (Strbova, Kuzior, 2019), cognitive technologies and artificial intelligence (Kuzior  13 

et al., 2019; Kwilinski et al., 2019; Tkachenko et al., 2019; Kwilinski, Kuzior, 2020),  14 

Industry 4.0 (Fobel, Kuzior, 2019) reveal new dimensions of responsibility, both individual, 15 

collective and institutional, e.g. in the area of CSR (Orbik, Zozuľaková, 2019; Kuzior, Knosala, 16 

2015). However, the basic relational scheme and direction of the subject's responsibility for the 17 

subject (and not vice versa) remains the same. Hypothetically, of course, you can reverse this 18 

relationship and make some object responsible for some wrong done to the subject,  19 

e.g. a defective car is the cause of an accident in which a person suffers permanent health 20 

damage or loses his life. Such an argument is, however, completely illogical, because behind 21 

the production of this car and components located in it stands a whole host of people,  22 

and de facto they are individually and the company that produced and sold the defective car is 23 

institutionally responsible. There is therefore a possibility of compensation for the damage 24 

suffered, whether directly to the injured party or his family. 25 

In case of intergenerational responsibility, there is a certain problem of inability to redress 26 

if the effects of actions prove to be negative, e.g. the quality of life of future generations will 27 

significantly deteriorate due to errors and irresponsible actions of their fathers, or inaction that 28 

should be taken. The responsibility paradigm, indirectly defined in the concept of sustainable 29 

development, sets the direction and gives hope for life on earth and for the development of the 30 

homo sapiens species. However, a thorough reconstruction of consciousness is necessary.  31 

The Cartesian-Kantian paradigm of rationality that dominates in modern times must be 32 

extended to the emotional sphere, shaping a new approach to the world based on the paradigm 33 

of responsibility. 34 

The problem of liability instances is also complex. One can speak of a legal, moral or 35 

religious instance of responsibility. In the documents constituting the concept of sustainable 36 

development, mainly a legal instance has a regulatory value. Under it, the institutional 37 

responsibility of states, institutions and enterprises assumes the dimension of expost-facto 38 

liability (damages, torts). Nevertheless, a moral instance is equally important, especially if we 39 
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take into account care for the quality of life of future generations (Kuzior, 2014).  1 

Nicolai Hartmann defines responsibility for future generations with a beautiful metaphor for 2 

"love for the farthest". However, he indicates that we must realize our place in the chain of 3 

human development. Responsibility for future generations is one-way, one-sided.  4 

Always applies to the one who lives before. Epigoni are not responsible for their deceased 5 

ancestors. Responsibility for future generations is a diachronic process. The one who has been 6 

included in this responsibility has a new responsibility for future generations. Solidarity with 7 

future generations is manifested in this kind of responsibility. However, modern man still stuck 8 

in moral immaturity cannot bear such a burden (Hartmann, 2004, p. 44). Contemporary man 9 

has not grown up to take on responsibility for generations. The final document of the RIO + 20 10 

conference contains a rather pessimistic conclusion about poverty and famine in the world – 11 

"one in five people, that is over 1 billion people, is still living in extreme poverty, and one in 12 

seven – that is 14% - is malnourished while public health challenges, including pandemics and 13 

epidemics, are still pervasive threats." How current these records are in the face of today's 14 

COVID-19 threat. In the global dimension, the situation of the poorest has only slightly 15 

improved, but the statistics are still terrifying. UN report: Famine still threatens millions of 16 

people in the world (2018) indicates that the number of starving people in the world in 2018 17 

was 821.6 million (every 9th person in the world), and the number of people without food 18 

security is 2 billion (26,4% of the world's population). Europe with its values is helpless and 19 

immersed in powerlessness or lack of solidarity with the poorest. Z. Bauman argued that the 20 

modern world needs a Europe with a sense of global mission. And in the assumptions Europe 21 

with its values is just that. The "European Identity Card" defines Europe as a "community of 22 

responsibility" (Bauman 2005, 57; Kuzior 2008a). However, Europe cannot bear this burden 23 

and is also in a crisis, including a crisis of values. For this reason, humanities education, 24 

including education to value, is important in the development of modern man (Zozuľaková, 25 

2018). 26 

3. Conclusion 27 

The above considerations lead to the conclusion that the values of European culture and the 28 

values of the concept of sustainable development are really based on the common roots of 29 

cultural heritage, which grew on Greek philosophy and Judeo-Christian tradition. These two 30 

sources of European culture played a significant role in shaping axiology and influenced the 31 

understanding of these values by subsequent generations. Their presence in the concept of 32 

sustainable development shows that they have become universal values, although nowadays 33 

they are understood and defined somewhat differently in different places around the world.  34 

The considerations leave no doubt, however, that the still current problems of environmental 35 
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degradation, humanitarian and economic crises, epidemics and pandemics require continuous 1 

improvement of human beings in the scope of the described values of European culture, so that 2 

it is possible to effectively implement the assumptions of the concept of sustainable 3 

development and improve people's quality of life and ensure safety in its various dimensions. 4 
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