
Development as 
Service 



 



Development as 
Service: 

Worldviews, Law and 
Sustainable Development Goals 

By 

Dorine E. van Norren 
 
 



Development as Service:  
Worldviews, Law and Sustainable Development Goals 
 
By Dorine E. van Norren 
 
This book first published 2025  
 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing 
 
Lady Stephenson Library, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE6 2PA, UK 
 
British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data 
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library 
 
Copyright © 2025 by Dorine E. van Norren 
 
All rights for this book reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, 
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without 
the prior permission of the copyright owner. 
 
ISBN: 978-1-0364-5019-9 
ISBN (Ebook): 978-1-0364-5020-5 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
 
 
List of Tables ............................................................................................. xi 
 
List of Illustrations .................................................................................. xiii 
 
The Complex Achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals,  
and Dialogue Beyond 2030 by Macharia Kamau ..................................... xv 
 
Preface .................................................................................................... xvii 
 
Dedications .............................................................................................. xxi 
 
Acknowledgements ................................................................................ xxii 
 
Abbreviations ....................................................................................... xxvii 
 
Executive Summary ................................................................................ xxx 
 
Chapter 1 .................................................................................................... 1 
Introduction 

1.1 Purpose of the book ................................................................... 1 
1.2 The inclusion of Global South views on development  

and (human) rights ..................................................................... 3 
1.3 Critical approach ........................................................................ 7 
1.4 Postcolonial Method and structure ............................................ 9 
1.5 Case study approach ................................................................ 12 
1.6 Case study 1 methodology: Happiness .................................... 18 
1.7 Case study 2 methodology: Ubuntu ......................................... 21 
1.8 Case study 3 methodology: Buen Vivir ................................... 23 
1.9 SDG interviews methodology .................................................. 25 
1.10 Concluding remarks and book structure .................................. 26 
1.11 References ............................................................................... 27 

 
  



Table of Contents 
 

vi 

Chapter 2 .................................................................................................. 33 
Development Theories 

2.1 Introduction ............................................................................. 34 
2.2 The genesis of modernism ....................................................... 34 
2.3 Criticism of modernism ........................................................... 64 
2.4 Postcolonial economics ........................................................... 70 
2.5 Postcolonial law: TWAIL movement ...................................... 74 
2.6 Relevance of postcolonial economics for this research ........... 77 
2.7 Relevance of TWAIL for this research .................................... 79 
2.8 Conclusion ............................................................................... 81 
2.9 Annex Different types of identity formation ........................... 82 
2.10 References ............................................................................... 85 

 
Chapter 3 .................................................................................................. 97 
The MDGs: History, Criticism and Recommendations for After 2015 

3.1 Introduction ............................................................................. 97 
3.2 Declarations in the run-up to the MDGs .................................. 99 
3.3 From Declaration to Goals ..................................................... 101 
3.4 MDG summits in 2005 and 2010 ........................................... 103 
3.5 General criticism at the MDGs .............................................. 104 
3.6 Criticism at measuring poverty, hunger, education, gender, 

health ..................................................................................... 108 
3.7 Pitfalls of results-based management .................................... 109 
3.8 Gaps: what the MDGs failed to address ................................ 111 
3.9 How have the MDGs been used in countries in the Global 

South? .................................................................................... 113 
3.10 Have the MDGs had an impact on donor policies? ............... 115 
3.11 Conclusion ............................................................................. 117 
3.12 References ............................................................................. 121 

 
Chapter 4 ................................................................................................ 127 
Lessons from Human Rights and Wellbeing Theories 

4.1 Introduction ........................................................................... 128 
4.2 Objective well-being .............................................................. 128 
4.3 Subjective well-being ............................................................ 130 
4.4 Broader wellbeing: Alternative economic indicators ............. 132 
4.5 Future well-being and sustainability ...................................... 133 
4.6 Livelihood approach .............................................................. 136 
4.7 Security and development ...................................................... 137 
4.8 Human rights approach .......................................................... 138 
4.9 Gender approach .................................................................... 142 



