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A WHILE AGO, I was listening to a podcast about 

outer space policy. I remember neither the name of 

the podcast nor the person speaking, but I remember 

that sustainability was referred to simply as ”long-term 

rationality”. While clearly a reductionist account, the 

fact that we now hear experts on outer space speak 

about sustainability matters. 

NOT ONLY is sustainable development applied to an 

expanding geography and to ever-increasing issue areas, 

it is also done in increasingly diverse ways, using a very 

broad range of approaches across the natural sciences, 

social sciences, humanities and the arts. And so, when 

Lund University decided to make a substantial invest-
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ment in sustainability scholarship by employing and 

educating doctoral students across the university – 

thereby setting up the Agenda 2030 Graduate School – 

a very strong community was created, characterised by 

both associations and disassociations.

THIS BOOK was conceived in the context of a workshop 

at the Lund University Malmö Theatre Academy, where 

those associations and disassociations were put on 

display. We used our bodies to create patterns based on 

prompts such as if the work we do imagines sustainabil-

ity more in terms of harmony or more in terms of con-

flict, or how we orient ourselves on a continuum of past, 
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[present] and future. The result was a constantly shifting 

constellation, one moment of which was captured in this 

hand-written note by one of the doctoral students that I 

found much later in a drawer. 

IMPORTANT TO note is that the patterns were 

ever-changing, not primarily because the work that the 

doctoral students do relates to many different parts of 

the world, societal systems or areas of life, but because 

of the approaches to sustainability that they take: 

whether they are leaning more towards problem-solving 

or more towards critique or how they imagine the rela-

tionship between the local and the global, to mention 

the two other prompts that we refer to in this book. 

11
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LOOKED AT from some elevated place in the room, 

the result may have been kaleidoscopic. For each turn 

of the cylinder, we would see something new. From that 

standpoint we can say that our outer space policy pod-

caster clearly was wrong about one thing: by referring to 

sustainability as ‘long-term rationality’ in the singular. 

THIS BOOK is a celebration of the community that 

is the Agenda 2030 Graduate School, but also a testa-

ment to the complexity and diversity of scholarship on 

sustainable development. Some time ago, Formas – the 

Swedish Research Council for Sustainable Development 

– described the many tasks for science on sustainable 
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development: to characterise and diagnose problems, to 

provide solutions and create dialogue, to coordinate and 

create learning opportunities for the whole of society. 

They also identified the need for critical analysis of sus-

tainable development and the efforts to achieve it, on 

the assumption that how we currently think and act on 

sustainable development may not be able to achieve it, 

may take us in the wrong direction. 

THE LUND UNIVERSITY graduate school represents 

all of this, and more. Having the responsibility to nurture 

this community of scholars and ideas is an enormous 

privilege. It should be recognised that the university 
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could have chosen a different form for its investment, 

such as allocating it to an already established research 

environment or very established scholar in the name of 

research excellence. The result of that, however, would 

clearly have been different. And if we are to think about 

sustainability in its full breadth and complexity and, 

above all, if we think that the world needs new problem 

formulations, ideas and solutions, the chosen model was 

at the same time bold and wise. The result was research 

excellence from below. 

Markus Gunneflo
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PAST[PRESEN
T] FUTURE

01:
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BY CRITICALLY EXAMINING the impact of past 
decisions, as well as responsibilities and aspirations for the 
future, this section fosters a deeper understanding of how 
each moment and what we do with it contributes to shap-
ing both the world we inherit and the one we leave behind. 

THE INTERSECTION of the different academic perspec
tives underscores the complex, interconnected nature of 
sustainability, urging us to consider how actions taken 
today will resonate across time, influencing the well-being 
of both current and future generations. 

BREAKING AWAY from linear historical accounts, 
Alezini Loxa’s contribution looks at sustainable migration 
as a spectre haunting European migration law’s present and 
future. Alva Zalar explores queer glitches between coherent 
visions of a sustainable urban future, and the messy hetero-
geneity of everyday life in cities. Iury Salustiano Trojaborg 



presents an analysis of her performative work on ancestral 
dramaturgies that bring awareness to feminist and queer 
empowerment as a means of questioning colonial struc-
tures of power. Linn Ternsjö examines the uneven tempo-
ral impact of structural dependencies in export-oriented 
garment manufacturing and how ‘sustainable develop-
ment’ discourse may even risk sustaining these inequalities. 
Juan Ocampo argues that oppressed communities need 
to liberate themselves from conventional financial sys-
tems, emphasising organising activities that re-signify, dig-
nify, and constitute systems that meet their needs. Finally, 
Steinunn Knúts Önnudóttir presents a time-traveling per-
formance-text revisiting Strings, an artistic research perfor-
mance project that explores relations through time using 
performative encounters as a method. Focusing on the 
present actions that influence our future.

25 ESSAYS: PAST [PRESENT] FUTURE 21
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FROM THE MIGRATION ‘crisis’ of 2015–2016 onwards, sustainable 
migration has appeared in EU policy discourse as the new main goal for 
the future.1 On a first reading, the term sustainable migration carries a 
positive connotation. After all, who would be against sustainable migration? 
The catch in answering this question, however, lies in the fact that nobody 
knows what sustainable migration is. The term sustainable migration has no 
clear meaning, no generally accepted definition, and the concept does not 
create any binding legal obligations for international migration in general 
and for EU migration specifically.2

This is why I consider sustainable migration as a spectre that is haunting 
European law. The figure of the spectre is inspired by Derrida and it is 
taken to connote a thing that shapes the present as permeated by an else-
where, but in a way that is elusive.3 The figure of the spectre in the work 
of Derrida points to the need for historical work as a means to understand 
the implications of the past to the present.4 Such historical work needs to 
be focused on the traces or effects of the past to the present, rather than in 
a search for an absolute origin or for a deterministic history.5 The spectre 
itself does not have an objective history, yet it operates as a force with effects 
on how we can imagine our future.6 While the spectre disrupts the linearity 
and causality of time, it does not abolish the division of past, present and 
future.7 Rather, as Brown suggests, it indicates the way in which the future 
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is always populated with certain possibilities which constrain it and which 
all come from the past.8 In Brown’s words, the figure of the spectre indicates 
that ‘the future is haunted before we make and enter it’.9

In my work, I have traced sustainable migration in a longer past of European 
migration law. In so doing, I have revealed the limitations and constraints 
that sustainable migration has for future law-making. To put it in another 
way, I have investigated the way in which sustainable migration is haunting 
European law. To do that, I examined how the economic and social pillars 
of sustainability have affected the attribution, extension and limitation of 
rights for EU and non-EU migrants from the 1950s to the present.10 The 
historical investigation revealed that sustainable migration can be traced 
back to the origins of EU law and it has a very concrete expression. It means 
the protection of all those migrants whose work is urgently needed for the 
development of the EU and the exclusion of the vulnerable, the precarious, 
and all those that cannot access EU territory to begin with. 

Despite the recent appearance of sustainability as a goal for EU migration 
policy, the balancing of economic and social considerations has historically 
haunted EU law and has shaped a legal system with very specific charac-
teristics. These are the attribution of rights to migrants due to their con-
tribution to growth, the limitation of their rights due to perceived risks to 
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growth (without due consideration of whether such risks are evidence based 
or not), an emphasis on work-related rights as means to social progress 
without a broader conception of the human being behind the economic 
actor, and the incorporation of clauses to guarantee that there is always a 
safety valve to stop migration in case of threats to the economy. 

These characteristics point to inherent limitations in the way migrants’ 
rights are construed at EU level which relate to the undue emphasis on 
growth and the notion of rights as equal opportunities. These limitations 
reveal the inherent constraints of an EU sustainable migration that are 
haunting the practical possibilities of a future. At the same time these limita-
tions have not guaranteed a just system, as those that are most vulnerable are 
not deemed worthy of protection. But how could we imagine a more just 
EU migration law? To Derrida, justice is the ‘practice of responsible relations 
between generations’.11 Brown interprets this as meaning that ‘[j]ustice con-
cerns not only our debt to the past but also the past’s legacy in the present’.12 

The legacy of sustainable migration to the present of European law and 
how it constrains our future is clear. However, understanding how the past 
figures in the present also opens the stage for a battle over the future.13 Such 
battle needs to be based on things other than law, and this is because justice 
in legal terms repeats the fundamentals of the current order.14 A key force 
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that would have to be conjured to overcome the current limitations would 
be the reconsideration of economic growth as the reason behind the attribu-
tion, extension and limitation of rights. 

Maintaining the focus on migration for economic growth can only get us so 
far, especially in times when the prevalent climate catastrophe points to the 
limit and finite nature of resources. At such times, ‘disposability becomes 
a more, not less, likely experience’.15 In order to overcome this, we need to 
be able to renegotiate the position of economic ordering in EU law as well 
as the position of migrants in view of their human rights and the place of 
social policy at times of an untenable aspiration of growth. If we want sus-
tainable migration to deliver a better future for EU migration policy, what 
is needed is a break from the past, rather than a continuity which the con-
cept encapsulates.

¶
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SUSTAINABILITY is increasingly framed as a task to be solved in and 
through cities1, not least by planning and designing built environments that 
‘nudges’ individuals towards sustainable ways of living2. Realising visions of 
a sustainable urban future is thus at least partially dependent upon affect-
ing individual and collective behaviors. So, what happens when coherent 
visions of sustainable urban development appear to be in glitch with the 
messy heterogeneity of everyday life? In this text, I will show some exam-
ples of such glitches from studies of the large-scale sustainable urban devel-
opment (SUD) project Hyllie in Malmö, Sweden. While lacking coherence 
between vision and everyday life can appear threatening to the trajectory 
of a sustainability transition, I argue that it can also be seen as a queer 
opportunity to facilitate transformative change in a manner that supports 
diversity. Here, queerness is broadly defined as the existence of difference – 
an existence that in itself reveals that taken-for-granted ‘truths’ are merely 
norms which can be negotiated and subverted.3 In this ethos, queer theory 
can help to orient sustainability towards transformative change through the 
transgression of norms.4 

Hyllie is one of Malmö’s largest urban development projects, with plans 
to accommodate around 25 000 inhabitants by 2040. The idea to build a 
new city district on the agricultural land of Hyllievång was ignited by the 
1991 agreement between Sweden and Denmark to build a bridge across the 
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Öresund strait, which made land close to the planned bridge abutment stra-
tegically important. The new regional communications enabled a new train 
station which was placed in the midst of the open farmland, marking the 
center of this future city district. With a clear distance from existing adja-
cent neighborhoods, with different suburban and rural characters, Hyllie 
began to take form as a strikingly vertical urban island (fig. 1). 

Early visions for Hyllie, largely driven by a few ambitious entrepreneurs and 
property developers, talked about the creation of an interconnected regional 
node for consumption, events and entertainment. The visions became more 
spectacular over time, and incentives for further economic investments were 
increased simultaneously. Ambitions for Hyllie to become a sustainability 
frontrunner, now a dominant identity for the urban development project, 
entered slightly later which resulted in some interesting tensions. The differ-
ent visions for Hyllie, emerging over time, are spatially visible in the array of 
spectacular buildings with different profiles that have been added to the city 
district center, all important to materialize a certain sense of identity and 
image for the area. Central Hyllie is built around the train station (opened 
in 2010) and a main square, surrounded by indoor stadium Malmö Arena 
(inaugurated in 2008), shopping mall Emporia (inaugurated in 2012), hotel 
and office complex Point Hyllie (finished in 2019) and sustainability innova-
tion project Embassy of Sharing (currently under construction). Expanding 

29



Figure 1. Hyllie in February 20195, developed from a central core ‘outwards’. 



Figure 2. Vision collage for Hyllie.10
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‘outwards’ from this central core, Hyllie is taking the shape of a dense, urban 
and mixed-use city district – morphological properties closely connected to 
sustainability.6 

Ultimately, Hyllie has become a profiled sustainable urban development 
project built around a shopping mall, a fascinating spatial visualization of 
contradictions between sustainability goals and how economic development 
can be fostered in and through climate impact-intensive infrastructures of 
consumption7. While the built environment visibly shows the challenges of 
merging contradictory values, planning documents manage to smoothen 
this appearance and tell a somewhat cohesive story about Hyllie and its 
multifaceted character. The central part of the city district is described as its 
pulsating heart, while the more recent (and still ongoing) southward exten-
sion of the urban development project, including a big city district park, is 
portrayed as lungs breathing air into the city district8. The planning mate-
rial also contains stories about families enjoying the safe, walkable and quiet 
green city district that offers both urban gardening and vibrant evenings at 
local restaurants9, and visualizations show collages of a vibrant, green, lively 
and urban environment (fig. 2). 

As carefully curated planning-political visions are translated into built envi-
ronments, glitches become more manifest. And additionally, as urban plan-
ning and architecture are not exact sciences, they can produce unintended 
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side effects, particularly when aiming to guide individual behaviours. For 
example, investments in bike and pedestrian infrastructures, important to 
enable sustainable mobility, also provide support for rental e-scooters. This 
new urban phenomenon (reaching a peak during my fieldwork 2020-2022) 
fits right into the vision of a flexible, individualized and smart mode of 
transportation but is also criticized for greenwashing due to an unsustaina-
bly short lifespan as well as unjust labor conditions for maintenance work-
ers11. Another example of glitch between vision and everyday life is that the 
car parking strategy, intended to ‘nudge’ people towards more sustainable 
forms of transportation, does in fact limit the parking possibilities for resi-
dents but provide much greater support for different kinds of visitors to the 
area – from customers at the shopping mall to travelers from Kastrup Inter-
national Airport looking for long-term parking.12

In different shapes and forms, everyday life appropriates urban infrastruc-
tures and subvert intentions, deviate from fine-tuned visions. It is through 
everyday life that the multiplicity of the present makes itself known, when 
it cannot be sorted into a singular coherent vision of a sustainable future. 
Through the process of inhabitation, humans and other living beings visibly 
impact (once impeccable) architectural surfaces and the environment can-
not be maintained according to original intentions over time. Buildings and 
floors of Hyllie are gradually being covered by infectious greenery such as 
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mold and algae, shopping carts are left in unexpected places, graffiti tags 
appear on previously clean facades, benches, trash cans. On social media, 
some inhabitants have expressed a strong sense of concern for the possibly 
declining state of Hyllie and these visible signs of unacceptable decay can 
be understood alongside other perceived threats, such as the presence of 
nuisance youth hanging out by the convenience store or plans for more 
rental apartments with allegedly questionable future residents13. ‘You live 
in Hyllie because you chose Malmö. But also because you choose some-
thing more’, is something like a slogan for the Hyllie property developers’ 
organization14. The statement is echoed when inhabitants’ express on social 
media that Hyllie was supposed to be ‘better’ than the rest of Malmö15. 
When reality cannot match these expectations, this can be thought of as a 
form of nostalgia directed towards a promised future, something which only 
ever existed as a vision but never in reality. 

Unintended side effects and glitches between visions and the incoherent 
messiness of everyday life can appear threatening to the project of support-
ing new, and more sustainable, norms of urban living. But it can also be 
thought of as an important critique against neat visions, where contradic-
tions are smoothened, conflicts are non-existent and less desirable urban 
elements are rendered invisible. While visions can be a powerful tool to 
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convey inspiring sustainability imaginaries, they must be confronted with 
their tendency of cohesion, simplification and singularity which fails to cor-
respond to, and support, the very real heterogeneity of any city. 

Queering sustainability can be thought of as an ‘anti-essentialist, anti-assimi
lationist and heterogeneous exercise’16, suggesting that the existence of 
diversity and multiplicity is not simply a threat but also evidence that the 
world could, in fact, be very different than what is currently thought of 
as normal, dominant, inherent, inevitable. This is a promise that sincerely 
serves the trajectory of an inclusive sustainability transition. 

¶
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“Ancestry, in many cultures, is a founding concept, spread and imbued 
in all social practices, expressing an apprehension of the subject and the 
cosmos, in all its spheres, from the most intimate family relationships 
to the broadest and most diverse social and communal practices and 
expressions. (…) How do the times and intervals of the calendars also 
mark and dilate the conception of a time that curves back and forth 
simultaneously, always in a process of prospection and retrospection, of 
simultaneous remembrance and becoming?” (my translation)1

Leda Maria Martins in Performances do Tempo Espiralar, 
Poéticas do Corpo Tela.2

I WAS A QUEER CHILD raised by the sea, in the coastal city of Rio de 
Janeiro, in the Southeast region of Brazil, in a family of military men, in the 
1980s, towards the end of the long and dark military dictatorship in which 
my country of origin was immersed from 1964 to 1985. I spent my child-
hood trying to figure myself out among machismo and violent reprehension, 
while witnessing the political and social efforts to bring the country out of 
a turmoil and into a process of redemocratization. I was also fortunate to 
be raised by a loving and accepting maternal grandmother, listening to her 
stories about the far away place she originally came from: North Brazil, the 
Amazon rainforest and its flowing river. 
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In this short exposition, I will try to bring attention to a focal point of my 
artistic practice: ancestrality and the regenerative powers that may arise 
from it by looking back at one’s own lineage. I begin by questioning the 
Western concept of time, where events are placed in a linear sequence, as 
if we are progressively moving from obscurity towards enlightenment. To 
support this idea, I reference the decolonial scholarship produced by Leda 
Maria Martins, based on the concept of time as a spiral, an understanding 
that “time can be ontologically experienced as movements of reversibility, 
dilation and containment, non-linearity, discontinuity, contraction and 
relaxation, simultaneity of the present, past and future as ontological and 
cosmological experiences.” (my translation)3

Martins’ scholarship proved to be significant when I decided to delve into 
the migration journey my maternal grandmother Voinha embarked upon in 
1945, traveling some 4000 kilometers by steamship from Ananindeua and 
Belém, Pará in the Amazon rainforest region in northern Brazil, to Nova 
Iguaçu, in the suburbs of Brazil’s then capital Rio de Janeiro. Two months 
after I started my doctoral studies, my grandmother passed away in Rio de 
Janeiro. At that pivotal moment, I decided to look more closely at her life 
and acknowledge how her migration journey influenced the migration path 
I, many years later, chose to follow. As Martins precisely puts it: “our experi-
ence of the present depends on our knowledge of the past.” (my translation)4
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One of the artistic outcomes produced from this study on ancestrality was 
the interdisciplinary performance Feliz Aniversário (Happy Birthday), pre-
sented at the Hebbel am Ufer Theatre (HAU) in Berlin, Germany in 2020. 
On the occasion of my grandmother completing 100 years old, I Iooked 
back at her story by identifying her struggle to survive as a single mother 
of thirteen children in the Brazilian toxic chauvinist catholic society in the 
mid-twentieth century. Only after having immigrated from Rio de Janeiro to 
Doha, Qatar and later to the Northern European cities of Munich, Frankfurt 
am Main, Copenhagen, Berlin, Malmö and the island of Møn, did I under-
stand that my grandmother’s only possible way to survive the violence she 
encountered in her place of origin was to break free and migrate. 

