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War against the future: The Sustainable Development Goals
against empire

Alberto Arenas?, Hilary Whitehouse® and Malissa Hubbard?

aUniversity of Arizona, Tucson, Arizona, USA; ®James Cook University, Cairns, Queensland, Australia

ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

With the United States launching attacks against nuclear facilities in Iran, Russia’s Sustainable Development
open invasion of Ukraine, and Israel’s continued assault on Gaza, militarism is ~ Goals (SDGs); war and
increasing in a world already facing ecological collapse. This article argues that ~ Peace; imperialism;
these wars of aggression directly undermine the UN Sustainable Development neocolonialism
Goals, which in 2025 celebrates its 10t anniversary. Some of the main aggressors

of today’s international wars—the United States, Russia, and Israel, and others,

such as Iran and Saudi Arabia—have all endorsed the SDGs, including Goal 16,

which stipulates that peace is a fundamental precondition for social, economic,

and environmental development. Although sustainability is often framed as eco-

logical or economic, its relationship to war tends to be neglected in public dis-

course. By reframing militarism as a sustainability crisis, this article confronts how

perpetual war sabotages peace and the very conditions for a livable future.

In 2025, we are celebrating 10years of the adoption of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development
Goals. When it was originally signed in 2015, it was viewed as a historic landmark given that all 193 state
members of the United Nations signed the 17 goals and 169 indicators, covering such varied dimensions
as peace, poverty, climate, biodiversity, gender, health, energy, and education, among others. The goals
are incredibly ambitious, as they provide a “shared blueprint for peace and prosperity for people and the
planet, now and into the future” (United Nations, 2015).

Despite some advances that have been made toward fulfilling the goals—e.g., reduction in absolute
poverty worldwide; increase in social protections to the most vulnerable; improved electricity access
(United Nations Secretary-General, 2025)—one of the areas that has worsened is in the increased number
and intensity of wars and conflicts worldwide, with an escalation in civilians dead and injured since the
passage of the SDGs (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2024).

Since U.S. President Donald Trump initiated attacks against nuclear facilities in Iran in June 2025,
a global sense of fear and dread has intensified (Rosen et al., 2025). These actions have starkly exposed
the deep contradictions between the international rhetoric of peace—Trump calls himself “the peace
president”—and the enduring realities of imperial militarism. Trump has advanced a violent geopolitical
agenda characterized by targeted assaults on sovereign nations and an open disregard for international law.

Similarly, Russia under Vladimir Putin prolongs a brutal campaign against Ukraine. Israel, with
support from the United States, continues the siege and bombardment of Gaza, resulting in the deaths
of tens of thousands of civilians and the near-total destruction of the territory, in what UN experts and
human rights organizations have described as a “genocide” against the Palestinian people (Amnesty
International, 2024; OHCHR, 2025). Iran, meanwhile, has launched hundreds of missiles and drones
against Israel, further fueling regional instability. Saudi Arabia continues its destructive military inter-
ventions in Yemen and its support of authoritarian regimes across the Middle East. These are not isolated
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acts of defense or security; they represent systemic failures to uphold the principles of a just and sustain-
able global order. The powerful continue to wield violence not to protect peace, but to dominate and
erase the vulnerable.

Militarism is more than the existence of state-armed military forces. Militarism emerges from political
and economic systems that prioritize military power as the dominant force within and among nation-
states. The readiness to use force, or threats of force, as a primary means of securing national interests,
is militarism. Within nations, forms of militarism embed and centralize defense industries as economic
priorities to be supported by the state. Militarism is also sustained through ideological narratives of
nationalism, security, and sacrifice, normalizing the use of force. Its structural and cultural entrenchment
directly undermines sustainability efforts, not only by diverting resources, but also through the environ-
mental destruction and global inequities it perpetuates. These tensions produce deep contradictions with
the supposed pursuit of just and sustainable futures.

War and the erosion of the Sustainable Development Goals

Goal 16 of the SDGs, which in fact should be Goal 1 or Goal 2, seeks to “promote peaceful and inclusive
societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable
and inclusive institutions at all levels” The main aggressors of present wars all signed the SDGs in 2015.
And yet, militarism, by its very nature, devastates human lives, destroys infrastructure, weakens institu-
tions, and perpetuates cycles of trauma and inequality. It erodes civil society, creates refugees, destroys
agriculture, extinguishes wildlife, and directly threatens the very conditions that support a livable future.
There is no pathway to sustainability that can travel through bombs and destruction.