Development as Service: Worldviews, Law and Sustainable 
Development Goals 

vii 

4.10 Culture ................................................................................... 146 
4.11 Recommendations for the MDGs .......................................... 147 
4.12 Conclusion: Lessons for the MDGs from wellbeing  

and human rights theory ........................................................ 149 
4.13 References ............................................................................. 150 

 
Chapter 5 ................................................................................................ 156 
Economic and Demographic Issues, Global Public Goods and the Post 
MDG System 

5.1 Introduction ........................................................................... 157 
5.2 Economic trends in 2010 ....................................................... 157 
5.3 Trade and financial systems ................................................... 159 
5.4 New technology ..................................................................... 161 
5.5 Demographic development .................................................... 162 
5.6 Food security ......................................................................... 164 
5.7 Infrastructure and private sector ............................................ 165 
5.8 Global public goods ............................................................... 166 
5.9 Institutional economy ............................................................ 172 
5.10 Recommendations for the MDGs .......................................... 173 
5.11 Conclusion: Lessons for the MDGs from economic  

and demographic trends and global public goods .................. 175 
5.12 Possible new model derived from theoretic discussion ......... 177 
5.13 References ............................................................................. 182 

 
Chapter 6 ................................................................................................ 185 
The SDGS: History and Criticism Regarding the Negotiation Process  
and Outcome 

6.1 Introduction ........................................................................... 186 
6.2 Process ................................................................................... 186 
6.3 Outcome of the Open Working Group on Sustainable 

Development Goals ............................................................... 204 
6.4 Merits ..................................................................................... 210 
6.5 Criticism: Lacking dimensions .............................................. 213 
6.6 A vision without cultural values? .......................................... 221 
6.7 Western versus ‘non-Western’ values? .................................. 231 
6.8 Communicating the SDGs: The definition of sustainable 

development .......................................................................... 236 
6.9 Conclusion ............................................................................. 239 
6.10 References ............................................................................. 251 

 
  



Table of Contents 
 

viii 

Chapter 7 ................................................................................................ 262 
Happiness Theory of Bhutan 

7.1 Introduction ........................................................................... 263 
7.2 Philosophy of Gross National Happiness .............................. 263 
7.3 Merits and Criticism .............................................................. 266 
7.4 Implementation in law, jurisprudence and policy .................. 267 
7.5 Reconstruction of law and SDG recommendations ............... 272 
7.6 Reconstruction of the economy and SDG recommendations .. 278 
7.7 The Bhutanese SDG position ................................................. 282 
7.8 SDGs and GNH ..................................................................... 283 
7.9 Conclusion ............................................................................. 291 
7.10 References ............................................................................. 300 

 
Chapter 8 ................................................................................................ 321 
Ubuntu Theory of (South) Africa 

8.1 Introduction ........................................................................... 322 
8.2 Philosophy of Ubuntu ............................................................ 322 
8.3 Merits and criticism ............................................................... 324 
8.4 Implementation in law, jurisprudence and policy .................. 325 
8.5 Reconstruction of law and SDG recommendations ............... 327 
8.6 Reconstruction of the economy and SDG recommendations .. 336 
8.7 SDG Position of (South) Africa ............................................. 338 
8.8 SDGs and Ubuntu .................................................................. 340 
8.9 Conclusion ............................................................................. 350 
8.10 References ............................................................................. 359 
8.11 Annex Ubuntu and the interim constitution ........................... 380 

 
Chapter 9 ................................................................................................ 381 
Buen Vivir Theory of Ecuador 

9.1 Introduction ........................................................................... 382 
9.2 Philosophy of Buen Vivir ...................................................... 382 
9.3 Merits and criticism ............................................................... 384 
9.4 Implementation in law, jurisprudence and policy .................. 385 
9.5 Reconstruction of law and SDG recommendations ............... 414 
9.6 Reconstruction of law and economy leading to SDG 

recommendations ................................................................... 417 
9.7 The SDG position of Ecuador ................................................ 420 
9.8 SDGs and Buen Vivir ............................................................ 425 
9.9 Conclusion ............................................................................. 433 
9.10 References ............................................................................. 442 