By using personal memories, official documents, memorabilia and video, I 
brought Voinha to the centre of the stage and supported her in telling her 
own story of migration. The performance also shed light on the social and 
historical circumstances in which I grew up in Brazil in the 1980s. What 
forms of queer identity are possible in a patriarchal, Catholic and milita-
rised society? What role does the feminine play in this context? And where 
does the border between autobiographical memory and fiction lie? Funda-
mental to this performance was the assumption that everyone is an archive 
for experiences and memories of one’s own history, as well as for the know
ledge of one’s ancestors. A store of knowledge and a perspective that is not 
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necessarily represented in state archives, or is even deliberately erased, such 
as the history of slavery and its consequences, and the annihilation of the 
native peoples of Brazil.

While questioning my grandmother about the necessity to migrate and 
re-create herself in order to survive the gender-based violence she encoun-
tered early on, I could identify similarities between the struggles I went 
through within my own migration journey. Together, two generations of a 
family shared experiences of empowerment and resistance. With the recent 
passing of Voinha, the possibility of using language to question and listen 
to her re-telling and re-creating her own story was suspended. Our commu
nication, though, transcends the materiality of our bodies. Our conversa-
tion therefore continues. 

This conversation became, inadvertently, the centre of my artistic research 
practice: how can I generate narratives focused on “contested histories, 
asymmetrical power relations and legacies of racism, colonization and dis-
placement?”5 My artistic practice is therefore an attempt to question the way 
stories are told, by whom and from which perspectives. I am interested in 
investigating how much the creation and consumption of stories can either 
perpetuate structures of power, or potentialize the emergence of dramatur-
gies of care and resistance. 
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Performance Feliz Aniversário ©Tito Casal; Berlin, Germany: Hebbel am Ufer 

Theatre, 2020.
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Within my research, I understand the performative as a possibility to gene
rate knowledge through the body and via its interaction with other agents, 
or as Mark Fleishmann states:

“… performance constitutes ‘an alterity’ that resists the hegemony of the 
text in the academy. It is a transgression that seeks to break down the 
separation of subject and object, of body and mind, and therefore it must 
be either expunged, silenced or policed by the academy ( … ) What is 
required is an honest acceptance that the principle of ‘compossibility’ – 
fleshes alongside images, sight alongside hearing and touching and feeling 
and moving – is called for.”6

When theorizing on performance and performativity, Richard Schechner 
broadens such concepts by presenting them not as just something that 
occurs on stage, but also existing on many different levels of everyday 
life. Performance is an integral part of life, or as Schechner states: “twice 
behaviour behaved”7 alluding to the reiteration of the performed action, 
its repetition in time and as time and duration, as well as its simultaneous 
ephemeral nature. This coupling of the ideas between performance and 
time, both constantly in progress, alligns itself with Martins’ understanding 
of time as a spiral, bending forwards and backwards in a continuum.
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I conclude this exposition by asserting that I understand the actions per-
formed by my maternal grandmother within her process of migration, such 
as questioning structures of power, interrogating the status quo and going 
against the norm, as time bending operations. And when I reflect on them 
through the lens of sustainability, write about them and transform both 
our migration journeys into dramaturgical and performative material, I can 
identify that my research touches upon some of the United Nations’ sustain
able development goals of achieving gender equality, reducing inequality 
among countries and promoting justice.8

Following this line of thought, some questions arise: how can this research 
acknowledge individual ways of seeing, and value multiple perspectives on 
decolonial artistic practices? How can this study use dramaturgy and perfor-
mance art as tools to reconfigure power relations, creating in this way more 
just and equitable living conditions with respect for human rights and dignity?
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CALLS FOR SUSTAINABILITY and sustainable development have become 
ubiquitous in international policy discourse. Indeed, pressing universal 
problems such as climate change, pandemics, and the fact that no country 
in the world has achieved both social prosperity (social thresholds consistent 
with the fulfilment of essential human needs) and ecological sustainability 
(staying within planetary boundaries)1 have led to powerful statements 
such as “we are all developing countries now”.2 In development studies, we 
already see shifts toward an agenda grounded in globally shared problems.3 
This resonates with the ambitions of the Sustainable Development Goals. 
Nonetheless, no matter how well-intended and seemingly progressive this 
shift is, the narrative risks sidelining context-specific focus on how historical 
and current processes of socio-economic change really take place.4 

We see a similar tendency in sustainability discourse and strategies of many 
private sector actors, not least by those involved in the globalized garment 
industry (i.e. the production of clothes). Voluntary standards and ethical 
codes of conduct are nowadays commonly demanded throughout supply 
chains. Lists of remedies and various social justice initiatives took off espe-
cially after 2013 when the Rana Plaza garment manufacturing building col-
lapsed and killed over 1000 workers in Bangladesh.5 Yet, labour repression 
and worker subordination, through non-liveable wages and poor and une-
qual working conditions, are well documented in past and present growth 
trajectories based on export-oriented garment manufacturing for global 
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brands and retailers. In fact, workers’ rights across manufacturing hubs have 
even been worsening over the past ten years.6 One reason is that lead firms 
(buyers very often headquartered in the Global North) squeeze value out 
of supplier firms and their workers (located in the Global South). This is 
also done under the mantle of sustainability demands.7 While exploitative 
practices and global dependencies are not new, ‘sustainability’ practices and 
partnership narratives do not necessarily address these. 

This can be exemplified through the case of Mauritius, an African small 
island developing state that is often upheld as a success story of late deve
lopment.8 Thanks to active industrial policy and transnational networks in 
the post-independence period, the country was able to diversify its mono-
crop economy into garment manufacturing and tourism, followed by 
more advanced services such as offshore finance. Early on, the government 
called upon its citizens to contribute to its national development plan with 
ceaseless discipline while job creation and widespread basic social welfare 
provision were key to earning citizens’ buy-in.9 It structurally transformed 
its economy, and today it counts as an upper middle-income country that 
other governments in the region have even sent delegations to learn from. 
Meanwhile, Mauritius actively markets itself as a partner for ethical and 
sustainable higher-value-added garments with fair and equal treatment of 
its workforce.10
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Nevertheless, this has not always been the case and remains questionable 
to this day. Up until 1984, the government allowed wage discrimination 
between men and women for equal work.11 Ten years later when low(er) 
wage countries started to engage in production for just-in-time ‘fast fash-
ion’, garment firms in Mauritius responded in two main ways. Either they 
relocated abroad – contributing to local unemployment predominantly 
among women who had earlier joined the industry – or they began import-
ing cheap migrant labour to contain rising worker wages and to survive the 
globally price-sensitive competitive landscape.12 To some extent the latter 
mirrors the colonial practice of mass importing Indian indentured labour 
to Mauritius’ sugar plantations in response to labour shortages preventing 
profitable exploitation.13

It was only a few years ago that labour laws and minimum wages started 
to be harmonized between export-oriented (garment) industries and those 
not producing goods for export. Yet, obligatory overtime work up to ten 
hours per week remains a unique feature of export industries. In paral-
lel, workers have experienced intensified shift work and control mecha-
nisms in their everyday lives against a backdrop of growing buyer demands 
for certifications and fast delivery.14 Today, migrants (the largest group of 
whom are Bangladeshis on guestworker contracts) make up most of the 
export-oriented garment industry workforce, clearly indicating a form of 
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social downgrading. More specifically, forced labour occurs,15 and employ-
ees are divided along lines of citizenship where gender also plays a role. For 
instance, Mauritian men are concentrated in management while migrant 
workers and older low-educated women are concentrated in low-paying 
occupations such as machine operators.16

What does this mean for the study of development? And what are the 
practical implications for today’s late developers as they join global supply 
chains and try to ‘catch up’? Through the study of Mauritius’ garment indus-
try, my research empirically shows that upgrading is not linear and may in 
fact become increasingly difficult to achieve in practice. Over a period of 
time it can certainly contribute to economic growth, and (some) garment 
workers may enjoy improved social outcomes through rising wages for 
instance. However, this can coincide with other uneven outcomes such as 
fewer jobs, strict control, and a segmented workforce, all of which repre-
sent contradictory processes of capitalist development. It is my hope that 
these processes can be better understood, and hence acted upon, to genu-
inely achieve more sustainable futures for all. For that, we will first need to 
acknowledge historical context and supplier firms’ and countries’ structural 
dependencies in development.

¶
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THE FIRST GOAL of the UN Sustainable Development Agenda is to 
end poverty. The scarcity of money, or lack of access to money to achieve 
a minimum standard of well-being, is a significant problem that must be 
addressed if we are to solve world poverty. The mainstream financial system 
is supposed to help solve the problem of scarcity of conventional money 
by providing access to money to people who need it. But should people 
in poverty only be customers of the financial system? I do not think so. I 
would like to make two points. First, a call for people in poverty to con-
stitute financial systems in a way that works for them. Second, to suggest 
some organising activities that can help communities to re-signify, dignify, 
and transform their own financial systems.

Let us begin by explaining why the way money is created by the conven-
tional financial system has several shortcomings1 for the population in the 
context of scarcity. First, money is created by banks when they make loans, 
which, in order to be profitable in the context of scarcity, are made at pred-
atory interest rates. Second, with the vision of “saving for a rainy day,” peo-
ple hoard their money in interest-bearing accounts, which hinders access to 
and circulation of money in the community. Finally, these savings are usu-
ally transferred to economic and financial centers and not reinvested in the 
community, meaning that money is flowing out of poorer communities 
faster than it is flowing in. In sum, the conventional way of creating money 
is not well suited to helping people living in poverty. 
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Reflecting on the oppressed — that is, people in a state of poverty — the 
Brazilian educator, Paulo Freire2, argues that they are not marginalised, but 
rather have been placed in a structure that oppresses them. In this sense, it 
is the oppressed who need to create their own financial systems if they want 
to liberate themselves.

One grassroots financial innovation that can challenge conventional systems 
is known as complementary currencies, which can be defined as “an agree-
ment, within a community, to use something standardised as a medium of 
exchange”3. A complementary currency is a type of standardised medium, 
whose primary function is to complement conventional money and con-
nect unused resources with unmet needs in a community of users, thereby 
enhancing common wellbeing. Complementary currencies tend to emerge 
in communities looking to strengthen social ties and local socio-economic 
identity. Complementary currencies have been used to reclaim money-
making for the public good and to improve people’s access to money so that 
they can achieve a minimum standard of well-being4.

Starting with the barter story, there are many approaches to money. Tradi-
tionally it has been approached as a neutral commodity or as a social relation5. 
However, inspired by the field of Science and Technology Studies (STS), 
researchers have recently begun incorporating a socio-technical perspective 
into the study of money which recognises that money in general, and a 
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complementary currency in particular, is a system of heterogeneous elements 
such as ideas (e.g., political-economic ideas), norms (e.g., money creation 
rules, monitoring rules), people (i.e., users, issuers, and central authorities), 
and technical elements (e.g., payment technology, notes and coins).6

By adapting and re-aligning the socio-technical elements communities 
regain the possibility of organising the constitution of money in a way that 
is appropriate to them. Organising money consists of what I define as mod-
ulating, representational, and vernacular activities, and each of these activi-
ties both influence and are influenced by the process itself.7 Let me explain 
and show how these activities can play out using the case of the GFI pro-
ject in Kenya. Between 2018 and 2023, a group of European and Kenyan 
researchers, an NGO, and local Kenyan communities came together with 
the goal of organising a complementary currency. What this example 
demonstrated was that by building on the knowledge, resources, and needs 
of the different participants, local financial systems can act in present to 
influence their future (see Illustration 1).

Modulating activities refer to actions that exert a modifying or changing 
influence to achieve a desired effect on a monetary system. The question 
guiding the modulating activities is what does a just monetary system 
look like? In the case of the GFI, modulating activities occurred when the 
researchers, leaders, and software developers came together to discuss their 
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political-economic ideas, or debates about policies and regulations (i.e., 
who and how issues, distributes, and withdraws money), discuss the diffi-
culties that the community was experiencing (e.g., lack of jobs, dirty streets, 
food waste), or planning community projects (e.g., developing a short food 
supply chain or investing in productive capacity). These activities usually 
took place in the context of governance and strategic dialogue and debate. 
It is important to ensure that there is a basic shared economic and mone-
tary knowledge in order for all to really be heard.

But ideas and norms can be abstract, so they need to be materialised. Repre
sentational activities refer to the development of technical objects that rep-
resent particular ideas or concepts. A guiding question in representational 
activities asks what type of material elements can we use to influence people's 
actions? In the GFI project these activities included the development of a 
digital payment application, the creation of videos to teach people about the 
complementary currency and the payment application, and the production of 
brochures to promote participation in the currency8. It is the technical objects 
that interact with people and can, consciously or unconsciously, influence 
their actions in the monetary system. Therefore, it is important that the local 
community has the resources to maintain and develop technical objects, else 
they will be dependent, once again, on external actors deciding for them.
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The last set of activities are the vernacular. I use this term to emphasise the 
localised, culturally specific knowledge and traditions that influence the 
interactions in the complementary currency. Vernacular activities serve to 
mobilise individual and collective resources within a monetary system. The 
most common approach to this will be the exchange of goods and services, 
but what a monetary system enables goes beyond this. A very telling exam-
ple in the GFI project was the market days. Here, people met, socialised, 
traded, taught each other how to use the payment application, and prayed 
together as a symbol of unity and collaboration. The vernacular invites for 
the dignification of local cultures and practices, and these activities should 
help communities to reflect on what makes the community strong? What 
local knowledges need to be dignified?

Conventional monetary systems aim to keep the status-quo. What organising 
complementary currencies enable is a process of change. In other words, by 
acting in the present, communities can re-signify, dignify, and create systems 
that are right for them, and in this way influence their future trajectories.

¶
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Dear reader, 
welcome to a time-travel experience – one that demonstrates how 
participatory performance can serve as a tool for sustainable development by 
enhancing existential sustainability, the source of motivation to act in the world.

This text is a relation-specific performance 

By engaging with it, you will encounter an artistic research project, the 
artistic researcher, and your own experiences, ideas, and values. The work 
will emerge inside you while mirroring images from the past through the 
present into the future. The work may affect you in a transformative way, 
connecting you to your ethical compass. The work is uniquely yours, 
shaped by your surroundings, thoughts, and emotions as you read.

Who am I? 

I am the text that will be the vehicle for a series of performative encounters. 
I will guide you through the work and provide you with images from the 
past and create visions for the future. Through me, you will hear the voice 
of Steinunn, the artist researcher, who has created me. In the text you will 
be invited to participate in the work by engaging with tasks.
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THE PRESENT
Before we start our journey through time, I invite you to arrive in your body. 
Pay attention to your breath. 
Observe your expectations for the text you are about to read.
Close your eyes for a moment, and when you are ready return to the text.

Now, we will be travelling to the past.

THE PAST
It is spring in Lund, the year is 2022. Imagine that you are standing in 
front of the entrance to one of the University Buildings at Lund University. 
You are here to experience part 1 of a performance called Strings: A Perform-
ative Encounter with Agenda 2030 Graduate School.1 You enter the building 
and step into a big hallway where a woman is waiting for you. 

She says:
Hi, my name is Steinunn. The name is Icelandic and is a combination of two 
words: a stone and a wave. So, my name actually means a pebble – like this here. 
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She shows you a pebble.

This stone has existed on earth from the beginning of time and will continue to 
exist to the end of time. We are made from the same material as this pebble – 
our origins are stardust. For hundreds or even thousands of years it was lying in 
the sea and got shaped by the waves. 

Me too, during my lifetime I have been shaped by waves of events and things 
that surround me. 
Now I am being shaped by this encounter. 

I am an artistic researcher, and I am researching this very moment – with you. 

