The Sustainability Discourse in Tourism: An Ethico-Philosophical and Management Epistemological Critique

The keynote critically discusses sustainability concepts and frameworks currently employed in tourism, such as the “UNWTO Statistical Framework for Measuring Sustainable Tourism” (Dwyer 2024). Limitations and blind spots of an ethical nature are identified. Hence, after highlighting that ethics is at the heart of sustainable tourism (e.g. hospitality, care, justice, social innovations, environmental protection), the presentation reflects on contemporary understandings of ethics in tourism (Fennell 2019; Lüfter 2025). While also demonstrating promising trajectories of ethical frameworks in tourism (Akhoundoghli & Boluk 2025), the proposition is made that fundamental misconceptions of moral and ethics hinder sustainable tourism to unfold its true ethical potential. Following philosopher Brodbeck (2003), the presentation reflects on the very foundations of ethics and morality. By so doing, first, ethical deficiencies of both the Cartesian thinking form and Popper’s Critical Rationalism are stressed and shown to dominate contemporary (tourism) science and sustainability discourse (Fuchs 2023). Second, following Ghoshal’s (2005) influential paper, it is demonstrated how management theories which are grounded on onto-epistemologically untenable assumptions are destroying good management practice and have led current (tourism) management theories into an existential crisis of legitimacy (Joullié 2020). Finally, the conclusions, first sketch an ethics-based theory of management to overcome managerialism. Second, by referring to Buddhist epistemology (Brodbeck 2002; Stepien 2021; Thompson 2023; Fuchs 2023) promising routes to re-integrate ethical considerations into contemporary sustainability discourse in tourism are deduced. 
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