 



Development as Service: Worldviews, Law and Sustainable 
Development Goals 

ix 

Chapter 10 .............................................................................................. 456 
Similarities between Happiness, Ubuntu and Buen Vivir 

10.1 Introduction ........................................................................... 457 
10.2 Cosmic unity and harmony (as a basis for justice) ................ 459 
10.3 The creation of the world from our mind/heart: spirit before 

material .................................................................................. 462 
10.4 Altruism ................................................................................. 464 
10.5 Deliberative democracy and decentralization, equality ......... 466 
10.6 Overarching legal principle and expanded notion of dignity  

and freedom ........................................................................... 470 
10.7 Restorative justice .................................................................. 472 
10.8 Economic-ecological principle .............................................. 481 
10.9 Development as service/servant leadership ........................... 482 
10.10 Simple life, value of being (leisure): notions of poverty  

and of time ............................................................................. 485 
10.11 Cultural beliefs at the heart of development .......................... 487 
10.12 Resonance in the region ......................................................... 490 
10.13 Merits and criticism ............................................................... 491 
10.14 Conclusion ............................................................................. 494 
10.15  References .............................................................................. 494 

 
Chapter 11 .............................................................................................. 500 
Differences between Happiness, Ubuntu and Buen Vivir 

11.1 Introduction ........................................................................... 501 
11.2 Individual versus collective agency ....................................... 501 
11.3 Thinking from the mind versus heart ..................................... 503 
11.4 Formalization in policies, formats, indexes ........................... 507 
11.5 Constitutional embedding and jurisprudence ......................... 508 
11.6 Notions of equality ................................................................ 510 
11.7 Nature-human unity versus human-unity ............................... 511 
11.8 Plurinationality versus national cultural homogeneity ........... 514 
11.9 Foreign policies ..................................................................... 519 
11.10 Implementation issues ........................................................... 521 
11.11 Comparison of legal and economic reconstruction of 

conventional theory ............................................................... 539 
11.12 Convergence and differences with current progressive  

trends ..................................................................................... 548 
11.13 Conclusion ............................................................................. 556 
11.14 References ............................................................................. 557 

 
  



Table of Contents 
 

x

Chapter 12 .............................................................................................. 561 
The Role of Global South Views in the SDG Negotiations 

12.1 Introduction ........................................................................... 562 
12.2 The SDG negotiation process ................................................ 563 
12.3 SDGs as an outcome .............................................................. 573 
12.4 Conclusion ............................................................................. 598 
12.5 References ............................................................................. 602 

 
Chapter 13 .............................................................................................. 603 
Epilogue: The Wheel of Values 

13.1 Introduction ........................................................................... 604 
13.2 Mythology and diversity of views ......................................... 610 
13.3 The archetypes ....................................................................... 611 
13.4 Geographical model ............................................................... 617 
13.5 Correspondences in Quecha culture, Buddhism, African  

Ubuntu principle .................................................................... 625 
13.6 Annex: Regional wheels ........................................................ 633 
13.7 References ............................................................................. 643 

 
Chapter 14 .............................................................................................. 644 
Other Books in this Series 

14.1 Gross National Happiness, its view on Law, Human Rights  
and Sustainable Development Goals ..................................... 644 

14.2 African Ubuntu, its view on Human Rights, Law  
and Sustainable Development Goals ..................................... 646 

14.3 Latin American Buen Vivir and Rights of Nature: Law,  
Human Rights and Sustainable Development ........................ 648 

 
Appendix 1 ............................................................................................. 652 
SDG Goals and Targets 
 



LIST OF TABLES 
 
 
 