I ask you to hold on to this stone during your visit, to connect you to the past 
and the future. You will be meeting a member of Agenda 2030 Graduate 
School, and with their research they are contributing to change in their field. 
The exchange takes the form of a game, with cards that provide you with tasks 
to solve, things to observe, and questions to deal with. The meeting will take 
around 40 minutes and you can stop the game whenever you want and leave. 
Come with me.

Imagine that you are standing there, with the pebble in your hand, prepar-
ing to meet the researcher. You have been told that the title of Strings part 1 
is: We are all researchers. 
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What does that mean? Are you a researcher? How? Would you be able to 
make changes in the world, like a scientist?

With these thoughts you enter a workspace, a science laboratory where you 
meet the researcher. When you are both seated, the researcher reads from a 
card a story about herself:

Mimicking Nature
I was a creative kid. As a teenager I was doing theatre and wanted to become a 
photographer. It changed when I visited my aunt’s lab, and I realised how crea-
tive research can be and that black women have a place in knowledge produc-
tion. Now I use my creativity in a high-tech university lab where I recreate silk. 
Instead of taking photographs I mirror Nature’s own design and get to explore 
the role of the silkworm. 

The woman asks
What kind of child were you? 
What were your interests?

How do you reply? You may start to think about the relation between 
your childhood and who you are today or you may think about your own 
children and what will be a turning point in their lives. You share your 
thoughts with the researcher.
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Together, you solve various tasks through conversations, observations and 
actions. One task involves placing the pebble you’ve been holding on the 
table, where it will represent you. Using a string, you connect the pebble to 
objects on the table, with each object symbolising something important in 
your life. The string reveals the entangled web of your life, highlighting the 
complex but valuable relationships, places, and activities that shape you.

You take turns reading the cards until you reach the final one:

Discuss:  
If the pebble could talk, what story would it tell about this encounter? 

Make a sentence about yourselves starting with  
”This is a story about a child that … “ 

How does the more-than-human perspective change your perception of time? 
How do you finish the sentence?
Before leaving, you return the pebble to Steinunn, who is now typing the 
words you now are reading. 

Your reading is in her future, and her writing is in your past, still, you are 
both in the present.

What does this fact tell us about time?
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THE PRESENT
Let’s jump to the present moment again. 

I mentioned three types of tasks that I use in performative encounters. 
Observation, contemplation and action. 

I invite you to try them out in your present.
I give you three tasks. 
Take your time to solve them. 

Observation:
Pay attention to how this text affects you. 
Pay attention to your feelings. 
Pay attention to your thoughts.

Contemplation:
What can arts do that science cannot?
How can affective bonds change our behaviour?

Action:
Write a list of things that can move you to action.
A thing can be: human or more-than-human, emotions, places, sensations, 
forces, ideas, values …
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Now you have tried tools I have designed to bring guests into mindful 
presence, encouraging them to connect with the work through their own 
experiences, ideas, and values. By creating space for engagement and grant-
ing agency, these tasks heighten your personal investment in the experi-
ence. This method, rooted in participatory and immersive performance 
structures, is referred to in my research as embracing and porous drama-
turgy2. From my guests I have learned that these methods can be transform-
ative and motivate them to make changes in their lives.3 

You have completed these tasks on your own, but this approach can be 
applied on a larger scale. 

Are you ready for more time-travel?

THE PAST
It is May 2022 in Lund. Imagine that you are situated in Odeum, one of 
the oldest buildings of Lund University. Outside, the Magnolia is in bloom 
and the smell is intoxicating. 

You have returned to Strings, now to part 2: The Hub a creative training 
programme that explores the driving forces behind change. You are invited 
to engage with the question: What is worth sustaining?

66



25 ESSAYS

In a mixed group of guests and researchers all dressed in laboratory cloaks, 
four-thematic-pillars training programme is presented by the headmistress, 
Steinunn. You are promised that after four short workshops on love, empa-
thy, connections, and care you will be awarded a stamped certificate stating 
that you are truly a researcher. 

You find your small class and your tutor, and together you move between 
workshop-stations. The sound from a magnificent gong moves the groups 
between stations. 

Your class begins by exploring questions of love. The researcher in charge 
shares their deep connection to the Amazon forest and how their work 
seeks to protect it. As a picture of the forest is projected onto her cloak, she 
invites you to reflect on what you love and, together, choose one thing to 
immerse yourselves in. 

What are the things you love the most?
What would you not live without?

At the next sound of the gong, you step into the sunlight, meeting the 
more-than-human through empathy exercises, and tracing your connec-
tions with strings between the magnolia trees. 
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Returning to the hall you are presented with this task:

Caring for the future
Choose a pebble and write or draw on it, a message for the future.
The message can be for the future-you or a future-someone or -something.

If you do not want to make a mark on the stone, you can whisper the 
message to the pebble.

You take a pebble from the heap of stones on the floor. 

What do you want to write on your pebble?

Once you have the answer, I will count to four, and then you will take 
a big leap into the future. 
One, two …

THE FUTURE
three, four … you have arrived in a world where your body has merged 
with the earth, yet your spirit lingers in the love you left behind. You see 
a child, a girl who never knew you but has inherited the world you left 
behind. She discovers your pebble, and the message ignites a spark in her.
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ALL IN ONE 
Each connection we make, each moment of care, is a thread in the fabric 
of a shared future shaped by the stories we tell, the actions we take, and the 
love we hold.
Strings was as a call to embrace the interconnectedness of our lives, the sto-
ries we share, and the ways we care for the world and each other. By weaving 
threads of love, empathy, connections, and care, the performance tried 
to demonstrate how small, acts can ripple outward, inspiring change and 
fostering a sense of belonging across time and space. 

Hopefully, our performative encounter does not end with my final words 
but continues to invite you to consider: What is worth sustaining, and how 
can you act to preserve it?

I leave you here and now, at a moment that is all in one; present, past 
and future. 

Photographs by Steinunn Knúts-Önnudóttir, unless otherwise stated. 

Online exposition of Steinunn Knúts-Önnudóttir’s research project: 

www.researchcatalogue.net/view/1414313/1414314
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THIS SECTION EXAMINES key issues such as land 
use, deforestation, wastewater treatment, shared micro-
mobility, animal rights activism, and the evolution of legal 
frameworks. Taken together, these topics reveal the tension 
between addressing immediate problems and confronting 
the root causes of unsustainability.

A COMMON THREAD is the call for legal and institu-
tional reforms that incorporate environmental and social 
justice. Legal frameworks must evolve to align with sus-
tainability imperatives, including the state’s right to regu-
late in the public interest, even when it contradicts existing 
agreements. This broader view of justice must extend 
beyond human rights to encompass the health of ecosys-
tems and the planet.



THE DEFORESTATION crisis in the Colombian Amazon 
highlights the need for sustainable agricultural practices 
and policy reforms, while wastewater treatment, though 
helpful in addressing water scarcity, raises concerns about 
maintaining unsustainable systems. Animal rights activism 
calls for a shift in how humans relate to other species, 
challenging anthropocentric views of sustainability. Shared 
micromobility solutions, such as e-bikes and e-scooters, 
offer potential but require public-private collaboration to 
fully realise their environmental benefits. Together, these 
perspectives emphasize that true sustainability demands 
both immediate action and a deep reevaluation of the 
systems that perpetuate unsustainability. 
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IN THIS ARTICLE, I will delve into the intricate land conflicts between 
cattle production and the alarming loss of biodiversity, exploring how these 
opposing forces shape the future of Colombia’s Amazon. I suggest that there 
must be a deep understanding of land use dynamics in the context of the 
Colombian Amazon, with the presence of an armed conflict the vulnera-
bility of entire peasant and indigenous local populations and the cascade of 
consequences at the ecological, socio-economic and cultural levels.

Deforestation and forest degradation account for 12–15 percent of current 
anthropogenic emissions – the second-largest source of CO2 after fossil fuel 
combustion.1 In their study, Davis and Petersen (2018)2 highlighted the 
growing attention on forests and the increasing demand for accurate, cur-
rent information on forest locations, intactness, management, and changes. 
Such information is vital to support effective forest management and land 
use planning to maintain biodiversity and ecosystem services. 

The Living Forest Report (WWF, 2018)3 identifies Colombia’s Amazon as 
one of 11 deforestation hotspots. These deforestation fronts are projected 
to account for over 80 percent of global forest loss by 2030, with up to 
170 million hectares affected. In Latin America, beef production is a major 
driver of deforestation, converting forests to pastures for cattle and destroy-
ing around 2.71 million hectares of tropical forest annually.
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Despite efforts by the Colombian government, there is a resurgence in 
deforestation rates. It is worrying that deforestation rates in Colombia, the 
third-most biodiverse country in the world and home to more than 60 mil-
lion hectares of forest4 has surged in the past few years, led by land-grabbing 
and agricultural commodity production, which has increased in the after-
math of the government’s 2016 peace agreement with the FARC. 

In 2018, Colombia lost 247,000 hectares of forest in the Amazon, the highest 
annual rate ever recorded.5 Moreover, as suggested by McAlpine et al. 2009, 
in Colombia, cattle ranching has often been a tenuous economic activity that 
relies on large-scale extensive use of the land and has continued to expand in 
most of the regions in the country, but especially in the Amazonian foothills.

The Colombian National Planning Department (DNP)6 is spearheading 
a “green development” initiative under the banner of bioeconomy. This 
initiative focuses on the agricultural sector, leveraging Colombia’s abundant 
biological and genetic resources, residual biomass, and potential for creating 
“green” jobs. International investments, including contributions from Ger-
many, Norway, and the United Kingdom, support Colombia’s goal of achiev-
ing zero deforestation by 2030. These investments, totalling approximately 
22.4 million euros, recognize efforts to reduce emissions from deforestation.
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In 2018, the establishment of an initiative to promote the interests and mon-
itoring of national and local public opinion on the problem of deforestation 
was created. This initiative focuses on the actions to control and reduce 
deforestation rates, but also highlights sustainable production practices. 

By 2025, Colombia’s initiative has grown into a multi-faceted national 
effort. Despite these advances, challenges remain, including high levels of 
informality in the forestry sector, limited technical and financial capacity 
for large-scale community forestry, and persistent drivers of deforestation 
such as illegal roads, cattle ranching, and land grabbing.

To effectively combat deforestation in the Amazon, a multifaceted approach 
is essential, incorporating sustainable practices, policy reforms, and commu-
nity engagement. Conservation alone is not a universal remedy; it is crucial 
that designated reserves actively preserve biodiversity while supporting the 
livelihoods of local communities. Enhancing Amazonian regional sustainable 
forest management schemes with capacity-building and governance reforms 
linked to land-food systems is urgently needed to reduce deforestation, 
improve local livelihoods, and prevent further biodiversity loss. 

If extensive cattle ranching continues, it threatens species habitats, risks 
forest collapse, and could lead to the permanent savannisation of the 
Amazon. There is an urgent call to limit and prohibit cattle ranching in 
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the Colombian Amazon, promoting alternative practices to protect ecosys-
tems, biodiversity, food security, and prevent climate collapse. Inter-sectoral 
and regional collaboration, economic incentives, and alternative livelihoods 
based on socio-bioeconomies are essential to reduce deforestation and degra-
dation. Political will is lacking to enforce clear land zonification for conserva-
tion or production, hindered by actors involved in illegal cattle and extractive 
industries. Increased national and international awareness and monitoring of 
degraded tropical forests across the Pan-Amazon territory are imperative to 
safeguard these critical ecosystems.

In conclusion, the Colombian Amazon case served as an opportunity to apply 
a holistic approach To the Agenda 2030 goals to assess and better understand 
conflicts and synergies of deforestation, land-use change, sustainable develop-
ment and bioeconomy from the perspective of land use changes from forests 
to pastures for cattle, which can be accelerating threats alongside increasing cli-
mate change and biodiversity loss in these areas with tropical ecosystems.

¶
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MY RESEARCH ABOUT wastewater reuse, and my work at a municipal 
wastewater treatment plant, can be understood in terms of problem-
solving for sustainable development. From a critical perspective, wastewater 
treatment and wastewater reuse could be viewed as ways of maintaining an 
already unsustainable society.

Wastewater treatment is performed to protect drinking water sources and 
aquatic ecosystems from bacteria, eutrophication and toxic chemicals. 
Usually, wastewater from households (water from toilets, showers, kitchens 
etc.) and/or industries is collected in a piping system, and transported to a 
wastewater treatment plant. At the wastewater treatment plant, the water is 
treated in several processes (mechanical, chemical and biological) to remove 
pollutants. After treatment, the water is usually released into lakes, rivers or 
oceans (the recipient). 

The compounds that currently are in focus at many wastewater treatment 
plants are nutrients and organic compounds. These naturally occur in the 
wastewater, and can cause eutrophication and low oxygen levels in the 
recipient. With the revised European urban wastewater treatment directive1, 
there will also be demands for the removal of other chemicals such as 
pharmaceuticals.
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Since some of the compounds that can have a negative impact on the recip-
ient, such as nutrients and bacteria, naturally occur in human excrements, 
it is not possible to avoid their presence in wastewater. The presence of other 
compounds, such as pharmaceuticals, could theoretically be decreased 
through bans and other types of regulations. However, these compounds are 
important since they cure and help people with different diseases. Thus, we 
might not want to prohibit their use.

Even more compounds, such as per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances, PFAS, 
can be found in for example textiles, make-up, furniture, and kitchen-ware. 
These compounds could possibly be prohibited without as big of an impact 
on society, compared to a ban on pharmaceuticals. PFAS is a large group 
of chemicals that are persistent to biodegradation, and are sometimes 
referred to as “forever chemicals”. Many of them have negative impacts on 
human health. There are cases when PFAS has leached into the groundwa-
ter and thereby also into the drinking water. Thus causing first of all human 
suffering, but also monetary costs for water utilities to remove these com-
pounds from the drinking water.2

To get rid of such “forever chemicals” and to discover unknown harmful 
chemicals in water is currently one of the big challenges for water treatment. 
This makes removal of such substances one of the major challenges with 
wastewater reuse. 
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Wastewater reuse is the reuse of (usually) treated wastewater for different 
purposes, such as irrigation, drinking water production, and industrial 
applications. The driving force can be drought, sometimes leading to a sit-
uation where traditional source waters (such as groundwater or lake water) 
are no longer sufficient to meet societal demands.3 In such situations, the 
societal demands could be adjusted for example through limitations on 
the water use by industries, limitations on population growth and water 
use by households, or limitations on the use of freshwater by agriculture. 
Such limitations on water use could be legitimate, but would also have 
negative impacts on industries, agriculture, other businesses that depend on 
water use (such as cafés or restaurants), population growth (and therefore 
for example schools or stores), and in the end the general societal welfare.4 
Challenges regarding wastewater reuse include ensuring safe water quality, 
thus enabling smart and circular water use without risking spreading 
unhealthy chemicals or bacteria. 

My research focused on the removal of different microbial and chemical 
pollutants with a process called granular activated carbon, which is a 
method to remove a wide range of chemicals through adsorption. The thesis 
was based on the assumption that wastewater needs to be treated, and in 
some cases reused to meet societal water demands, which brings us back to 
the question of problem solving or critique. 
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With a critical perspective, wastewater treatment and wastewater reuse can 
be described as ways of fixing the symptoms but not the cause of over-
exploitation of water resources and use of toxic chemicals. On the other 
hand, limitations on the use of some chemicals, such as pharmaceuticals, 
and freshwater, could have a negative impact on society. Sustainable devel-
opment will likely always consist of both problem-solving, for example 
through decreasing the symptoms through wastewater treatment, and of 
critique, potentially resulting in legislative bans on toxic chemicals or limi-
tations on water use. 

¶
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IN THE FOLLOWING, I will outline how I think of sustainability in my 
PhD research. From a species-relational perspective, I approach sustainabi-
lity struggles as a form of “symbolic boundary work”. Reworking symbolic 
boundaries – by blurring, crossing, rethinking, and redrawing them – can 
manifest as both critique and more practical problem-solving endeavours.

Negotiations on sustainable futures can be seen as ongoing struggles over 
how to reorganise or maintain dominant ways of structuring, institutiona-
lising, routinising and normalising our relationships with other species – 
our co-inhabitants of the Earth. Sustainability is, of course, also a question 
of how structural relations between human social groups should be organi-
sed more justly. However, I will focus on the more-than-human world. My 
PhD project is an ethnographic study that explores the personal transfor-
mations and collective influence strategies of vegan animal rights activists 
in a Danish agropolitical context. I position my overall research topic – the 
vegan animal rights movement – as one among various contemporary socie-
tal tendencies seeking alternative ways of relating to nonhuman Others.

Applying a relational approach to sustainability begins with acknowledging 
that relationships shape who we are, as we act within a web of entanglements, 
interwovenness, and interdependence. These relationships are structural and 
intimate, historical and contemporary, interhuman and interspecies, global 
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and local. For example, animal agriculture industries play a significant role 
in the climate emergency and biodiversity collapse.1 As consumers, we enter 
a web of abstract, structural relationships with the animals whose bodies are 
commodified, and with those who lose their basis for existence due to defore-
station for feed production or cattle ranching, the occupation of land by 
monocultural crop fields, water pollution, and global temperature increases 
driven by the industries’ significant greenhouse gas emissions.

