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REIMAGINING DEVELOPMENT, TOWARD SUSTAINABILITY AND INCLUSION

INTRODUCTION

The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
declared by the UNO have strengthened the need for
academic reflection. Along with sustainability, the ideal of
inclusion in a diversified society like India makes the
objectives of  development very focused. We have 17 research
papers written on the above theme. As we navigate the
complexities of  21 Century development, two imperatives
have emerged as inseparable: environmental sustainability
and social inclusion. This special edition covers diverse
aspects examining how these twin goals manifest across
India’s economic landscape. What strikes me most powerfully
in reviewing these contributions is not merely the empirical
evidence they provide, but the fundamental questions they
raise about our development model itself.

I.THE SUSTAINABILITY IMPERATIVE:
RHETORIC VERSUS REALITY

The ESG Paradox

Much has been proclaimed about Environmental,
Social, and Governance principles transforming corporate
India. Yet the evidence presented here compels
uncomfortable honesty: we remain trapped between
aspiration and achievement. Whether examining petroleum
giants pursuing net-zero commitments, banks claiming
sustainable finance credentials, or agricultural enterprises
adopting green practices, a consistent pattern emerges, ESG
integration remains superficial, driven more by regulatory
compliance and international market pressures than genuine
transformation.

What particularly concerns me is the disconnect
between ESG scores and actual outcomes. When major
corporations achieve only moderate sustainability ratings that
correlate minimally with financial performance, we must ask
whether we are measuring what matters or merely what is
convenient to measure. The banking sector analysis reveals
an even more troubling reality: sustainability efforts
sometimes inversely correlate with market valuation,
suggesting that investors remain unconvinced or that
implementation costs outweigh perceived benefits. This is
not sustainability, it is performative compliance.

The agricultural research offers a more nuanced
perspective. Farm size determines who can afford
sustainability, creating a two-tiered system where large
producers comply while small farmers struggle. This
observation crystallizes a broader truth: without deliberate
inclusion strategies, sustainability mandates risk becoming
another mechanism of  marginalization, rewarding those
already privileged while penalizing those operating at
subsistence margins.

Climate Change: No Longer a Future

Threat The climate research presented here moves
beyond apocalyptic projections to document present-day

impacts. Agricultural productivity already responds
measurably to climate variability, with nearly half  of  rice
yield fluctuations attributable to temperature and rainfall
patterns. For a nation where agriculture sustains hundreds
of  millions, this is not an environmental issue it is an
existential livelihood crisis unfolding in slow motion.

What demands our attention is not whether climate
change will affect India, but how unequally distribute its
impacts. The political economy analysis of  water scarcity
forces us to confront an uncomfortable reality:
environmental crises are not natural disasters but socially
constructed outcomes reflecting power asymmetries. When
163 million Indians lack clean drinking water in a country
with abundant water resources, the crisis stems not from
absolute scarcity but from governance failures, privatization
dynamics, and systematic exclusion of  marginalized
communities from decision-making processes.

Alternative Pathways: Permaculture and Systemic
Redesign

The permaculture contribution offers conceptual
relief  an articulation of  agriculture as ecosystem design rather
than extractive industry. What appeals to me about this
framework is its refusal to accept industrial agriculture’s
assumptions. Rather than optimizing existing systems,
permaculture proposes fundamentally different relationships
between humans and natural systems, emphasizing
regeneration over extraction, diversity over monoculture, and
long-term resilience over short-term yield maximization.

However, as an editor, I must note the challenge:
such alternative frameworks remain marginal in policy
discourse and investment priorities. Mainstreaming
permaculture requires not just governmental recognition but
transformation of  agricultural extension systems, credit
mechanisms, and market structures currently designed for
industrial agriculture. The gap between conceptual elegance
and implementation reality remains vast.

II. INCLUSIVE DEVELOPMENT: BEYOND
WELFARISM

Employment Guarantees: Promise and Fragility

The MGNREGA analysis offers both hope and
caution. When effectively implemented, employment
guarantees demonstrably reach marginalized communities,
with women and tribal populations securing dignified work
at critical moments. This is inclusion in its most tangible
form guaranteed livelihood access regardless of  caste, gender,
or market position.

5communities cycle between temporary relief  and renewed
vulnerability, never achieving the economic security that
would constitute genuine inclusion.
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Livelihood Diversification: Adaptation or
Dispossession?