Table 1.1 Interviews Bhutan-Gross National Happiness  
Table 1.2 Interviews South Africa-Ubuntu  
Table 1.3 Interviews Ecuador-Buen Vivir  
Table 1.4 MDG-SDG interviews  
Table 2.1 Decade zero ’50: Truman, stages of growth and big push 
Table 2.2 1st development decade ’60: unbalanced and balanced growth 
Table 2.3 2nd development decade ’70: growth with redistribution, basic 

needs, rural development 
Table 2.4 3rd development decade ’80: export led growth, structural 

adjustment, sustainability 
Table 2.5 4th development decade ’90: Adjustment with a human face, 

social capital, good governance 
Table 2.6 5th development decade (2000): capability, alternative well-

being, behavior economics 
Table 2.7 6th development decade (2010): inclusive green growth, 

environmental justice 
Table 2.8 Forms of participation  
Table 2.9 Inclusive development  
Table 2.10 Successive schools of post modernism  
Table 2.11 Historic premises in economic thought 
Table 3.1 Pros and cons of MDGs  
Table 4.1 MDGs and key human rights 
Table 5.1 The world as a village  
Table 5.2 Different kinds of global public goods 
Table 5.3 Millennium Development Actions 
Table 6.1 Abbreviated OWG Goals compared to High Level Panel Goals 

and Rio+20 outcomes  
Table 6.2 Comparison SDG-MDG goals  
Table 6.3 UN consultation on goals and culture/SDG’s targets on culture 

(UNESCO)  
Table 6.4 Pros and cons of SDGs compared to MDGs  
Table 6.5 SDGs and earlier MDG recommendations  
Table 7.1 Jurisprudence involving Happiness principle in Bhutan  
Table 7.2 Examples of GNH in SDG report  



List of Tables 
 

xii 

Table 7.3 Comparison of SDG values versus Buddhist Gross National 
Happiness values  

Table 8.1 Restorative Justice principles derived from Ubuntu 
jurisprudence and practice South Africa  

Table 8.2 Examples of Ubuntu in SDG report  
Table 8.3 Comparison of SDG values versus Ubuntu values  
Table 9.1 Jurisprudence Rights of Nature (RoN)  
Table 9.2 Examples of Buen Vivir in SDG report  
Table 9.3 Comparison of SDG and Buen Vivir approach 
Table 10.1 Arguments pro and con Buddhist inspired law (reconstruction 

of law)  
Table 10.2 Restorative justice in action (South Africa)  
Table 10.3 Arguments pro and contra Ubuntu law (reconstruction of law)  
Table 10.4 Arguments pro and con rights of nature  
Table 11.1 Positive examples/potentials of implementation of Ubuntu, 

Happiness, Buen Vivir mentioned by interviews 
Table 11.2 Implementation issues of Ubuntu, Happiness, Buen Vivir 

mentioned in interviews (non-exhaustive) 
Table 11.3 Primal versus Western mind 
Table 11.4 Legal deconstruction 
Table 11.5 Economic deconstruction 
Table 11.6 Social deconstruction (some examples) 
Table 11.7 Gallup Well-being Index 2014 (Bhutan, Ecuador, South Africa) 
Table 11.8 Gallup 2014 Well-Being Across the World and by Region 

Geographic Area 
Table 12.1 SDG-process: negotiation positions in OWG documents  
Table 12.2 Outcome of OWG: SDGs - views in interviews  
Table 12.3 Comparison of SDG, Ubuntu, Happiness, Buen Vivir approach  
Table 13.1 Eight Dimensions of Development & Governance 
Table 13.2 The 8 feasts in Quechua culture and Greek archetypes  
Table 13.3 Greek Archetypes and Inca/Aztek mythology and African 

Ubuntu philosophy  
Table 13.4 Correspondence of chakra’s and archetypes  
Table 13.5 Greek archetypes and three worlds in Quechua philosophy 
Table 13.6 Correspondence of feminine archetypes with masculine 

archetypes 
 



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 
 
 
 