Since we are not in direct contact with most of these nonhuman Others in 
our everyday lives, our structural, border-crossing relationships with them 
tend to be invisibilized. Nevertheless, some of these relationships are highly 
intimate: consuming - not just symbolically, but literally ingesting and absor-
bing the Other – is indeed an intimate relation, and at the same time a certain 
power relation. In addition to this structural-intimate dynamic, the consump-
tion is also, on one hand, contemporary and local (something we practice now 
and here), and on the other hand, historical and global. After all, the establish
ment and expansion of cattle and sheep ranching played an important role 
in the European colonization of other parts of the world, and the still increa-
sing ‘meatification’ and ‘dairyfication’ of diets are related to the introduction 
and dominance of Western agribusiness methods worldwide.2 Simultaneously, 
these dynamics are both interspecies and interhuman: humans as well as other 
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species are displaced due to deforestation, while workers in agricultural indu-
stries are often among the most marginalised and exploited.3

During my fieldwork, I have listened to many transformation histories of 
vegan animal rights activists – narratives about their initial 'becomings' and 
how they keep becoming through ongoing politicization. One pattern I have 
noted is that many now-activists previously held an apolitical 'circle of life' 
understanding of farming and human-nonhuman interactions. However, dur-
ing their transformation processes, they began focusing on power relations 
and their own positions in relationships with farmed animals, companion ani-
mals, the wild animals they encounter in their everyday lives, as well as those 
they do not encounter, yet are still connected to. This shift illustrates how acti-
vists come to perceive interspecies ethics not merely as a personal trouble but 
as a political issue infused with power and linked to social institutions.

The activists I have followed engage in symbolic boundary work both inter-
nally – reevaluating their relationships with other species – and externally, 
through activism aimed at challenging species-related boundaries in main-
stream culture. In sociology, symbolic boundaries are understood as concep-
tual distinctions made by social actors to categorize the world in ways used 
in struggles over defining reality. Social groups compete in the production, 
diffusion, and institutionalization of alternative principles of classification. 
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Symbolic boundaries generate feelings of similarity and group membership 
and are often used to enforce, normalise, or rationalise social boundaries: 
tangible expressions of social difference.4 

'Boundary work' refers to the struggle to shift or maintain dominant boun-
daries. Symbolic boundaries can be bright or blurred, depending on the 
extent to which they have been institutionalised and naturalized in society. 
Vegan animal rights activism can be understood as an attempt to rethink, 
redraw, blur, cross, shift, and dismantle very 'bright' boundaries in society: 
The value-hierarchical human-animal dualism has historically been a core 
notion in dominant Western philosophies, Abrahamic religions, and the 
very foundation of the idea of human dignity. Consequently, the bounda-
ries that the animal rights movement seeks to rework are deeply embedded 
and difficult to change – not only supported by cultural norms but also by 
institutional and structural relations.5

In my perspective, one way of performing boundary work involves paying 
attention differently. From a sociological perspective, communities guide 
their members, subtly or overtly, on what to focus their attention on. When 
individuals focus on something they are expected to ignore, they engage in 
‘attentional deviance’.6 What is considered worthy of moral attention is also 
shaped by cultural norms. As part of becoming well-socialised members of 
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our communities, we are taught to “curb our moral concerns in a socially 
appropriate manner”.7 For example, global sustainability agendas have histo-
rically been highly anthropocentric, defining sustainability as securing the 
basis for future human life while neglecting our nonhuman co-inhabitants 
in their own right.8 Some perceive it as irrelevant or even provocative (that 
is, socially inappropriate) when others advocate for including nonhumans 
in ways that do not rely on their utility for humans, for example as ecosy-
stem services or resources such as meat. 

The activists engage in attentional deviance when they work to draw attention 
to the invisibilised animals behind the meat – something that in dominant 
sustainability discourses is abstractly measured in tonnes of CO₂ equivalents 
or represented as commodities. In doing so, the activists challenge the 
boundaries for what is considered relevant and worthy of inclusion in sustain
ability debates. 

To conclude, in my research I think of sustainability as a species-relational 
issue, where struggles for sustainable futures involve symbolic boundary 
work drawing in the direction of less anthropocentric thinking and being. 
This boundary work unfolds both within the activists themselves during 
their personal transformations and in the broader societal shifts they seek 
to promote through their activism. Their strategies range from explicit 
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critique, such as protesting in the spirit of “speaking truth to power”, to 
practical problem-solving efforts. These include offering free consulting 
to companies on marketing plant-based options, distributing free taste 
samples, organizing prize awards for corporate plant-based initiatives, or 
lobbying for green canteens in public workplaces. Viewing sustainability 
through this species-relational and boundary-oriented lens highlights that 
sustainability struggles are not only about solving practical problems but 
also involve rethinking divides that shape our relationships with the more-
than-human world. 

¶

92





THE PROBLEM 
WITH THE SOLUTION

Phil Justice Flores
/ Lund University School of Economics 
and Management

KALEIDOSCOPE OF SUSTAINABILITY / PROBLEM-SOLVING / CRITIQUE 93



KALEIDOSCOPE OF SUSTAINABILITY

THAT CARS ARE DRIVERS of environmental problems is unquestionable. 
However, it remains a challenge to steer individuals toward using other means 
that are greener. What, then, are some potential solutions that could lower the 
demand for cars? My PhD project was about shared micromobility, particu-
larly shared e-bikes and e-scooters, which were presented as green transport 
modes that could contribute to decreasing the demand for private vehicles. 
The project was related to SDG Goal 11 of Sustainable Cities and Commu-
nities. In this contribution piece, I discuss how shared micromobility might 
help solve car-related environmental issues. But I also present a few drawbacks 
to having these shared microvehicles on our streets. Additionally, I highlight 
some results from my project and conclude with a question for the readers.

The development of my PhD project started with the challenge of mak-
ing the transport sector greener. As the transport sector is one of the major 
contributors to greenhouse gas emissions, we must find ways to decrease 
car-related trips and replace cars with green alternatives. In my project, I 
examined the role of shared micromobility in the transition toward a sus-
tainable transport future. 

Shared micromobility is a mode of transport that offers smaller, lighter 
vehicles powered by electric or human power, also known as microvehicles, 
that users do not own but can use on a demand basis.1 I focused on how 
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shared e-bikes and e-scooters could decrease car demand and complement 
public transport. Sustainability in my project was seen from a pro-environ-
mental perspective.

The impetus for shared e-bikes and e-scooters came from the need to cover 
short distances that are too far to walk and areas with limited public trans-
port. They were also designed as car alternatives, particularly since they offered 
speed, did not require too much effort when used, and most importantly, they 
were convenient as they could be parked anywhere. However, if you lived in a 
city where shared e-bikes and e-scooters were available, you would surely have 
noticed that this free-floating aspect caused chaos and problems in cities.

Shared e-bikes and e-scooters blocked pedestrians and roads. They were 
left in spaces for long periods without batteries and, therefore, could not 
be used. Yet what concerned many people the most was the accidents these 
microvehicles caused. As there were no regulations in place, especially for 
shared e-scooters, users could drive these vehicles the way they wanted, to 
some extent, without regard to their surroundings. 

This user behavior made me think about whether, indeed, shared micromo
bility could help address car-related environmental problems. Therefore, 
my project looked at the behavior of shared electric micromobility users. 
Specifically, I looked at individual motivations to adopt shared e-bikes and 
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e-scooters. I asked users and non-users of shared micromobility from Den-
mark and Sweden to participate in my survey. These countries were among 
the few that had access to the shared electric microvehicles when I started 
my PhD.

The pressing issue the project wanted to address was – if shared micromobil-
ity could motivate individuals to replace private vehicles with shared e-bikes or 
e-scooters as a way to cut carbon emissions, could it be considered a good solu-
tion to reduce the adverse impact of cars on the climate? But if it only induced 
individuals to travel more and created a new market for short-distance leisure 
travel, could it then cause more problems for transport authorities and not 
address the environmental problems caused by the transport sector?

It did not come as a surprise, given preliminary observations and find-
ings, that the results of my project revealed how individuals used shared 
electric micromobility primarily because they considered them fun to use. 
Although some users replaced car trips with shared e-bikes or e-scooters, 
the majority of the substituted trips were those of sustainable forms, such 
as the use of public transport, cycling, and walking. Therefore, the poten-
tial solution created unsustainable trips and did not complement public 
transport. Nevertheless, users acknowledged the functional benefits of using 
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the microvehicles, meaning they use shared micromobility for shopping or 
commuting. Results also indicated that for users of shared electric micro-
mobility, its environmental benefits motivated continued use.

Even though in some cases and to some extent, shared electric micromo-
bility is already regulated and has been integrated into public transport ser-
vices, at large, they are still operated by private companies that struggle 
to break even and continue offering their services. Issues related to shared 
electric micromobility, particularly regarding safety and regulations, chal-
lenge its existence and drive away more people from using it. Currently, 
the environmental impact of shared e-bikes and e-scooters remains debata-
ble. But one thing is certain – all sectors of society need to work together if 
they intend to tap into the environmental and social sustainability potential 
of electric microvehicles. Until now, the question remains: Could shared 
micromobility help the transition toward sustainable transport, or is the 
potential solution becoming a bigger problem?

¶
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OBLIGATIONS PROVIDED through legal instruments are being chal-
lenged by forces that are beyond the relationship between contracting 
parties, but rather the relationship between humankind and our planetary 
host. The Covid-19 pandemic quickly turned commonplace contractual 
norms in commerce and travel into relics of the past. Simultaneously, the 
impacts of climate change have introduced a 500-year drought in Europe 
and crippled world supply chains through heatwaves in China. 

Scholars and practitioners of international economic law, the laws and sys-
tems that govern trade and investment, have largely recognised that sustaina-
bility is a matter of necessary public interest. In doing so, the field has found 
it increasingly difficult to disassociate sustainability from legal practice, irre-
spective of jurisdiction. Legal instruments, such as contracts and treaties, have 
also been evolving to more adequately reflect and respond to new realities. 

One way that legal systems and mechanisms are able to adapt is by recognis-
ing that states retain the right to regulate and implement policy agendas on 
behalf of the public interest, even if such government measures may contra-
dict binding legal agreements with either state or non-state entities. This rec-
ognition takes place both at the stages of legislation and interpretation.

Broadly, the right to regulate refers to the prerogative of the sovereign state 
to implement government measures, such as laws and policies, in the state 
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and/or the public interest. Exculpating this right configures it as a safeguard 
in relation to the state’s obligations, such as those imposed by an agreement. 

In international investment law, the right to regulate in the public interest is 
a form of flexibility pursued by states hosting international investment that 
is covered by an international investment agreement. This flexibility carves 
out a policy space wherein the host state may implement policies or govern-
ment measures on matters it considers to be in its public or essential secu-
rity interests. Government measures implemented on such a basis may be 
consistent with an applicable international investment agreement, even if 
those measures result in a negative impact for the admitted foreign invest-
ment. In such cases, the right to regulate is self-judged by the host state 
until it becomes contested via investment treaty arbitration, which then 
refers discretion to a tribunal to assess whether the policy or measure was a 
legitimate exercise of the right to regulate. 

The right to regulate for sustainable development applies specifically to 
those policies and measures implemented on behalf of advancing the host 
state’s sustainable development agenda. These government measures can 
include anything from revoking construction and/or operations licenses for 
fossil fuel extraction to terminating solar power subsidies in order to avert a 
balance of payments crisis.
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Formulating and interpreting the right to regulate for sustainable develop-
ment, however, remains inadequate when constrained to an exclusively legal 
dimension. This is because understanding and therefore interpreting sus-
tainable development requires one to traverse far beyond the remit of legal-
ity. Instead, such interpretation must brave across traditional, disciplinary 
boundaries so that legal systems do not become obstacles but rather con-
duits of advancing sustainability. Legal interpretation must then involve 
questions of environmental and social justice.

Challenging such traditions, however, is an uncomfortable task. 

It requires a departure from commonly held beliefs about the domain of 
a government’s margin of appreciation, accepting the possibility that indi-
vidual entities and actors may better serve the needs of sustainable develop-
ment than public authorities. It also requires a certain pessimistic optimism 
about motives: relying on sound analytical methodologies based on real-
world need and the best available science to understand whether states, pri-
vate sector entities, or even development organisations are contributing to 
sustainable development.

In spite of this, the intersection between law and sustainable development 
empowers the challenger. Adaptive legal systems that are regularly updated 
on the basis of rigorous study and research, integrating into the legislative 
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process the best available science across climate, biodiversity, social systems, 
indigenous culture and knowledge, labour and environmental justice, and 
the many diverse dimensions of sustainable development can have tremen-
dous intergenerational impact. 

Therein, the steady hand offered by the rule of law meets the forward-look-
ing gaze of sustainability. As we draw our hand above our eyes to block out 
distractions that may otherwise obstruct our view, we find that we may look 
farther than we would have and see that the goal is in sight. 

The systematic and procedural application of the law is needed to advance 
justice. However, we must reflect on the meaning of justice and for whom 
or what. An anthropocentric and economic growth-centric understanding 
of justice has resulted in great sacrifice for our planetary host. Just as we see 
in finance, overarching principles in development policy and planning, such 
as leaving no one behind or doing no significant harm, must be integrated 
into our understanding of justice and the legal systems that are designed to 
realise justice. 
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SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT is both a global and 
a local concern. However, global-local discussions typically 
focus on finding local solutions for globally defined issues. 
The local is seen as the place where solutions to universal 
global problems are to be implemented. 

HOWEVER, THIS APPROACH reinforces the status 
quo more than it promotes just, sustainable development. 
Local and indigenous knowledge is often co-opted into 
liberal projects; actors with existing political and economic 
power remain in decision-making roles, while those 
suffering situations of vulnerability become further margi
nalised; would-be remedies for problems and harms take 
on a one-size-fits-all nature that neglects important aspects 
of local context. Working toward sustainable development 
requires a more nuanced perspective. 



THROUGH OUR RESEARCH at the Agenda 2030 
Graduate School, we work with global-local dynamics by 
attending to interactions between these different levels 
and addressing tensions between them. Through research 
on issues related to health, forests, livelihoods, education, 
refugees, inequality and climate change, we explore oppor-
tunities and barriers for sustainable development. 

25 ESSAYS: LOCAL / GLOBAL 107





SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT 
IN MARGINALISED 
LANDSCAPES

Billy Jones 
/ Joint Faculties of Humanities and Theology

KALEIDOSCOPE OF SUSTAINABILITY / LOCAL / GLOBAL108



25 ESSAYS

WHILE QUESTIONS OF climate change, economic growth, peace and 
justice are inherently global issues, they always play out at a local level. As 
an Ethnologist, my research is driven by the idea that global issues always 
take place somewhere. I strive to get to the heart of how they are experienced 
as everyday realities in those places. In my research on pastoralism in 
Northern Kenya, I encounter people coping with crippling poverty, ethnic 
violence and severe droughts. These stand side-by-side with initiatives by 
local and international NGOs to strengthen livelihoods resilience, rehabil-
itate denuded land and promote biodiversity. To get a sense of how all of 
this connects, I look at it at the landscape level.

Development (sustainable or otherwise) always concerns both people and 
the environment. Exploring questions of development at the landscape level 
calls for focusing on the interactions between the two. One approach is to 
see the landscape as a cultural landscape. This is a way of looking at a geo-
graphically bound area as shaped through the productive labour of indi-
viduals, families and social groups who inhabit it to reflect their lifestyles, 
cultural practices and modes of production.

Landscapes are in continual flux, constantly changing over time in response 
to historical conditions. They are also created through dialogue between 
humans and the so-called natural environment. As people live in a place, 
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they shape the physical features of the land, but their social systems and 
economic relations are also shaped by the environment itself. Pastoralist 
landscapes, for example, are often converted into large pastures of open 
grazing lands. Families may then group together into clans to manage certain 
sections, raise livestock together and coordinate the sale of their produce.

The inhabited world is a patchwork of agricultural, pastoral, arboreal and 
urban landscapes. The world’s distinct landscapes are all woven together 
across its seven continents. The majority of the world’s population now 
live in urban landscapes dominated by housing, industry, commercial cen-
tres and parks. Yet the majority of the world’s marginalised population 
live in rural landscapes and try to make a living off the land. Pastoralists, 
hunter-gatherers, rice paddy farmers, slash-and-burn agriculturalists and 
nomadic herders tend to live in places defined by income inequality, the 
adverse effects of climate change and inadequate access to healthcare 
and education. Many of these communities have historically established 
economic systems with the ability to support the population within the 
harshest of environments without overexploiting the resources. These 
tended to be built on egalitarian social institutions and extensive ecologi-
cal knowledge. Most of these landscapes are now being radically disrupted 
by human-induced climate change and modernisation. Across the planet, 
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the 20th century saw states adopt national agendas to modernise their econ-
omies. Ways of life that were deemed unsuitable to the modern economy 
were largely neglected. Yet they could not avoid the spillover effects of mod-
ernisation; the unprecedented rise in individualism has corroded many 
strong social institutions and the introduction of Western-style education 
systems has largely replaced indigenous knowledge systems. Lacking the 
capital and infrastructures to thrive in the modern global economy as well 
as the egalitarian social systems of the past, these regions have become hubs 
of multi-generational poverty and precarity and their ecosystems are unable 
to cope with the effects of climate change. 

At a landscape level, sustainable development can be thought of as a pro-
cess of change in the region which encourages equitable economic growth 
among its inhabitants, promotes peace and tackles climate change. Given 
that every landscape is different, no path towards sustainability looks the 
same. Imagining a sustainable landscape requires first picturing the specific 
landscape and asking how it would need to change. A sustainable ändra till 
pastoral landscape, for instance, might have an economy which relies pri-
marily on natural resources found within the ecosystem without overus-
ing the resources. It would offer livelihoods which are resilient in the face 
of climate change and elevate the population out of poverty. The economy 
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would be supported by a functioning social system which upholds the fun-
damental rights of the entire population – including its most vulnerable – 
to decent work, healthcare, appropriate education and clean water.