The contradiction is stark: How can nations commit to SDG 13—Climate Action—while the militaries
of the most powerful countries in the world, namely, the United States, China, Russia, European Union
powers, and India, remain some of the world’s largest polluters? The world spent 2.7 trillion U.S. dollars
on military operations in 2024 (SIPRI, 2025) and national militaries’ estimated contribution to greenhouse
gas emissions is 5.5% of the total per annum (Parkinson & Cottrell, 2022). The U.S. military alone is the
largest institutional emitter of greenhouse gases in the world (Thombs et al., 2025). How can nations
champion SDG 17—Global Partnerships—while withdrawing from multilateral agreements, cutting aid
to international institutions, or violating international consensus on vulnerable nations like Palestine?
How can the United States, Israel, and Russia support SDG 16—peace and justice—while weaponizing
a peace discourse and engaging in widespread human and ecological destructive wars?

Sustainability cannot be compartmentalized. You cannot help one part of the world while incinerating
another. The notion that social and environmental sustainability can coexist with empire is not just
misguided—it’s delusional.

Trump, Iran, and the doctrine of force

Trump’s presidency has accelerated a dangerous trend of imposing peace through force. His decision to
withdraw from the Iran Nuclear Deal (JCPOA) in 2018—a diplomatic framework that appeared to be
working, at least on a limited basis (Gambrell & Zampano, 2025)—paved the way for escalating tensions
with Tehran. Subsequent attacks on Iran’s nuclear facilities, including cyber-attacks and airstrikes, reflect
a pattern of aggression disguised as “prevention.”

Such actions not only threaten a major regional war but also violate the UN Charter’s prohibition on
the use of force. They reflect a neo-imperial mindset: that only certain nations have the right to defend
themselves or determine their futures. This double standard is inherently unsustainable—morally, polit-
ically, and ecologically.

Promoting SDG 4 “Quality Education” against war

One of the deep problems of global militarism is that of opportunity cost. Not only do wars, bombings
and threats destroy lives and ecosystems and impede their recovery for decades, every billion dollars
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diverted to weapons is a billion not spent on clean energy, public health, food security, climate adaptation,
reforestation, or on education (Perlo-Freeman, 2016). One of the missions of the SDG 4 “Quality
Education” is to promote education for sustainable development and global citizenship. The world is
falling behind on accomplishing this goal with low to middle income nations facing a $US100 billion
annual funding gap toward reaching 2030 education targets (United Nations Department of Economic
and Social Affairs, 2022).

UN reporting on recent progress toward Goal 4 stated there is an “urgent need for enhanced climate
change and sustainability education and teacher training” (United Nations Department of Economic
and Social Affairs, 2024, p. 16). Such a need is unlikely to be met by 2030 when monetary resources are
continually diverted to military spending rather than to sustainability education. Similarly, enhancing
progress toward gender equity requires substantial investment and the UN argues that adequately scaling
up investments in gender equality on national, regional, and global scales are top priorities (ibid, p. 17).
There is more than enough money in the world to meet the UNSDGs with ease, but instead we see very
slow progress and even failure on many accounts. One reason lies at the feet of militarism when over 100
nations increased their military spending in 2024 (SIPRI, 2025).

An ethic of peace: Sustainability reclaimed

Therefore, we must ask: What would it mean to take the SDGs seriously? It would mean not just reducing
“violence” in abstract terms but dismantling the systems of violence—classism, colonialism, imperialism,
militarism—that underlie so much of the suffering in our world today. It would mean calling out genocide
when it happens. It would mean producing, selling, and buying fewer weapons. It would mean ending
arms sales to regimes that violate human rights. It would mean shifting from fossil-fueled warfare to
care, repair, reforestation, and reconstruction.

True sustainability is not neutral. It is not technocratic. It demands that we take sides: not in favor of
nations or flags, but in favor of life.

This means solidarity with all the civilians in the world caught in the crossfire of imperial designs, and
with people, animals and plants in all communities whose lives are treated as disposable. It means recog-
nizing that wars of aggression are not only immoral—they are, in fact, a fast track to planetary suicide.

Against the empire of death

In the United States, Trump and the Republican party—and often the Democratic party as well—are the
most recent examples of a national governance who embody the logic of war and dominance in its most
vulgar form. Recent attacks on Iran are not aberrations; they are symptoms of a much deeper disease, a
manifest desire for destruction rather than the equitable pursuit of the peaceable UNSDGs. A sustainable
world cannot be built atop an empire of war.

To truly realize the promise of the Sustainable Development Goals, we must break the silence around
militarism. We must say clearly: there is no sustainability without peace, no peace without justice, and
no justice without ending empire.
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