Figure 2.0 Wheel of Values/United States 
Figure 2.1 Inclusive growth  
Figure 2.2 Concentric identity (individual) 
Figure 2.3 Translational identity (individual) 
Figure 2.4 Translational circular identity 
Figure 2.5 Linear Collective identity 
Figure 2.6 Circular Collective identity 
Figure 2.7 Linear Collective concentric identity 
Figure 2.8 Circular Collective circular concentric identity 
Figure 3.0 Wheel of Values/Europe 
Figure 4.0 Wheel of Values/Eurasia 
Figure 5.0 Millenium Development Goals 
Figure 5.1 Wheel of Development with Millennium Development Actions  
Figure 5.2 Wheel of Governance  
Figure 5.3 Towards a Wheel of Values  
Figure 6.0 Sustainable Development Goals 
Figure 6.1 Inputs for the formulation of the post-2015 development agenda  
Figure 6.2 High Level Panel Report Goals  
Figure 6.3 SDGs  
Figure 6.4 SDG model  
Figure 6.5 SDG representation. The Netherlands’ distance from achieving 

SDGs’2030 targets.  
Figure 7.0 Wheel of Values/Asia 
Figure 7.1 Happiness concept of balance and harmony influencing 

MDG/SDG clusters 
Figure 7.2 SDGs and Happiness principle 
Figure 8.0 Wheel of Values/Africa  
Figure 8.1 Relation of Ubuntu to GPG, human rights and SDGs  
Figure 8.2 Wheel of Development including Ubuntu  
Figure 8.3 Ubuntu and SDGs  
Figure 9.0 Wheel of Values/Latin America 
Figure 9.1 Buen Vivir influencing MDG/SDG clusters  
Figure 9.2 SDGs and Buen Vivir 
Figure 10.0 Wheel of Values/Asia/Africa/Latin America 
Figure 10.1 Meeting of opposing cosmic forces: Feminine (dark) – 

masculine (light)/life force-life patterns 



List of Illustrations 
 

xiv

Figure 10.2 Leadership and traditional society 
Figure 11.0 Wheel of Values/Indigenous Polynesia/Australia/New Zealand 
Figure 11.1 The three worlds in Quechua philosophy 
Figure 11.2 Rainbow nation, cultural diversity, multi or plurinationality 
Figure 12.0 Wheel of Values/Middle East 
Figure 12.1 Ubuntu, Happiness and Buen Vivir and the SDGs  
Figure 13.0 Wheel of Values and Archetypes 
Figure 13.1 Wheel of Development and Archetypes  
Figure 13.2 Masculine archetypes  
Figure 13.3 Masculine and Feminine male archetypes  
Figure 13.4 Wheel of archetypes and values  
Figure 13.5 Wheel of Archetypes and the 4 elements  
Figure 13.6 The 8 or 9 elements including emptiness  
Figure 13.7 Regional wheel of the world  
Figure 13.8 Geographical wheel of regions and mythological archetypes  
Figure 13.9 Geographical wheel of values and functions in society 
Figure 13.10 Subdivisions of Archetypes 
Figure 13.11 General containing specific and vice versa  
Figure 13.12 Wheel of United Nations organizations and of political 

bodies  
Figure 13.13 Wheel scientific disciplines  
Figure 13.14 Archetype influence of regions  
Figure 13.15 Life joined in Ubuntu: Ubu brought to life by archetype 

(deities) life force Ntu  
Figure 13.16 The three worlds and the human body in Quechua philosophy  
Figure 13.17 The world as one body: Chakra’s, corresponding Archetypes 

and World Regions  
Figure 13.18 Wheel of Europe 
Figure 13.19 Wheel of Latin America 
Figure 13.20 Wheel of Asia 
Figure 13.21 Wheel of Middle East 
Figure 13.22 Wheel of Eurasia 
Figure 13.23 Wheel of Africa 
Figure 13.24 Wheel of West-Africa 
Figure 13.25 Wheel of Southern Africa 
Figure 13.26 Historical wheels of the world 
Figure 13.27 Feminine archetypes 
 
 
 
 



THE COMPLEX ACHIEVEMENT  
OF THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS, 

AND DIALOGUE BEYOND 2030  
BY MACHARIA KAMAU 

 
 