What’s more, in a globalised world, no landscape can be considered truly 
sustainable until they all are. Poverty, inequity and ecological degradation 
may be disproportionately meted out to marginalised landscapes, but they 
are created by global greenhouse gas emissions, excess consumption and 
global financial systems designed to enrich the wealthiest. Whether they 
choose to be or not, marginalised communities are already part of the global 
capitalist economy, sitting on its edges and forced to scrape out a living from 
its scraps. Leaving this system is not conceivable. Sustainable development is 
considered by many as a next; yet it implies some form of economic growth. 
The current paradigm, which encourages growth for the sake of growth, 
only works to entrench inequalities and further marginalise the most vulner-
able. To bring marginalised landscapes away from the margins, sustainable 
development must necessarily guide or reign in this growth so that it brings 
gradual and holistic – rather than free-wheeling and aggressive – change.

As an issue of common concern, the promotion of sustainable develop-
ment is primarily a question of governance. The SDGs provide a framework 
for global governance by setting goals which, if achieved, claim to set the 
foundations for a better and more sustainable future for all. The 17 goals 
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are designed to act as a blueprint to guide policy at all levels of governance, 
from the global to the local. A place-conscious approach to sustainable 
development calls for coordinated action between local, national and global 
stakeholders. Communities and regional government bodies ought to be 
seen as the beating heart of development initiatives, with long-standing 
grassroots organisations filling in the gaps that existing government services 
don’t provide, particularly in low-income countries. To bolster these grass-
roots initiatives, central governments and multilateral organisations ought 
to implement strong, pro-poor regulations and provide technical and finan-
cial support to local organisations.

Regional development assumes a perspective which considers the accumula-
tion of changes in the actions of the people living in a particular geographic 
area as well as its ecological systems. This involves providing the right 
conditions to foster progress in the three pillars of social, economic and 
ecological sustainability. This may include (among other things): improving 
economic infrastructures to allow equal opportunities to trade and ease 
of access to markets for even the hardest to reach; establishing affordable 
healthcare systems and educational provision relevant to the cultural con-
text; protecting or harbouring ecosystems with flourishing biodiversity; and 
upholding a functioning justice system.
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A cultural landscape perspective tells us that each of these realms is influ-
enced by individual and collective actions, social systems, material struc-
tures and ecological systems. These structures and systems are formed by 
the interactions of money, ideas, technologies and people from various 
local and global locations flowing into, out of, and within the landscape. 
Changing them for the better requires guiding these various factors in the 
right direction and designing policies to buttress the economic, social and 
ecological systems which have the best potential to promote sustainable 
livelihood opportunities. For governance to promote sustainable develop-
ment, it must necessarily engage all of these components individually and 
as an interwoven collective. What’s more, for landscape development to be 
sustainable, it has to adapt pre-existing economic, social and knowledge 
systems to the modern condition by making them instruments of inclusiv-
ity and equality rather than injustice and exclusion. Avoiding the mistakes 
of past attempts to modernise marginalised landscapes calls for a culturally 
sensitive approach to growth which respects the traditions, institutions and 
cultural values that have historically provided marginalised rural communi-
ties with resilient livelihoods. 

In short, sustainable landscape development hinges on an acute understand-
ing of the local context, its connection to the global sphere and the past. 
What specific combination of factors influences the landscape’s develop-
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ment? In what ways do they impact livelihood opportunities, social justice 
and biodiversity? Where do they come from and how do they integrate into 
the local culture? How can resources best be guided to facilitate an inclusive 
socioeconomic system? And what can we learn from previous efforts that 
might support future ones? These are just some of the questions which, if 
answered properly, may help build genuinely sustainable futures for the 
world’s most marginalised landscapes.

¶
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YOU DO NOT HAVE TO look far to find suggestions, and even panic, that 
climate change will not only pose challenges for people to access food or pro-
tect our homes, but also that it might lead to more wars and conflict. Media 
reports, United Nations’ press releases, or perhaps your everyday conversa-
tions threaten that the end is near or that climate change will precipitate the 
next world war. Yet to me, as a Political Scientist researching climate change 
and a scholar of Peace and Conflict Studies, the scariest part of these claims 
is that this way of framing the problem might pose a bigger threat to peace 
than these hypothesised climate impacts themselves. By foretelling an apoca-
lypse, are we ensuring that it comes? 

I study the global impacts of climate change in a local place – Puerto Rico. 
The Puerto Rican archipelago is one of the world’s oldest still-existing colo-
nies. Since the first (known) inhabitants of the islands, the Igneri and Taino 
peoples suffered invasion and genocide with the arrival of the Spanish in 
1492, the local people have lived with over 500 years of colonisation. Today 
the islands are an unincorporated territory of the United States (US). The US 
has used the territory for everything from developing medicines and health 
policies (for instance, testing chemical weapons like Agent Orange, leading 
both to the development of weapons as well as to breakthroughs in cancer 
treatment), to a training ground for aerial bombings. By World War II, the 
military occupied nearly three quarters of the Puerto Rican island Culebra, 
contributing to a significant decline in the local civilian population.

117



KALEIDOSCOPE OF SUSTAINABILITY

Studying climate change locally gave me new perspectives on this global 
phenomenon. I learned that, while people know what climate change is 
and anticipate these changes through international data and reports, they 
also know what this change means based on local and personal experiences: 
through understanding the impacts of change (cognitively) as well as feeling 
changes physically and emotionally (embodied and affective knowledge). 
This care-based knowledge, as I call it, opens up a new way of knowing cli-
mate change that may enable us to find more peaceful ways of living with 
the changes. Aside from uncovering intimate and highly localised envi-
ronmental changes and their implications for people (such as devastating 
destruction of hurricanes, encroachment of seaweed blooms on beaches, 
or unbearable heat), care-based knowledge also reveals space for imagining 
desired futures, alternatives to dystopian storytelling, and peaceful ways of 
community thriving. 

Surely, climate change demands our urgent attention. Scientists concede 
that if we do not change consumption and production patterns and address 
rampant fossil fuel emissions that contribute to global warming, we face 
irrevocable changes to the environment. The more you follow the news on 
climate change, the more you might also find headlines and opinion pieces 
framing climate change as the end of the world or the most urgent crisis fac-
ing humanity, leaving little to no space for politics or debating alternatives. 
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This way of knowing climate change is based on a particular way of think-
ing about what counts as ‘knowledge’. Today’s policy and academic spaces 
are dominated by a preference for objectivity, which stems back to Enlight-
enment era distinctions that value society over nature, mind over body, and 
reason over emotion. This so-called ‘Logic of Domination’ served as a basis 
for knowledge production and science, such that how we ‘know’ must be 
based on reason, not emotion; decisions must be objective, not subjective. 
Knowledge on climate change has developed in this way of knowing that 
privileges ‘neutral’ models and ‘value-free’ abstractions. 

However, these approaches carry institutional and individual modelers’ val-
ues; they reveal certain preferences shaped by distinct colonial and extractive 
ways of knowing and doing research. Decisions about standards, safe limits 
for change (e.g., limiting post-industrial temperature rise to 1.5 or 2 degrees 
Celsius), and so on do not appear magically or naturally, but rather through 
value judgements: some amount of sea level rise is acceptable and the impacts 
on coastal communities are tolerable; some degree of warming and the loss of 
habitats it ushers is justifiable. In fact, the very tools that are used to collect 
and make sense of climate-related data are products of military technologies.

Social scientists have long known that the way that we define phenomena 
shape how we understand and problematise them. Think about the imp
lications of the stories about impending dystopia that surround us. It is 
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not only thinking about climate change that suffers from this problem of 
doom-casting. How often do we talk about or study conflict and violence 
instead of peace? These trends are not accidental or coincidental. In my doc-
toral research, I found that there is a similar thread underlying the dystopia-
narratives that dominate academic, public, and policy spheres on climate 
change as well as peace. 

This has had wide-reaching implications for how we know what climate 
change is and for the solutions we propose for dealing with it. Practical 
techniques tend to universalize solutions for people even though we do not 
have a universal experience of problems; they offer piecemeal solutions even 
though climate change extends far beyond compartmentalisable impacts or 
causes; they target symptoms that reinforce situations of vulnerability. 
So, what do we do? How do we know climate change using these global 
models and data without falling into universalised solutions or without 
reproducing violence and inequalities?

My doctoral research proposed ‘care-based knowledge’ to complement 
existing climate knowledge. This approach marries utopian thinking from 
peace studies with embodied, situated knowledge. My thesis shows that care 
labor, values, affection, or politics impacts how we imagine and create peace 
amidst the ever-growing challenges of climate change. 
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According to feminist theorists, care “includes everything that we do to main-
tain, continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as pos-
sible. That world includes our bodies, ourselves, and our environment, all of 
which we seek to interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web”.1 What we care 
about, how we take care of it, how we receive care or know if needs are ful-
filled, and the relations between care-givers and -receivers are not universal; 
they arise from concrete historical and contextual situations and relationships. 
Because of this, care requires and also generates relational knowledge. Care-
based knowledge then cannot be purely a product of measurements or data 
models; it arises through a back-and-forth process with the emotions involved 
in caring for something or in deciding what we value and how, the physical 
nature of enacting these values and fulfilling a need, and the thought processes 
used for knowing something and relating to those around us (Figure 1). 

In my thesis, I found that care-based knowledge (knowing informed by car-
ing values and practices) allows us to understand climate change in new 
ways for building through experiential relations of different beings with spe-
cific histories and values, grappling with the interconnections of local and 
global experiences and politics.2 

By living and working with members of a community collective in Culebra, 
Puerto Rico during my doctoral research, I found that knowing, thinking 
about, relating to, and experiencing climate change revolved around specific 
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themes.3 First, we know climate change through care in relation to food 
– the labour of accessing and preparing food, our desires and health out-
comes, and the logistics of production and consumption. Second, care 
reveals different manifestations of climate change in relation to people's 
livelihoods – the ways people make a living, desire to spend their time, 
and think about the future. Thirdly, care in relation to identities – the feel-
ings, expressions, and interpretations people make about themselves, their 
relationships, and how they fit into the community – highlights different 
understandings of climate change. The knowledge of these themes came out 
of affective, embodied, and cognitive knowledges from how people value 
and practise care. 

Care-based knowledge orients what these themes tell us, as well as what we 
do with this knowledge for peace. People understand climate change based 
on how it impacts their lives, relationships, and environment and this start-
ing point means that ‘solutions’ for living with climate change can be spe-
cifically oriented towards desire for living well. This local way of knowing 
through care gives a different picture of climate change based on local-level 
experiences, desires, and needs while maintaining connection to global pro-
cesses that drive climate change. Bringing care-based knowledge into aca-
demic research, politics, and community activities can help us imagine and 
work towards different peaceful futures – creating space for desired commu-
nities and ways of thriving, instead of dystopian collapse. 
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WHETHER WE THINK about sustainable development in a local or global 
dimension (or sometimes both), the principles we would like to apply and 
highlight with our research can be the same. Being a PhD candidate in 
environmental psychology and working in an interdisciplinary project (col-
laboration with lighting engineers, biologists, ecologists and artists) does 
not only equip me with the necessary knowledge but also validates that the 
interdisciplinary approach is scientifically sound. The aim of my thesis is to 
explore the human experience in urban green areas, specifically urban for-
ests, and how after-dark urban forests differ from daylight when people 
assess them. Moreover, how people can feel safer and reduce their stress lev-
els in urban forests regardless of the lighting condition.

The UN definition states that there is global citizenship and global responsi-
bility and this shows clearly how our behaviour is a part of an interconnected 
chain. All cultures and civilizations enable sustainable development and to 
minimise the impact of cities on the global climate change is crucial. Global 
responsibility paradoxically sheds light on the individual responsibility when 
the individual realises that they can help and affect others. Local authorities 
plan and reorganise cities so as to foster community cohesion and personal 
security. Although the principles in my study are seemingly in a local dimen-
sion, a Swedish urban forest could probably be generalised in the other Nor-
dic countries and forests, with same limited daylight hours in wintertime.
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The pure psychological question here is under which circumstances human 
users are changing their way of thinking and when are they willing to use 
these urban forests in the darkness? And when they do use them, how have 
we reached that? What motivated the people? When decision-makers act 
according to this reasoning and relevant data, then we comprehend the 
importance of human mobility.

The epistemological critique of outdoor lighting is that the other species sim-
ply do not need it, so it is installed in the urban forests only for the benefit of 
humans. The effects of ALAN (Artificial Light At Night) are global but the 
different parts of the problem are associated with city planning, since some-
times local decision-makers will affect the lighting solutions. Academia pro-
vides a river of information through which new lighting solutions are put 
into the test and that can be the initial stage of change. Since transdiscipli-
nary (universities-municipalities) collaboration is a usual praxis and becomes 
even more popular in tackling and analysing contemporary issues, this gives 
academia even greater possibilities in setting an example. Urban forests are 
often protected areas like Natura 2000, so placing light poles is not always 
an option. Other solutions can therefore become the norm, and not a mere 
substitute for stable artificial light. The way specific nighttime recreational 
activities are done can shift the focus towards more environmentally friendly 
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solutions for individuals who do not necessarily seek an overly lit urban forest 
in order to enjoy it. In my PhD project, one such example is the use of a head 
torch — a personal light source that allows the user to control the specific 
area that is illuminated. Moreover, energy use could be significantly decreased 
and other species, like bats, could be less disrupted in their life cycle.

To disseminate the results of interdisciplinary studies, is it important to 
convince people or to pass the information? The majority of the population 
that reside in urban environments are gradually losing their connectedness 
to nature and the subsequent well-being that natural environments provide. 
Inside the green areas that are located in the vicinity of urban environments 
and play a pivotal role for people’s well-being, the issue of safety is central. If 
they are perceived as threatening in after-dark hours then the urban forests 
are a problem, an obstacle to mobility, and not a part of the urban mobility 
map. However, if the outdoor lighting is making the same urban forests usa-
ble for humans, even that has to be carefully implemented, because lighting 
is only one piece of the puzzle. 

Therefore, to imagine sustainable development in my PhD work and par-
ticularly in an urban forest, it is important to rethink how we understand 
the notion of a safe urban green area. They must be simultaneously per-
ceived as safe, have very low lighting levels and thus low energy use, and 
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at the same time to function as a part of the human mobility map all year 
round -regardless of daylight or after-dark hours. The vision is created on 
a local level and extrapolates to the global, when following some princi-
ples that could be applied internationally. Fortunately, even though we do 
not have the same circumstances all over the world, we know which prin-
ciples are working effectively. If people are feeling safe, then they will be 
outside more. If people have a stable social environment in their neighbour-
hood, they will use the urban green areas more often. If people understand 
the negative effects of outdoor lighting, then dimming that lighting can be 
more easily accepted, as it will feel as a part of their identity and how they 
want to perceive their local settings and the world. These factors will lead to 
the sustainable development of urban forests.

A work package in my PhD project is using the development of the pro-
gram Digital Twins, which creates a digital representation of an object. The 
AI possibilities can be one of the ‘bridges’ between the local and global 
level, since it is literally the feeding of data from field work to the Digital 
Twins that forms the future digital representations of urban forests, urban 
green areas, cities etc. We have the aspiration of providing the Digital Twins 
with data which will increase representation in terms of lighting and also in 
other aspects of the built environment. When this representation is accu-
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rate enough, the information would be directly accessible from all over the 
world and the different facets of the environment could be put in the dig-
ital sphere. Experts and laypeople would then have the ability and access 
to customise the digital urban forest with minimum effort and test various 
constellations of light solutions, types of trees, greenery density etc.

People can have a stereotypical thinking about outdoor settings that are not 
well managed. We like grass lawns, but we do not suspect how bad they are 
for biodiversity. Human users would probably feel more negative feelings 
in an untended forest than in a tended one, since they would consider it a 
sign of desertion. However, if they knew the consequences of that manage-
ment for birds, insects and animals, then their view of an untended forest 
would change. More time spent in nature can be associated with a greater 
sense of connection to it. When the community is engaged more and more 
in a nature space, that can also affect decision-making and management. 
This also connects to the global-local scope since using and interacting in an 
urban forest increases civic engagement and facilitates negotiation among 
decision-makers and stakeholders. Urban forests can also be seen as cultural 
symbols which enable the connection between people’s norms and commu-
nal symbols, which is pivotal on a cultural level of change. 
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Urban forests can make positive contributions to quality of life, including 
effects on physical and psychological well-being and they can contribute to 
creating social trust. Psychological perspectives essentially consider values 
(personal, guiding principles) and identity (how people define themselves) 
as the ‘building blocks of public engagement’, which tend to be more stable 
and consistent across contexts. Ergo, the local–global connection is evident; 
people enable the societal changes, and the global community can run 
based on the same values and principles to support practical change and 
sustainable development. 

¶
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IN THE REALM OF GLOBAL health, in the era of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), sustainability has become a central concept, 
particularly in addressing long-term health challenges such as HIV/AIDS. 
Sustainability in this context refers to the ability of healthcare systems 
to ensure that efforts to combat HIV/AIDS are not only effective in the 
short term but also interventions in the long run toward a future where 
HIV is no longer a public health threat, without exhausting resources or 
compromising the health of future generations. The fight against HIV/
AIDS requires both global solidarity (and collaboration) and local action. 