The tribal livelihood research reveals communities
adapting to constrained circumstances diversifying income
sources as traditional practices become untenable under
conservation policies and climate pressures. Development
discourse often celebrates such diversification as resilience.
Yet we must ask are we witnessing adaptive innovation or
gradual dispossession? When forest-dependent communities
abandon traditional practices due to policy restrictions rather
than choice, calling this “livelihood diversification” obscures
coercion beneath neutral terminology.

Education emerges as the critical variable enabling
successful diversification. This finding underscores that
inclusion requires capability investments schools, skills
training, information access not merely income transfers.
However, it also reveals how decades of  educational neglect
have constrained current adaptive capacity, leaving
communities vulnerable precisely when adaptation becomes
most critical.

The Financial Exclusion Trap

Multiple contributions examine financial systems
banking access, credit availability, digital payment adoption.
What becomes evident is that financial inclusion initiatives
have expanded access without necessarily building capability.
Women possess bank accounts but lack financial literacy to
leverage them effectively; rural populations own smartphones
but cannot access digital banking due to connectivity,
interface complexity, and trust deficits.

The comparison between urban and rural women’s
financial capability reveals disparities that cannot be
addressed through account-opening campaigns alone.
Meaningful financial inclusion requires infrastructure
investment, culturally appropriate education, vernacular
interfaces, and perhaps most fundamentally, transformation
of  attitudes viewing financial services as urban, educated
domains rather than universal entitlements.

Workers in traditional industries coir, cashew
processing exemplify the limits of  current inclusion
approaches. Predominantly women from marginalized
backgrounds, they access employment but remain trapped
in informal arrangements without contracts, social security,
or occupational safety protections. Three-quarters carry debt
burdens; over half  suffer chronic health conditions directly
attributable to working conditions. This is not inclusion it is
exploitation with a paycheck.

Labor Markets: Informality as Structural Violence

Perhaps the most damning evidence concerns
employment contracts or their absence. When nearly 70%
of  regular wage workers lack written contracts, vulnerability
becomes normalized rather than exceptional. The research
documenting wage differentials demonstrates that contract
status determines not just income but access to social security,
job stability, and basic dignity. Only 2-3% of  India’s
workforce enjoys genuinely secure employment. This is not
a market failure requiring marginal adjustments but a
structural feature of  India’s economic model. Informality

serves capital accumulation by externalizing social
reproduction costs onto workers and their communities.
Addressing this requires not skill development programs or
entrepreneurship training though both have value but
fundamental labor market reforms establishing universal
contracts, minimum wage enforcement, and social security
as rights rather than privileges.

SYNTHESIS: TOWARD INTEGRATED
TRANSFORMATION

Reviewing these contributions, I am struck by the
interconnectedness repeatedly emerging. Sustainability
mandates that exclude small farmers or informal workers
inevitably fail; inclusion initiatives ignoring environmental
degradation undermine their own foundations. Marginalized
communities bear disproportionate environmental burdens
while possessing least adaptive capacity. Water privatization
creates scarcity for the poor while enabling corporate profit.
Climate change devastates rain-dependent agriculture even
as conservation policies restrict traditional adaptive practices.

What emerges is not a call for better policy
coordination but recognition that our dominant development
model generates these contradictions systematically. We
pursue GDP growth that degrades ecosystems,
industrialization that informalizes labor, urbanization that
displaces rural livelihoods, and liberalization that
concentrates wealth. Sustainability and inclusion initiatives
operate as correctives to a fundamentally extractive, unequal
system rather than transforming its underlying logic.

The research assembled here provides rigorous
evidence of  these dynamics. It also, collectively, points toward
alternatives: participatory governance over technocratic
management, justice frameworks over efficiency calculations,
capability building over welfarism, systemic redesign over
incremental adjustment. Whether examining permaculture,
employment guarantees, or water justice movements, the
most compelling contributions envision development not
as maximizing output but as enabling dignified, sustainable
livelihoods within ecological limits.

As Guest Editor, I offer this collection not as
definitive answers but as evidence demanding uncomfortable
questions. Can ESG frameworks drive transformation or
merely legitimize existing power structures? Do inclusion
programs empower marginalized communities or manage
their exclusion more efficiently? Can we achieve sustainability
without confronting inequality, or inclusion without
challenging unsustainable accumulation?

These articles suggest that meaningful progress
requires moving beyond technical solutions toward
fundamental transformations in resource distribution,
decision-making authority, and institutional arrangements.
The path forward demands not just better policies but
different politics guided by principles of  equity, participation,
and ecological integrity that place human dignity and
environmental health before abstract growth metrics.
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