 
As ambassador to the United Nations for Kenya, I was witness to the 
complex proceedings of negotiating the Sustainable Development Goals, as 
well as the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development that formed the 
official adoption of the SDGs. This three-and-a-half-year journey of the 
negotiation of these goals was one of the most complex negotiations done 
within the United Nations system, touching upon virtually every topic and 
involving all agencies of the UN, alongside civil society, business, experts 
and, of course, governments. It was at times an exhausting exercise of which 
the outcome was unknown and success not assured with many opposing, 
seemingly irreconcilable views. To some it seemed impossible and even 
absurd to want to strive for such a comprehensive framework of both socio-
economic development, sustainability and peace. Had we not worked 
efficiently alongside one another, safely within our own pillars of 
development, nature conservation and security, for decades and was this 
integrative effort not going to backfire? How the impossible was achieved, 
I have described in the book, Transforming Multilateral Diplomacy, The 
inside story of the Sustainable Development Goals (2018) together with 
Pamela Chasek and David O’Connor. 

The current book that you are about to read takes this process one step 
further, trying to comprehend and integrate the value dimensions in the 
SDGs. How to harness the power of culture for sustainable development, 
the driving force of peoples and societies? I myself voiced strong support 
for including culture in the SDGs as a driving force for development. During 
the negotiations, it was treated as a cross-cutting issue, influencing all goals 
and targets. UNESCO recognized this as an important break-through, 
reaffirming culture’s crucial contribution to development.  

In (Southern) Africa, that connecting force is called Ubuntu (or similar 
expressions in different languages) of which South Africa is the most 
significant proponent. It signifies African brother(sister)hood, in which we 
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recognize the humanity in the other and the sacredness of all living things. 
The African Union (AU) recognized Ubuntu as an important African 
heritage in 2021, during South Africa’s Presidency of the AU. During the 
negotiations other nations brought forward the concept of Mother Earth, 
especially Bolivia and Ecuador, which found its expression in the preamble 
of the SDGs and the phrasing Harmony with Nature in one of the sub-
targets. Bhutan launched its Happiness movement together with many 
scholars and ‘new’ (wellbeing) economists and organized a large 
conference at UN headquarters around its Buddhist concept of Gross 
National Happiness in the run-up to the SDG negotiations. The world that 
is behind these expressions is explained in this book.  

The book is on the one hand appreciative of the complex achievement of 
the SDGs and at the same time critical of dominant modernist economic 
narratives that at times may overshadow concepts of community and the 
intrinsic value of nature. It questions the domain of culture from all angles, 
both philosophical, legal and policy and how it plays out in the international 
dimension. The book is an impressive effort to bring these various wide-
ranging worlds, spanning Europe, Asia, Africa and Latin America together, 
and to expand the horizon of the human rights dialogue as well as the 
sustainability and development discourse in a positive way. It is a must read 
for all those that are interested in working in the multilateral domain or 
scholars that are involved in truly inclusive sustainable development. As an 
African, I hope that this dialogue of cultures will foster peace and the spirit 
of togetherness that is Ubuntu. 

Nairobi, October 2024 



PREFACE:  
MY PERSONAL JOURNEY 

 
 