At the global level, sustainability in HIV/AIDS is shaped by international 
policy frameworks, funding mechanisms, and scientific advancements. 
Global initiatives like the Global Fund and PEPFAR (President’s Emergency 
Plan for AIDS Relief ) have been instrumental in financing HIV/AIDS pro-
grammes, but their funding is often dependent on political and economic 
conditions. International organisations such as the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) and UNAIDS set ambitious global targets such as the 95-95-
95 targets, which aim to ensure that 95 percent of people living with HIV 
are diagnosed, 95 percent of diagnosed individuals receive treatment, and 95 
percent of those receiving treatment achieve viral suppression. These global 
goals drive the efforts of national governments, healthcare systems, and 
NGOs. However, these frameworks must also be adaptable to local contexts, 
recognising the varied challenges and needs of different regions.
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At the local level, sustainability is about creating systems that are respon-
sive to the unique needs of a community. This includes not only ensur-
ing access to treatment but also addressing underlying social determinants 
of health such as education, employment, and healthcare infrastructure. 
Local involvement is crucial for maintaining health initiatives, ensuring that 
interventions are culturally relevant and widely accepted. In many parts of 
the world, particularly in resource-limited settings, local communities play 
a central role in the response to HIV/AIDS. Community health workers, 
peer educators, and local organisations are often the first line of defense, 
providing prevention information, helping to overcome barriers such as 
stigma and support for treatment antiretroviral therapy (ART) adherence. 

The goal of ART isn’t only to reduce HIV related morbidity and mortality 
to improve the health of individuals living with HIV but also to reduce 
the risk of HIV transmission, as effective ART can reduce the viral load in 
plasma to undetectable levels.1 This significantly contributes to the effort to 
halt HIV transmission since undetectable viral load is equal to zero risk of 
sexual transmission. However, there are still an estimated 1.3 million new 
infections (50 percent were in Sub-Saharan Africa) in 2023. Overall, the 
Global South and North exhibit different patterns of HIV transmission. 
Several molecular epidemiological reports show heterosexual transmission is 
the driver of HIV epidemic in sub-Saharan Africa, while it is driven mainly 
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by men who have sex with men and injection drug users (sharing needles) 
in many Western countries.2 Hence, there is a need to identify local reasons 
for continued HIV transmission and design effective interventions. 

My PhD project titled ‘Why does HIV transmission persist in the era of ART 
rollout in Ethiopia?’ focuses on HIV transmission in Ethiopia to identify and 
characterise HIV transmission clusters and those recently infected. This is a 
key step in understanding local transmission patterns, including areas with 
ongoing transmission and those at risk of infection. One component of my 
project also aim to validate the performance of an affordable test (point of care 
IP10) that could be used to triage patients who need viral load tests for rou-
tine monitoring since  the model of HIV care created in resource-rich settings 
is not financially sustainable without major external funding. Context-specific 
research is a vital step in addressing sustainability in a local context, which will 
enable the design of targeted interventions to accelerate epidemic control by 
steering limited resources to where they are most needed.

Through combined local and global actions, undoubtedly, significant pro-
gress has been made since the start of the HIV pandemic. Over the past 
30 years, the annual number of new HIV infections has decreased by 
more than 50 percent, and over 16 million AIDS-related deaths have been 
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averted. In 2023, 30.7 million people living with HIV were on lifesaving 
ART treatment, up from just 7.8 million in 2010. The improvement was 
also evident in Sub-Saharan Africa.3

Overall, there was a sense of optimism when it came to achievements in 
HIV/AIDS control with some kind of hope that these advances are sustain
able. However, sustainability in health, particularly in the context of HIV/
AIDS, has recently faced significant challenges. The recent freezing of 
aid funding by the US disrupted treatment for thousands of people and 
strained healthcare systems at this final stretch of SDG.4 It quickly became 
clear to the global healthcare community how fragile these gains were. This 
also underscores the interconnectedness of local and global dimensions in 
achieving sustainable development.

After observing how the global health system is shaken by recent political 
developments,5 one could argue  sustainability could only be achieved by 
building local resilience and capacity. Indeed, health systems need to be 
resilient in the face of challenges such as disease outbreaks, economic instabil-
ity, and political shifts to ensure sustainability. However, just by remember-
ing the history of HIV – started in a small area in Central Africa, eventually 
escalating into a pandemic that affected countries across the globe, killing 
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more than 40 million people since the start of the epidemic – it’s clear that 
considering sustainability only in a local context won’t address the issue. The 
necessity of approaching sustainable development holistically, from both 
local and global dimensions, is evident especially in this era of accelerated 
globalisation.67 

The hidden fragilities in the global system expose a degree of unsustaina-
bility in the HIV/AIDS response. As the era of the SDGs draws to a close, 
it becomes apparent that we need to rethink sustainability, look back at 
past actions, decisions, and evaluate our approaches. Using insights gained 
from hindsight, we need to develop more effective strategies that ensure sus-
tainability. Evidence shows this involves interconnected global and local 
processes which take into consideration long-term planning, financial sus-
tainability, social sustainability and equity.

Overall, many health problems, particularly HIV/AIDS is not only a health 
issue but also a socio-economic challenge deeply intertwined with many 
factors. We need coherent and integrated global action to address the HIV 
epidemic and achieve the SDGs. The paramount importance of partnership 
cannot be emphasised enough: the HIV epidemic is everyone’s concern, not 
someone else’s. The global community needs to leverage the interconnected 
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nature of the SDGs and examine the interplay between SDG3 (HIV in par-
ticular) with other SDGs, make significant strides toward eliminating HIV 
and achieving broader development goals in a sustainable way. Indeed, we 
need a globally unified approach and collaboration, but we need to real-
ize that local adaptation and resilience is crucial since what works in one 
country may not necessarily be effective in another even though there may 
be some commonalities across societies. Hence, sustainability in health—
particularly with regard to HIV/AIDS—requires both a local and global 
approach because local and global efforts are interconnected and it only cre-
ates effective and lasting sustainability when both levels work in harmony. 

¶
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IN MY PHD PROJECT, sustainability is regarded through an educational 
lens and connected specifically to the music lessons in compulsory schools 
in Sweden. There are many global and national policy guidelines on 
how sustainable development is to be understood and implemented in 
education. Research on music (education) and sustainability shows that 
music can be a valuable resource to learn about sustainability and can lead 
to changes in peoples’ behaviours and lifestyles. Some examples include 
how music can be a form of knowledge that complements the more 
scientific and fact-based knowledge. This could be done by using music to 
imagine different realities and possible sustainable futures.1 On the nexus 
of culture and environment, music can foster a respect for cultural diversity 
and local eco-systems.2 Also, music’s connections to emotions can be useful 
given the importance of emotions for transformation through sustainability 
education.3 As my research progresses, however, it becomes increasingly 
clear that music teachers are stuck between the policies calling for transfor-
mation and action on the one hand and the realities of the classroom and 
requirements of the music curriculum on the other hand. The latter do not 
seem to facilitate engagement with sustainability in their practice. Further-
more, the global and holistic premise of the sustainability concept appears 
to complicate implementation as music education scholars seem to call for a 
local, contextual and place-conscious approach.4
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To understand this tension in the current situation better, it is helpful to look 
at how sustainability became a part of the Swedish curriculum. Although the 
Swedish national school system had not yet been established, it started with a 
predecessor of environmental education (EE), which has arguably been part 
of the Swedish school plan since 1919. This type of early EE was mainly sit-
uated in the natural science subjects and focused on nature, forestry and 
outdoor education. The 1969 curriculum contained many environmental ref-
erences based on the tradition of fostering environmental protection in Swe-
den. However, more global references during the 70s became the source of 
input for the environmental component in the national curriculum in 1980 
and a more formal approach positioning teachers as advocates and experts 
towards EE took form. Following another global event, the concept of sus-
tainable development appeared for the first time in the curriculum Lpo94/98. 
As a result, towards the end of the 1990s more social science perspectives 
were included.5 In the 2011 curriculum and the recently established one from 
2022, sustainable development has remained part of the curriculum’s general 
guidelines that is to be enacted by all actors involved in the school’s organisa-
tion. It has also found its way into the subject-specific syllabi, although this 
has shifted a little between the last two curricula. Noteworthy is that some 
social science-based sustainability issues have found their way into the cur-
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riculum through UNESCO’s Education for Sustainable Development pro-
gramme, yet focus remains strongly on the ecological dimension. 

While the call for action for sustainable development through national cur-
ricula is well-intended, it is criticised in educational research for being subject 
to globalisation as well as neo-liberal forces that prioritise economic develop-
ment over fostering a respect and care for the (local) environment.6 Up until 
the 1960s it seems that EE in the Swedish curriculum was a place-conscious 
implementation, meaning that the implementation was based on local envi-
ronmental conditions and cultural community practices. Conversely, the uni-
versal premise of sustainability and the holistic integration of the concept 
requires a broader and more general understanding. While it does not neces-
sarily disregard the local context, it departs from a global top-down agenda.

With this evolution in mind, music teachers in Sweden today are supposed 
to contribute to sustainability education in that it is part of the curriculum’s 
overall objectives, values and guidelines that target the orientation of the 
school’s work.7 Simultaneously, they face an organisational reality in schools 
that hinders them from implementing sustainability education even if they 
wanted to. For the past decades, the music subject has been pushed more 
and more towards the margins of a curriculum that strongly favours STEM 
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(science, technology, engineering and math) subjects and literacy traditions 
to tailor education towards the job market and global economic competi-
tiveness. This often means that the music teachers only meet the students 
for one hour per week – often even less – and that there is simply no time 
and space to address sustainability issues, let alone achieve the learning goals 
in the music syllabus. Consequently, the possible benefits that research indi-
cates of uniting music and sustainability, as mentioned in the introduction, 
do not seem to find its way into the music classrooms (yet). Currently, 
the music teachers who do address sustainability in their lessons express 
a discrepancy between the sustainability education learning goals and the 
music curriculum. The music teachers justifiably prioritise the music learn-
ing goals and address the sustainability concept superficially and unidimen-
sionally. Furthermore, the expressed need to address sustainability issues 
and education for sustainability through a multidisciplinary approach forms 
another obstacle. The single subject organisation of the current schooling 
system does not facilitate collaborations between the various subject teach-
ers. Consequently, the music teachers are stuck between global and (glob-
ally-inspired) national policies and the everyday classroom reality that is 
dependent on the educational system’s organisation.
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Simultaneously, the music education research community is advocating to 
respond to highly debated societal issues such as the various ecological cri-
ses. There is a need to approach sustainability from an artistic (musical) 
point of view to facilitate transformative learning experiences and envision/
imagine possible sustainable futures as a way of balancing the more scientific 
approach. However, in order for our students in schools to learn about sus-
tainability in other ways, structural changes must be made to facilitate this 
in the music lessons. In the meantime, I can only encourage music teachers 
not to wait around to get ‘un’stuck and to collaborate with their students to 
find novel ways to include sustainability in their current practice. 

¶
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THOUGH SUSTAINABILITY research often focuses on environmental 
sustainability and economic sustainability, my research focuses primarily on 
social sustainability and the well-being of populations and communities. 
Of particular relevance to my research is the principle of “leaving no one 
behind” of the 2030 Agenda, which requires tackling inequality and dis-
crimination resulting in marginalisation and exclusion of individuals and 
communities. My research has focused particularly on the vulnerabilities 
experienced by young migrants in Sweden. 

Migrants are largely absent from the Sustainable Development Goals 
despite a steady increase in international migration over the past few 
decades to 281 million migrants in 2024, of which young migrants make 
up about 10 percent.1 Where they are mentioned, they are primarily 
represented as workers (Target 8.8 focusing on protecting labour rights, 
including for migrant workers) or as a population that needs to be regu-
lated and controlled, particularly from the perspective of receiving coun-
tries (Target 10.7 focuses on the implementation of migration policies to 
ensure orderly, safe, regular and responsible migration). Where the needs 
of migrants are addressed, it is only those aged under 18 years (Target 16.2 
focuses on ending trafficking and exploitation of children).

In contrast to the silence of the 2030 Agenda, the government and the 
media very much focus on migration and migrants. This is true particu-

145



KALEIDOSCOPE OF SUSTAINABILITY

larly for high-income countries, including Sweden, and often in the con-
text of “managing” large migration flows and a discourse around fostering 
so-called “sustainable” migration. What sustainable migration actually is, 
is much less clear. Sustainable for whom? This perspective seems to focus 
primarily on receiving countries, particularly western, high-income coun-
tries, and on ensuring that the number of migrants arriving in the country 
is limited and that those that do arrive are the “right kind” of migrants. The 
“right” kinds of migrants seem to refer mostly to highly educated, skilled 
migrants that can contribute to the labor force as well as the “most deserv-
ing” asylum seekers and refugees. There is still a lack of agreement on how 
this “most deserving” status should be determined – whether it should be 
geographical and relate to those originating from countries closer to Swe-
den, or some other scale of threat or atrocity that should be experienced to 
qualify for support. For example, over several years, fewer and fewer asy-
lum seekers from Afghanistan have had their applications for protection 
approved, i.e. fewer are considered eligible for protection, while simultane-
ously, objective measures of violence and insecurity in Afghanistan show an 
increasing trend. 

In fact, this discourse on limiting the number of asylum seekers and refugees 
that can be accommodated in Sweden is in stark contrast to the increasing 
need for protection and support faced by many peoples around the world. 

146



25 ESSAYS

Increasing numbers and intensity of conflicts, increasing intolerance and 
lack of respect of the human rights of minorities, including LGBTQI per-
sons, increased vulnerability due to climate change and extreme weather 
events have increased the numbers of vulnerable populations on the move 
and this trend is likely to continue. These events can also be understood as 
consequences of the failure to achieve sustainable development in vulnerable 
settings and the impetus for increasing migration flows. 

Though sustainable development necessarily needs to take place at the local 
level, issues around migration and the rights of migrants highlight the need 
for sustainability and sustainable development to be part of a global pro-
cess. Many migrants, but especially asylum seekers and refugees, migrate 
due to a failure of sustainable development in their home countries. It also 
raises critical questions such as who the duty-bearers are. Asylum seekers 
leave their home countries, seeking protection from human rights violations 
and persecutions, often perpetrated by what would otherwise be their duty 
bearers, local authorities and governments. However, until they arrive in 
their new host countries they often travel as undocumented migrants, lack-
ing the right to enter the countries in which they apply for asylum are often 
forcibly kept out. For example, the EU delegated responsibilities to keep 
migrants out of Europe to countries such as Turkey, Morocco and Libya, 
all with very questionable human rights records. This potentially increases 
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the risks they face during their journeys, including as a result of not being 
able to travel by direct routes, potentially exposing them to people smug-
glers, traffickers, criminal gangs, as well as corrupt border officials and over-
crowded and insecure migrant camps. These journeys can take years to 
complete. As a result, asylum seekers face persecution in their home coun-
tries, a lack of rights during their travels, as well as vulnerabilities once they 
arrive to their host countries.

Regardless of the type of migrants arriving in Sweden, a substantial shift 
is taking place, moving from a more welcoming approach to migrants as 
new permanent members of the communities to a much more temporary 
approach with temporary residency status and increasing numbers of 
barriers to permanent residency and citizenship. This shift to temporary 
residence permits also limits the access migrants have to services, including 
both health and social services. Migrant children still have full access to 
health and social services, regardless of their residency status, until their 18th 
birthdays when this access is then revoked unless they have been granted 
permanent residency. An additional effect of these policies is an increasing 
number of migrants that are denied any form of residence permits, but 
who still remain, either because they cannot be repatriated or because they 
choose not to, perceiving a difficult life in Sweden to be preferable to the 
lives that they have left behind. These undocumented migrants lack access 
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to almost any rights or services. This is, in effect, a structural segregation of 
migrants where different groups of people in Sweden have access to differ-
ent rights and services at different points in time. 

This exclusion and marginalisation are the root cause of the vulnerabilities 
faced by migrants, and particularly young migrants, including poverty, poor 
physical and mental health, exploitation, and violence. These effects do not 
only impact the individual migrants or even the migrant communities that 
face these vulnerabilities. I would argue that it impacts the sustainability of 
communities more broadly, given that a large proportion of migrants do, in 
fact, end up remaining in Sweden. Is this type of segregation with accom-
panying vulnerability, over several years, conducive to the development of 
sustainable communities in the country? The answer is clearly no. For the 
social sustainability of communities in Sweden, it requires that migrants liv-
ing in the country feel safe and committed to their new communities, that 
they are able to live full and meaningful lives and be provided with the con-
ditions to do so. 

¶
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THE DUAL THEMES OF harmony and conflict are 
central to sustainability research, highlighting the intricate 
dynamics of striving for balance in an increasingly complex 
world. Across diverse academic fields, including clinical 
science, nutrition studies, economic history, political ecol-
ogy, philosophy, human rights studies, law, and sociology 
of law; sustainability is revealed as both a unifying aspira-
tion and a site of tension, where differing priorities, values, 
and strategies converge and compete.

IN THIS SECTION, sustainability emerges as both a 
unifying concept and a source of tension, regardless of 
whether environmental and ethical dilemmas of healthcare, 
the intricate dynamics of sustainable development, or the 
challenges of scientific practice are being examined. Shared 
themes of the following texts are the struggle to balance 
individual needs with collective well-being, the tension 



between short-term progress and long-term resilience, 
and the inequities that arise when marginalised voices 
are excluded from decision-making. Sustainability is not 
merely an ideal to be achieved but a continuous conflict 
between growth, preservation, and equity.

