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What do we mean with Sustainable Development? 
This is an important question, but it elides a more significant and primary one. That is, why does 
sustainability—or sustainable development—need to have any meaning at all? The pursuit after semantic 
meaning only gets us so far. I am more interested in why such a variety of diverse actors, from international 
agencies, to banks and governments—from those pursuing endless economic growth, to those seeking a 
radical overhaul of the unsustainable status quo—all these claim to act of behalf of ‘sustainability’. I would 
argue that this diluting of the term has resulted in sustainability often not meaning anything at all (Taylor 
Aiken, 2016). In fact, in many cases activities are carried out under the word ‘sustainable’, which are not in 
any way environmentally or socially sustainable – however we define the word. This is what Ingolfur Blühdorn 
has called sustainability often being a mask for ‘unsustanability’ (Blühdorn, 2015). A more productive analysis 
takes sustainability’s meaning as provisional, and instead seeks to ask of sustainability, not what does it 
mean, but what does it do?  
 
How do we engage with sustainable development in our own work? 
Rather than this critical position being the end of the story, it can be the start of the analysis. Why is 
sustainability so pervasive as a concept? Why, when ‘we’ all know there is a problem, do ‘we’ seem unable 
to do anything about it? And who are the ‘we’ who are regularly invoked when we talk about sustainability 
anyway? 
This research seeks to further investigate these themes: 

- The concept of ‘we’. What role do collectives, communities, commons play in sustainability 
transitions. 

- Theorise agency. How can we account for actions and effects in response to global and local 
environmental challenges. 

- The politics of sustainability. These include the hidden, unevenly dispersed capacities to shape and 
respond to environmental challenges.  

- The politics of unsustainability. Investigating more closely how what goes under the name of 
sustainability very often masks such unsustainable practices. 

 
How will we contribute to the key research area on sustainability?  Forthcoming Research Lines  
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