 
My motivation for undertaking this research is rooted in my early adult life. 
Studying in South Africa, I opened my eyes for the first time to a ‘non-
Western’ perspective1. Living in an almost entirely black student residence 
complex, I became acutely aware of my otherness, being labeled ‘white’. 
Witnessing the transformation of South Africa to a multiparty democracy, 
in 1994, I realized being part of the end of an era: the last openly (semi) 
‘colonial’ state surrendered to ‘modern democracy’. Being part of a black 
community had its advantages: I learned to see the world through African 
eyes. Of all the conversations I had, the one that remained most vividly with 
me, was about ‘Ubuntu’. It seemed to evoke an emotion in my interlocutors, 
during one of my visits into the townships, that was unparalleled. Everyone 
had something to say about it. After having posed the question ‘what is 
Ubuntu?’, I was encircled by a group of young people, all present at the 
house cum shop we had dropped by. Each person seemed to search to the 
bottom of their heart to explain to me at length this very important subject. 
Even the man with money in his sock, labeled by my friend as ‘he’s a crook’, 
shared with me his soul-wisdom, briefly forgetting his criminal self. That 
afternoon on an empty field, outside a home in Guguletu, remains forever 
etched in my mind. The other image I was to take home with me was that 
of Nelson Mandela giving his inauguration speech as newly elected 
President of South Africa, and the inexplicable turn of fate that got me a 
seat on the front row, never having participated in any anti-apartheid 
activism. After the guests departed, I briefly sat on his chair contemplating 
what it would be like to be a world leader and what would be the message I 
would carry. After all, some of my black consciousness friends considered 
him a ‘traitor’ to the cause, wishing a less conciliatory approach. The 
experience created a debt for the future, one that I was to realize and fulfill 
only 20 years later. 

The next step took me to Asia, now as a Foreign Service official posted to 
Colombo, Sri Lanka, 1998. Never losing face, the Sri Lankans pretended 

 
1 I use the word ‘non-Western’ between inverted commas as it signifies that the West 
is the standard against which everything else is measured, which is contentious, 
because it excludes others. 
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not to notice the black face of the partner accompanying me. Nevertheless 
a local staff confided in me that it had immediately changed their 
perspective of me on arrival, in a positive way. I was presumed to be more 
sympathetic to them, although some Asians did consider themselves 
superior to Africans. This contradictory logic did not seem to disturb them. 
Never having intended to study Buddhism - those spiritual realities were 
implicitly frowned upon in conservative diplomatic circles - I stumbled on 
a Tibetan teacher in a massage center. Much against my will - I wanted a 
career - I was spoon-fed Asian wisdom. This was complemented by lectures 
of the landscaper, weekly designing his intricate patterns in the feng-shui 
Japanese garden of my home, whilst talking to the plants, for which service 
I refused to pay my landlord, not understanding what that had to do with 
‘good living’. 

The journey then took me to Iraq, in 2001, a country that we did not enjoy 
diplomatic relations with, and therefore I was posted in Ankara, Turkey. 
The Turks did not allow diplomats to cross the border to the semi-
autonomous Kurdish area created by Western intervention, and therefore till 
today the country remains ‘undiscovered territory’ to me. A turn of history 
was to oust me from my file after two years, the American invasion in Iraq 
and subsequent official diplomatic relations with Bagdad. Turkey became 
my domain of work. The Turks received me with their proverbial 
hospitality. I became a ‘daughter’ of a Turkish, Islamic, family, that after I 
departed from Turkey, lamented at each visit: ‘We are still hungry for you.’  

For long I struggled with the ‘sense’ of diplomatic life, where one had to 
frequently discard the little wisdom one had acquired about the place where 
one lived, invariably being posted to another bewilderingly unknown 
continent. North America became my forte in 2006, although for once this 
did not involve studying the Americans, but mainly following their policies 
abroad. Who were we, as a small nation, to involve ourselves in domestic 
policy choices of our most important ally? With the exception of 
Guantanamo Bay and the death penalty, that was left to the Americans 
themselves. Involved in the preparations of the 400 year commemoration of 
the relations between The Netherlands and New York, I had my first 
encounter with native American wisdom during a documentary festival 
organized in Amsterdam. In my private time I made my first travel to 
shamanistic Peru. 

Arriving at a think tank with all this wealth of knowledge and being infused 
by academic circles, finally my life mission started to take shape, in writing 
reports on development issues, as one of the secretaries to the independent 
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Advisory Council for International Affairs (AIV). Moreover, I was to 
communicate the ‘non-Western’ to my Western interlocutors engaged in 
development of ‘underdeveloped’ nations. This did not happen without a 
clash. Upon my enthusiastically naïve suggestion that we needed to include 
the indigenous perspective of the Africans, Asians and Indigenous Americans 
themselves in shaping a new international development agenda, I met with 
fierce rebuttal. Cultural relativism or even the risk thereof, had no place in 
human rights debates. For all our want of participation, non-discrimination 
and accountability, this was one bridge too far. Much to my dismay there 
was no space for my text on other worldviews in the Millennium 
Development Goals report I had to prepare for the AIV. I then concluded 
that I would make the Global South perspective on the MDGs the subject of 
my research.  