BY ENGAGING WITH THESE challenges, the texts 
in this section reflect the authors’ critical reflections on 
sustainability as an evolving process, problematising 
its various manifestations and, when possible, offering 
pathways to harmonise ecological integrity, social justice, 
and economic viability. 
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THERE ARE NORMS within the scientific community to produce as 
much content as possible, e.g., papers, chapters, and books, and scientists 
are often measured and (de)valued based on their productivity. We should 
not equate scientific results with knowledge. As we continue to increase our 
scientific production, we risk mixing real knowledge with merely published 
results, diluting our knowledge accumulation. I try to frame this as a con-
flict in the sense of an unsustainable scientific practice and suggest a way 
to alleviate this problem through replication studies. In my own research I 
have conducted replication studies1 aimed at generalising our understand-
ing of phenomena and test the robustness of previously published results. 

The scientific enterprise can loosely be characterised as an attempt at system
atic knowledge accumulation. We want to obtain knowledge, or at least as 
good of an understanding of something as possible, and not merely publish 
scientific results. In 2022, the article total in Scopus and Web of Science was 
approximately 47 percent higher than in 2016.2 At a rapid pace, the scien-
tific community publishes increasingly more results. Arguably, this publish-
ing frenzy does not accumulate to a corresponding amount of knowledge. 
How can we make our systematic knowledge accumulation more sustainable 
in a rapidly growing scientific landscape? 

One suggestion is to critically examine published results before integrating 
them into our understanding of the world. We need to constantly test and 

155



KALEIDOSCOPE OF SUSTAINABILITY

re-test our results to make sure that they are trustworthy, and we need to 
generalise our understanding of a phenomenon to see how robust it is. 
Failing to do so can be costly. In 2015, the ‘replication crisis’ crippled the 
field of psychology, as most re-tested results published in some of the field’s 
most distinguished journals, failed to replicate or showed significantly 
decreased effects.3 What many thought of as novel understandings of the 
human mind was not much more than disputable results in a fancy format. 
Re-testing in other fields, e.g., Economics, Political Science, and Medi-
cine has also shown questionable results.4 For candidate drug targets, only 
– 20–25 percent of the published data were in line with the re-analysed 
results.5 In oncology, only 11 percent of scientific findings were confirmed 
when 52 ‘landmark papers’ were re-analysed.6

Evidently, empirical results should not be equated with knowledge. As sci-
entific production continues to increase, even more published results will 
likely fail to replicate and generalise to novel contexts. Therefore, when we 
keep advancing our understanding of the world, we should make more 
effort to secure the trustworthiness of what we allegedly already know. As 
replicating results hopefully becomes the norm within most fields, we also 
ought to encourage the publication of null results. Having an estimate of 
how many experiments were performed before obtaining a specific result 
will indicate the robustness of our understanding of a given phenomenon. 
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Publishing nulls, valid scientific results, will also take some of the burden 
away from researchers to publish ever more innovative findings, creating 
more sustainable scientific practices. 

Karl Popper, the great philosopher of science7 famously suggested that we 
need to do our very best to falsify our scientific beliefs. Every failed attempt 
at finding a black swan lets us corroborate our belief that swans are white and 
that is the best we can hope for when using induction as a means of infer-
ence. As scientists know, connections between theories, models, hypotheses 
and data are intricate, and trying to replicate previous results should not be 
viewed as merely a dismissive exercise. Popper acknowledged the complexity 
of scientific theorising and stated that a few empirical contradictions are not 
enough to dismiss an established theory. For example, observational bias or 
measurement error might affect results. A good approach for tackling those 
challenges is to try and replicate, and then generalise, what we already know.

In tandem with sound theorising, what we ought to do is to test and re-rest 
results to corroborate our scientific beliefs. Replication and generalisation 
are good ways to safeguard against disputable results and obtain more sus-
tainable scientific policies and practices. 

¶
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TO ME, SUSTAINABILITY means living in a way that supports the long-
term health of our planet and its people, ensuring that future generations 
can thrive within the limits of Earth’s resources. 

Dietary habits are key drivers of climate change and environmental damage. 
Human diets are responsible for one-third of greenhouse gas emissions 
(GHGE), 40 percent of global land use, 70 percent of freshwater use, and 
90 percent of biodiversity loss.1-3 Food systems play a major role in driv-
ing environmental degradation and climate change, which in turn affects 
human health. A more plant-based diet could substantially reduce GHGE 
and other environmental impacts, while increasing the production of 
animal-sourced food globally, will further increase environmental damage.3, 4 
Transitioning to sustainable diets is crucial for achieving the United Nations’ 
Sustainable Development Goals and ensuring that human activities remain 
within planetary limits.3, 5 

While current human diets are a major contributor to environmental dam-
age, they also play a critical role in global health, with poor dietary patterns 
significantly contributing to disease and death worldwide. Globally, more 
than 2.5 billion of adults are classified as overweight or obese, equivalent 
to 40 percent of all adults.6 195 million children under the age of five suf-
fer from stunted growth or wasting, while 20 percent are overweight or 
obese.7 The prevalence of non-communicable diseases (NCDs), including 
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diabetes, cancer, heart disease, stroke and chronic lung disease is at an all-
time high. NCDs accounts for a substantial part of morbidity and mortal-
ity worldwide, including 74 percent of all deaths globally.8 Data from the 
Global burden of disease study suggests that adopting healthy dietary pat-
terns could substantially reduce the risks of morbidity and mortality from 
NCDs.9 The study further suggests that a healthy diet could prevent 11 
million deaths every year globally. A healthy dietary pattern is high in whole 
grains, legumes, fruits and vegetables, and limited in red meat and other 
animal sourced foods. 

In response to these health and environmental challenges, we need to find 
a sustainable way of producing and consuming food. In my research I have 
demonstrated co-benefits between eating healthy and sustainable. An environ
mentally sustainable diet also has positive health effects and could lower the 
risk of mortality,10 type 2 diabetes,11 and cardiovascular disease (CVD).12, 13 
While some studies are pointing at an increased risk of micronutrient deficien-
cies, other have not observed such an association.14–16 

While the overall relationship between sustainable diets and health is har-
monious, concerns about micronutrient deficiencies, economic barriers, 
and cultural challenges lead some to view these diets through a lens of con-
flict. However, I think that the biggest conflicts arise from personal opinions. 
Since eating is an activity we all engage in, it naturally invites a wide range 
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of experiences and opinions on nutritional research, even among researchers 
themselves. How much should personal biases influence which results we 
choose to highlight? While the objective truth might not exist, research about 
diets should at least aim to have an objective approach. I believe that we as 
researchers, must carefully consider the role of personal beliefs in how we 
interpret and present findings even regarding such an everyday experience. 

Ultimately, sustainable eating should not be framed as a choice between 
health and environmental responsibility. Instead, it offers a unique opportu-
nity to align these goals, fostering a future where we can nourish both people 
and the planet. As researchers and global citizens, we must take responsibility 
for advancing this narrative, ensuring that personal opinions and potential 
conflicts do not overshadow the broader benefits of sustainable eating. 

¶
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SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT is often defined as “development that 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs”.1 This definition, coming from the 
Brundtland Commission, highlights the ethical imperative of balancing 
present needs with future well-being. As I reflect on my PhD project through 
this lens, I initially thought of sustainability as a state of perfect harmony – 
a scenario where technological innovation, environmental health, and social 
well-being could advance together without big compromises.

However, when a deeper investigation is carried out into the concept, it 
reveals a more complex reality. Sustainable development comprises multiple 
dimensions – environmental, social, and economic – which do not auto-
matically coincide or can even conflict. The United Nations’ 2030 Agenda 
emphasises that the global sustainability goals are “integrated and indivisi-
ble” and must “balance the three dimensions of sustainable development: 
economic, social and environmental”.2 My project sits at the intersection of 
these interests. On one hand, there is the drive for innovation and technical 
success, an economic and engineering motivation. On the other hand, there 
are environmental limits and societal expectations that set boundaries on 
what is acceptable or desirable. Rather than viewing these factors as oppos-
ing forces in separate “harmony” and “conflict” boxes, I see them as a con-
tinuum of considerations that must be balanced in practice.
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Focusing on my research context, when I started working on my PhD, I 
believed my research would naturally help the planet and support a future 
where people and nature can advance together. My focus is on improving 
how we reuse materials in cast iron parts, especially those used in heavy-duty 
vehicles. In theory, this kind of work should reduce how much new iron ore 
is mined, saving energy and cutting emissions. Yet I have discovered that 
sustainability is rarely this straightforward. Although my research may make 
production cleaner, the end products (internal combustion engine (ICE) 
vehicles) still burn fuel and produce harmful gases. This creates a tension: 
Are we really closer to a green future if we keep supporting an industry 
whose main product is a source of pollution?

I once pictured sustainability as a smooth path where everything lines up: 
resource use goes down, emissions drop, and society benefits all at once. 
But the more I look at it, the more I see that progress in one area can cause 
problems in another. For instance, if improving recyclability makes cast iron 
production cheaper, it could encourage more production, and thus more 
vehicles on the road. That extra traffic might lead to higher overall emissions.

At the same time, I do not want to say that my research is useless or harm-
ful. Turning to recycled materials instead of mining fresh ore is a real step in 
the right direction. Mining iron ore consumes energy, causes land damage, 
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and can lead to pollution in surrounding areas. By making recycled cast 
iron more reliable, I hope to lessen the demand for new ore. If a company 
can produce strong, high-quality cast iron from scrap metal, we get closer to 
a circular economy.

A good example of the potential harmony is how new cutting tools or mod-
ern recycling processes can make production more efficient. My research tests 
show that if the material’s chemical makeup is consistent, it is easier to predict 
how long cutting tools last. That helps reduce downtime and scrap. When 
we use recycled material, though, there might be hidden elements in small 
amounts that throw off those calculations. A tiny bit of tin or copper, for 
instance, can lead to brittle spots or cause unexpected wear on cutting tools. 
To address this, I work on testing methods that find and measure these trace 
elements. If we can deal with them or manage them properly, it becomes eas-
ier to plan production schedules and prevent the waste of raw materials.

Yet the conflict comes into play when we consider how the end-product itself 
(a vehicle) is used, often for many years on the road. All those supposed gains 
in the factory might be overshadowed by the emissions the engine produces 
over its lifetime. And it is not only carbon emissions, but also local air pol-
lutants that affect health in cities. This reality makes me pause and think: Is 
my project actually driving us toward a more sustainable future, or is it just 
making a polluting system somewhat less harmful?
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Another angle to this issue is the incentives set by society and businesses. 
I ask myself: Are we improving recycling because we genuinely want fewer 
mines and lower emissions, or because it is getting expensive to mine new 
ore and materials are scarce? Is it possible that better recyclability supports 
a system that might keep making ICE parts, delaying a switch to cleaner 
technologies like electric or hydrogen-based vehicles? This is not a simple 
yes-or-no question. Of course, I hope that making cast iron recycling more 
robust is done for good reasons, but I know that economic pressures can 
play a big role. If recycling makes production cheaper, industry might pro-
duce more of the same old engines before deciding to switch to greener 
alternatives. That feels like a step backwards in the long run.

On the other hand, if we have cleaner, less energy-intensive production, we 
are at least cutting emissions in the short term. And while the world might 
eventually move to other engine types, heavy-duty ICE vehicles could still 
be around for years or even decades. During that time, it is better for the 
environment to create these parts using as many recycled materials as pos-
sible rather than new ore. However, this logic can also become an excuse to 
keep business as usual. It is a tricky balance between making a current sys-
tem better and recognising that this system might need to change entirely.

All these reflections lead me to wonder about my responsibility as an engi-
neer. Engineering is about solving problems, often with a focus on costs, 
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reliability, and performance. Lately, more of us also think about environ-
ment and community impact. But in a commercial setting, sustainability 
often shows up as a “target” or “metric,” while the real driver might be profit. 
I must figure out how to do my work with integrity and ethics, measuring 
and communicating the benefits as well as the drawbacks.

For example, if I show that my new methods reduce energy use by 10 per-
cent in the factory, I should also mention that the life-cycle emissions of the 
final vehicle are still quite high. Perhaps that will push some decision-mak-
ers to invest further in green technology. Or it might reveal that we should 
design these iron parts so they can be repurposed or disassembled more eas-
ily, encouraging more advanced recycling once the vehicle’s life is over. This 
is the engineer’s challenge: how do we design systems with a long-term, 
multi-stage perspective?

In the end, I have come to accept that no single project will fix all our sus-
tainability problems, especially if it stays inside a larger framework that is 
not entirely green. Yet I still believe that projects like mine have value. Mak-
ing cast iron recycling more effective cuts back on mining, saves energy in 
foundries, and reduces overall waste in production. These are real gains, and 
they can push the industry to look more closely at their processes. At the 
same time, I have to be honest that as long as these parts go into vehicles 
burning fossil fuels, we are addressing only part of the problem.

167



KALEIDOSCOPE OF SUSTAINABILITY

This conflict does not mean I should stop or feel paralysed. Instead, I want to 
keep the bigger picture in mind and remain open to the idea that truly sustain
able transport may mean moving away from traditional engines altogether. 
Maybe some of the skills and methods developed in my project can later be 
used to recycle parts for electric vehicle components or hydrogen systems.

I do believe my research can contribute to a better future, but I also believe 
that to fully meet our climate goals, we have to look at the entire life-cycle 
and how the final goods are used. My project is just one piece of the puzzle, 
and there is still a lot of work to do on both the technology and the policy 
side to address the real root cause of pollution and resource depletion: our 
continued dependence on fossil fuels.

¶
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SUSTAINABILITY IS A conflict and there are legal reasons for why that 
is the case. In this short essay, I argue that there are features of law that 
make the process of doing sustainability inevitably conflictual. To develop 
my argument, I build on socio-legal theory and examples from my doctoral 
research project to contend that law provides at the same time a resource for 
unsustainable and sustainable processes. This tension within law originates 
societal conflicts, frequently fought in law’s terrain, thus making sustaina-
bility a conflictual process. 

To begin with, I need to clarify what I mean by sustainability. While I am 
aware that the concept is multifaceted and debates on its definitional prov-
ince abound,1 in this essay I consider sustainability and sustainable devel-
opment2 as synonyms and adopt the conventional definition outlined in 
the Brundtland Report,3 according to which “development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations 
to meet their own needs, is sustainable. Accordingly, any human activity 
must be carried out respecting the needs of future generations; this places 
an ethical imperative over current generations, to design and perform soci-
oeconomic activities in a way that neither depletes resources nor generates 
harm toward human and nonhuman beings. This imperative invites us to 
rethink our relationship with nature and amongst us in ecological terms, 
pushing us to reimagine and redesign our socioeconomic activities. Indus-
tries, transportation, and eating habits are all examples of common activ-
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ities that have a substantial impact on our planet. These activities can be 
heavily unsustainable, as they lead to resource depletion and/or are harmful 
for human and nonhuman beings. For instance, industrial production can 
be strongly unsustainable. Perhaps, it is ontologically unsustainable, as it is 
premised on the process of extracting resources from the Earth for the pur-
pose of transforming them into objects that feed unsustainable consuming 
practices; they can also generate high levels of pollution that are at the origin 
of global warming as well as toxic for humans and nonhumans. Practices 
such as industrial activities should therefore be redesigned and restructured, 
if we want our economic culture to be sustainable, and structures sustaining 
these activities should thus be dismantled or, at least, rearranged in more 
sustainable modalities. 

Among these structures, one can find law. Law is an instrument that can be 
utilised to support and sustain unsustainable practices. Law is never neutral; 
it is the outcome of a struggle, where various players compete utilising 
their accumulated social, cultural, economic, political, and juridical capital 
to make the most of their interest, as Bourdieu4 convincingly argued. It is 
thus unsurprising to discover that laws reproduce the interests of those who 
have more socioeconomic power. Law is juridified capital, law legalises and 
thus legal-reifies social dynamics, inequalities, imbalances. There is some-
thing about law’s nature that makes it so permeable to non-legal interests; 
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as Niklas Luhmann5 showed, law is disinterested in questions of morality. 
While, of course, it carries an underlying morality, law can legalise any kind 
of non-legal interest, regardless of its moral implications or societal impacts. 
This story about law reflects the main tenet of legal positivism, namely, 
that law is the decision of the political authority and, as such, it reproduces 
whatever value the groups in power ascribe to it. A Marxist reading of 
this process leads to conclude that law inevitably crystallizes the unequal 
economic relationships in society as big economic and financial players have 
the means to influence the lawmaking process and thus translate their inter-
ests in laws and regulations. 

My doctoral research project shows this aspect of law quite vividly. We are in 
Taranto, in the South of Italy, a city that is home to the largest steel industry 
in Europe, Ilva, which plays a pivotal role in the local and the Italian econ-
omy. The industry has created for decades an environmental and health crisis; 
as proved by proved by epidemiological and public health research.6 None-
theless, the Italian state has passed for more than a decade pieces of legisla-
tion that have legalised, and thus legitimised, the industrial activity of Ilva. 
In particular, this legislation has constantly created a favorable legal environ-
ment for the factory by adjusting the legal prerequisites of its authorisation 
to produce. These laws are unsustainable, as they do “compromise the ability 
of future generations to meet their own needs”: Ilva’s production is linked to 
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the degradation of the environment7 and to serious diseases, as well as death, 
in the whole population, including children.8 Accordingly, my research shows 
that law is a vehicle for unsustainable economic activities. By being permeable 
to any economic interest, law bends to economic pressures and legalises the 
interest of the Italian state in Ilva continuing to produce, in order to sustain 
Italy’s political economy of steel, where Ilva plays a pivotal role. In this 
scenario, law produces and reproduces unsustainability. 