‘Why’, I was asked upon my first publication on Ubuntu, in the Development 
Studies Research Journal, ‘do you task yourself to communicate what Africans 
themselves should communicate?’ That was a question to think about. For 
one, I riposted, having engaged in this research and expecting scholars 
analyzing Africa on my side, I was baffled to find out that they relegated 
‘Ubuntu’ to the land of fairy tales (and anthropologists). For another, 
perhaps these truths were so self-evident to our Global South counterparts, 
that they long did not see the need to explicitly communicate this. ‘What?!’, 
did a South African official ask me, upset upon hearing about so much 
criticism to Ubuntu and apparently unaware that the main tenet of his 
government’s foreign policy was cynically frowned upon by specialists on 
African politics, ‘What, do they then think that ‘Ubuntu’ is?’ I had to admit 
‘they’ probably did not have many thoughts about it at all. He quickly 
recaptured himself in a diplomatic pose by saying: ‘Well, thank you for 
admiring our culture’. Equally sad and in a similar exasperated fashion, my 
Ecuadorian academic interlocutor asked me: ‘But why? Why are they 
against Buen Vivir?’, while the Bhutanese in their friendly Asian demeanor 
would simply nod upon hearing my story and pride themselves that their 
Gross National Happiness is far ahead of the newly adopted Sustainable 
Development Goals.  

After a short stint as sactions coordinator, I moved on to coordinate 
UNESCO, human rights and SDG affairs at the Ministry of Culture, 
Education and Science, in the hope to find more connection with the policy 
field of development and culture. Whilst moving back to the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs as a strategic advisor for the Western Hemisphere, 4 years 
later, I attempted to teach some of my knowledge to my coworkers and 
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compatriots. This book is based on my (updated) PhD research, which has 
been published in four different books. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 
 
For Pien (‘Yahweh will increase’) and Dirk (‘gifted ruler’) 

This book investigates how three non-Western well-being theories – 
Happiness2, Ubuntu, and Buen Vivir – can contribute to the (operationalization 
of) the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the drafting of future 
development agendas.  

Chapter 1 gives a brief introduction to the research question, approach 
and method. Applying a Western academic lens to non-Western 
worldviews is problematic as this still traps the worldviews in a logical 
positivist perspective. It presupposes that one is able to place oneself outside 
reality and not partake in it. Therefore a critical realist approach is taken to 
present described worldviews as neutrally as possible and to contrast them 
with conventional theoretical approaches without framing them in any 
particular theory. This de- and reconstruction is derived from (the 
approaches developed within) Third World Approaches to International 
Law (TWAIL) and post-colonial economics.  

The tools used in critical realism involve: (a) taking an interdisciplinary 
approach and accepting a layered reality; (b) looking at reality as a ‘social 
construction’ (by individuals and groups in permanent movement) rather 
than looking at reality as a self-evident, objective truth and accepting 
‘openness’ instead of ‘closure’ (defined boundaries) in a celebration of 
subjectivity; (c) accepting language as a constitutive factor for any worldview 
as well as discourse (hence the importance of oral traditions and the use of 
proverbs in non-Western worldviews); (d) being aware of power as 
explicitly or implicitly determining actions of others, and which can go 
beyond institutions or individuals (so beyond structure and agency), 
embedded not only in politics, but also in socialization processes 
(conformity), psychology and ‘ideological boundaries of participation’ and 
which is interwoven with knowledge systems. These tools are applied to 
expose ‘Other’ realities beyond the consensual SDGs, negotiated by Northern 
and Southern countries. The study therefore contributes to bridging the 

 
2 When referring to ‘Happiness’ in this book (with capital H), I mean Gross National 
Happiness (GNH). 