But that is not the whole story about law. As Bourdieu9 explains, not only 
is law the result of a struggle where players with unequal capital compete. 
Once it is passed, a law is framed in universal terms, thus obscuring its 
socio-political underpinnings and the power dynamics that underscored 
its adoption. So here comes a fundamental tension that is inherent in the 
way law is and operates: while law is the juridification of particular non-le-
gal interests, it is drafted in a way that conceals such interests. And it is in 
the concealment of its socio-political underpinnings that law’s potential for 
resistance and emancipation lies. Law contains within itself the seeds for 
resistance.10 By obscuring the socio-political interests that lie at its heart 
with a universal declaration in the interest of all, law has no owners. Laws 
belong to no one, and thus to everyone. Everyone can appropriate law’s ter-
minology and make use of it for their own purposes. 
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This too is shown in my doctoral project. In Taranto, local residents have 
formed groups and organisations and have resorted to law to fight Ilva 
and its industrial pollution. In fact, they have initiated lawsuits at the 
local, national, and European level, with the overarching goal of shutting 
down the factory and radically restructure Taranto’s economy. They regu-
larly demonstrate and protest utilising legal language to make the Italian 
government accountable for allowing Ilva to continue producing. Rights 
discourse permeate their battles; and that is because rights are framed in 
universal terms, they can be appropriated by anyone and articulated in any 
battle, including the one for environmental justice carried out in Taranto. 
For instance, in 2022 Italy amended articles 9 and 41 of the Constitu-
tion, which now declare, respectively: “The Republic […] shall safeguard 
the environment, biodiversity and ecosystems, also in the interest of future 
generations.”, and “Private economic enterprise […] cannot be carried 
out […] in such a manner as may harm […] the environment, safety, lib-
erty and human dignity. The law shall determine appropriate programmes 
and checks to ensure that public and private economic enterprise activ-
ity be directed at and coordinated for social and environmental purposes.” 
These laws are now a staple of the fight of Taranto’s social movements. They 
show the other side of law’s promise to sustainability: laws offer a repertoire 
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of resources that people can use to make governments and corporations 
accountable for their unsustainable practices, and to advance a different dis-
course and practice of development, decoupled from industrialisation and 
inspired by the rich natural resources that are present in Taranto’s territory. 

In sum, sustainability is inevitably a conflictual process because any effort 
towards sustainable development is also a legal effort. In our society, law is an 
“inescapable presence”11 and its dual nature generate conflict inevitably. Gov-
ernments and businesses will pass unsustainable laws to perpetuate and repro-
duce capitalist extractive development, while marginalised communities will 
fight for environmental and social justice. This conflict is also a legal conflict, 
and it is a legal conflict because law is ontologically divided and divisive. Law 
is impartial and partial at the same time, universal and particular, neutral and 
political, poor and rich, God and gimmick.12 Law has a dark and a light side, 
and any discussion on sustainability must come to terms with this ambiva-
lence, while never disregarding the unequal power relations between state and 
corporations on the one hand, and ordinary people on the other. 

¶

175





THE CONFLICTUAL 
RELATION OF 
SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT AND 
HUMAN RIGHTS

Emelie Lantz 
/ Joint Faculties of Humanities and Theology	

KALEIDOSCOPE OF SUSTAINABILITY / HARMONY / CONFLICT176



25 ESSAYS

THE 2030 AGENDA for Sustainable Development has become the lead-
ing star in the global quest of forming sustainable societies. With its seven-
teen goals and 230+ indicators, it is supposed to lead the world towards a 
more sustainable future. Though a relevant question question is: how well is 
the 2030 Agenda harmonising with other international standards and obli-
gations such as human rights?

The 2030 Agenda tells us that the signatories “reaffirm the importance of 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, as well as other international 
instruments relating to human rights and international law”.1 The claimed 
harmony between the 2030 Agenda and the human rights framework can 
also be found on a local level, we can take the city where I live and work 
as an example. The city of Lund is a so-called “human rights city” which 
generally means that the local government has declared to follow human 
rights principles in its governance and that they together with local stake-
holders make sure to uphold this standard.2 The programme that the muni
cipality has set up to ensure that they fulfil this role is a program for social 
sustainability and the implementation of the Sustainable Development 
Goals in the city.3 Human rights fulfilment and SDG implementation seem 
to go hand in hand both on a global and local level, (a trend that can be 
found in many more cities than Lund).4  
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As a researcher in interdisciplinary human rights studies, I see it as my obli-
gation to problematise this assumed harmony and to investigate potential 
conflicts. To start, human rights and the SDGs are built on rather opposing 
ideas of what global governance is. The 2030 Agenda promotes “governance 
by numbers” (i.e. the promotion of goals and strong reliance on targets, indi-
cators and big data5), as the nature of the Agenda is non-binding where states 
enjoy extensive leeway.6 The SDGs are followed-up through a self-promoting 
reporting system, where progress areas are highlighted and issues sidelined. 
This moves away from the human rights discourse where global governance is 
centred foremost around upholding and promoting international law and the 
adherence to human rights principles. The existing human rights monitoring 
system is not perfect. However, one of its strengths lies in having a peer-review 
system, a strength that the SDG framework has not utilised7. It seems as if 
the governance system is moving apart but the language of rights and goals 
are coming together. This leaves us with an enigmatic question; if human 
rights claims are understood as goal fulfilment what happens if an SDG is not 
fully reached? Is it an almost-reached SDG or a is it a human rights violation? 

With this said, I do not praise the human rights system, its legalistic 
approach and rather weak accountability mechanisms might not be the tool 
to help the global efforts to make sure that life on the planet can be sus-
tained beyond our lifespan. Instead, climate change and human rights might 
illustrate yet another conflict as human rights are based on the moral idea 
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that humans have a specific value and dignity, giving us rights, above all 
other beings and ecosystems. This means that resources, animals, and eco-
logical systems are rights objectives fulfilling human rights, instead of having 
rights in themselves. Climate change, from a human rights perspective might 
just mean more of the same, praising the anthropocentric worldview that 
can be seen as one of the root causes of the sustainability conflict. It might 
be so that other moral ideas are better suited to harmonise human existence 
with other beings and ecosystems, and limit humans' entitlements to fit 
within the planetary boundaries.8 Thus, maybe neither human rights nor the 
2030 Agenda should work as roadmaps in the transformation toward a more 
sustainable future. We might need to envision a future that is beyond the 
sustainability imaginaries presented to us by the international system. But to 
do so we have to start by discussing the conflicts that inherently exist in the 
sustainability discourse, both globally and locally.

The two example I have illustrated in this text – the assumed harmony 
between human rights and the SDGs and the moral conflict between 
human rights and climate change – are important conflicts that we need to 
address when we discuss sustainability. If we do not discuss conflicts in the 
quest of finding a sustainable pathway, and there are many conflicts along 
such path, we risk that the whole sustainability discourse gets kidnapped 
and that the president of COP29’s host country can claim that oil and gas 
is the “gift of god” without really being questioned.9 
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ONE OF THE LAST QUESTIONS that I was asked during the interview 
from which I was selected to join the Agenda 2030 Graduate School was 
about sustainable development. I don’t remember the question exactly, nor 
my answer. I remember that I said something more or less like “it is the same 
struggle”, referring to the relationships between the Sustainable Develop
ment Goals and how I imagined sustainability on the ground of the empir-
ical case I proposed to research. In retrospect, I think that I implied that 
some kind of harmony between different sustainability agendas must be 
found. Yet, I also think that conflict is as much a condition of human soci-
eties as harmony is. And this makes me wonder whether conflict and har-
mony are antonyms or not.

Harmony is a polysemic word. Etymologically, harmony refers to multiplic-
ities that are joined or somehow related to each other forming some kind 
of whole. It is used in music to refer to the relationship between a plurality 
of notes or chords that are played at the same time or consecutively like 
in a song. And of course, it has some kind of enabling characteristic when 
applied to human societies, suggesting that social relations could (which is 
not to say need, ought to, or should always) be based on things like agree-
ment or consensus. But a stark difference between harmony in music and 
social harmony is that notes and chords do not play themselves, while social 
relations are to some degree played by the very agents relating to each other. 
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And just like there are dominant notes, there are people who can exercise 
dominance over others and there are people who also discipline themselves 
according to their own preconceptions, therefore materialising different 
manifestations of what is commonly interpreted as power. In this simple 
example, two big conceptions of power are deliberately mentioned: power 
as a hierarchical mechanism and power as productive. 

Power is experienced in everyday life, it can be a mixture of external and 
internal ways of conducting the self. For example, in Scania, the region 
where I live, I generally commute between Malmö and Lund by bus. Some-
times I sit in one of the two single seats at the front of the bus but behind 
the driver. Both seats face a wall with a kid putting their index finger in 
front of their mouth saying “sshhh”. Choosing to stay silent in the front seat 
of the yellow Skånetrafiken bus on my way to and from work or choosing 
to speak is an internal dimension of power. But it can be something hierar-
chically imposed by someone onto someone else like the silence sign on the 
bus. The exercise of power sometimes enters into tension with the idea that 
social relations are enabled by agreement or consent, when they can also 
be imposed through mechanisms of power and coercion. And to further 
complicate matters, several mechanisms of consent, such as some kinds of 
contracts, are in practice enabled by mechanisms of power manifested in 
decision making processes, participation, inclusion, and so on. The other 
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day I tried to end a yearly gym subscription early and asked for a refund 
equivalent to the time of the contract that I was not going to use, only to 
find that some terms and conditions said I wasn’t entitled to this claim, 
terms and conditions that I couldn’t disagree with if I wished to enter into 
the gym membership contract in the first place.

So, what does all of this have to do with sustainable development? I will 
eventually come back to the reflection about my interview answer. Before, 
I have to write a few lines about some of the findings of my research. Dur-
ing my PhD I have looked at what is commonly referred to as a resource 
conflict. This conflict was ignited by the arrival of a Canadian mining com-
pany to the Colombian Andean-Amazon, holding a mining exploration 
license. This exploration license plays with consent and power in very crea-
tive ways. The company claims to have rights associated to the place (read: 
geographical location) bounded by the licence. Yet, at the same time it does 
not have the right to explore minerals but the obligation. The Colombian 
national state has the power to impose sanctions to the company, for exam-
ple, should the company fail in fulfilling its obligations. But the company 
is not the only actor that has rights over or obligations towards this place. A 
portion of the mining licence overlaps with the territory of an indigenous 
reservation that belongs to the Inga people. This collectively owned ter-
ritory introduces a very specific set of rights and obligations. Further, the 
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license overlaps with several sensitive ecological locations and lies within the 
municipality of Mocoa, capital of the Putumayo region. Further, the phys-
ical landscape comprehended in the license is the Andean-Amazonic pied-
mont known for being geologically unstable and prone to events commonly 
known as natural disasters like the avalanche that ravaged the city of Mocoa 
in 2017, claiming the lives of hundreds of people, injuring thousands, and 
leaving more than 900 families homeless.

The exploration that the company has the obligation to conduct is to explore 
a copper porphyry deposit. But exploration, as I have found, is so much 
more than looking for a viable concentration of minerals in an underground 
deposit. It also involves exploring the right social relations that will enable 
this project to go on. This is where sustainable development comes in. Cop-
per is considered as a strategic mineral for an energy transition. The energy 
transition is a commonplace academic and political concept that focuses on 
mitigating climate change by reducing the dependence of energy systems 
worldwide on fossil fuels. This dependence is considered by many to be a sig-
nificant cause of CO2 emissions, the main though not the only culprit of the 
excessive greenhouse effect. During the modern-colonial development era 
of the past 200 years or so, with an intensification period during the last 70 
years, this excessive greenhouse effect has produced an increase in the mean 
temperature of the Earth and, alongside, a change in the Earth’s climate 
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which increases the severity and frequency of climate related events. Sustain-
able development rests on the desire to continue modern-colonial develop-
ment but fixing its social and ecological problems, amongst which climate 
change receives big attention. Sustainably developing the Putumayo and the 
planet necessitates newly mined copper, the copper that the mining com-
pany is exploring for. 

The Putumayo, the company affirms, can save the world by allowing for 
the extraction of copper from the mineral deposit under the mountains of 
Mocoa. Mountains that are sacred beings for the indigenous peoples of the 
Andean-Amazonic piedmont. Mountains from which the water that feeds 
the Amazon rainforest falls from through an unfathomable number of creeks 
that become rivers that eventually join the mighty Amazon River. Mountains 
whose highlands have the moors where the flying rivers return from the air 
to continue the cycle of water that produces and reproduces life. Moun-
tains that have spirits. Mountains that are Earth beings. Mountains that can 
destroy cities and towns almost effortlessly. Mountains that the peoples of 
Mocoa love and respect. Mountains that are the source of so much life.

But the company insists. Copper is a critical mineral for the energy transi-
tion. “The future is not stopping and neither are we” they say in their cor-
porate radio show. There is no clean energy without vast amounts of newly 
mined copper. Mining is necessary to mitigate climate change. At the same 

185



KALEIDOSCOPE OF SUSTAINABILITY

time, there is no escaping the vast pollution of newly mined copper. To 
remove one pound of copper, hundreds of pounds of sulphur-rich soil must 
be brought to the surface. This sulphur will react with bacteria, air and 
water, making water bodies more acidic. More acid water bodies, like rivers, 
will more effectively dissolve the other heavy metals such as arsenic and 
mercury. Eventually, these polluted waters will enter the bodies of the flora 
and fauna, affecting the territory’s capacity to produce and sustain life. Yet, 
through a combination of social tactics under their “good neighbour” strat-
egy the company has earned the favour of more and more communities near 
to the licensed area, including a portion of the Inga people that inhabit the 
overlapped territory. The territory, some Inga people will affirm, becomes 
disharmonised. Fancy that … 

Sustainable development here carries many different conflicts. How can 
threatening the life of the mountains be sustainable? How can ending sources 
of life be understood as development? Many people in Mocoa and in the 
Putumayo are quick to emphasise that that is not the kind of development 
nor the kind of sustainability that they want. The needs for a decarbonised 
energy system worldwide are in conflict with the needs of keeping the Ande-
an-Amazon a living territory, lush in the material and spiritual senses.
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So, how are these the same struggle? This is a very sensitive question regard-
ing harmony and conflict. Throughout the colonial industrial era, the occu-
pation of territories by different empires and nation states has not been 
conducted by people who think that they are doing the wrong thing. In 
fact, reality is rather the opposite. This expansions have mostly been legit-
imised as good. They have been legitimised, and oftentimes consensually 
imposed, as a necessity in the path towards progress of the people in these 
colonised places while in practice most of them were only exploited for 
their ability to be a resource, human or natural. Pretending like sustain-
able development can be harmonious, whether in the present or some 
imagined future, is noble but it is a perspective that to me cannot be sepa-
rated from the historical colonial desire of some human societies to access 
and exploit the resources of another territory. Harmony and conflict in this 
sense coexist. They are not antonyms. They coexist similarly to how consent 
and coercion coexist. The harmonious arrangement that leads some people 
to live in better conditions can be (has been, in fact) the result of making 
others spit blood, as Atahualpa Yupanqui sings. 

¶
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FIRST DO NO HARM is the guiding principle of healthcare workers 
all over the world. In an era of climate change, biodiversity loss and 
other environmental challenges it can be regarded as quite a paradox that 
healthcare, which is intended to do no harm account for about five percent 
of the global net emission of greenhouse gases, contributing to the climate 
crisis which is regarded as the single largest threat to humanity in the 21st 

century.1 Up until now, or at least a few decades ago, the resource-demand-
ing activities of healthcare have been justified by the aim of saving lives. 
This raises fundamental questions: how do we reconcile the conflicting 
goals of high-quality individual care with the collective need for a sustaina-
ble planet? And can we find harmony between these priorities? 

Three important notions regarding the conflicting goals of individual 
high-quality care and the collective need for a sustainable planet are:

	 High-quality care in developed countries disproportionally drives 
emissions of greenhouse gases

	 Expanding care globally would require additional resources, increasing 
the environmental harm, and 

	 Redistribution alone is insufficient without systematic innovations to 
reduce healthcare’s footprint. 
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Here in lies a clear conflict and that is that ensuring equitable access to 
high-quality healthcare globally would likely exacerbate environmental 
pressures unless profound systemic changes are made. The question is then 
how to achieve harmony between these priorities?

Harmony could be achieved by viewing healthcare as part of a broader soci-
etal ecosystem. By addressing healthcare’s environmental footprint in tan-
dem with other sectors, we can achieve synergies that benefit all. The greatest 
change, with greatest meaning both great as in positive and great as in huge, 
is changing from fossil fuels to renewable energy. More than 50 percent of 
healthcare’s impact is attributional to energy consumption, at hospitals but 
mainly throughout the supply chain and the production of items, pharma-
ceuticals, fuel for transportation vehicles, and other things needed to deliver 
high quality care. Since fossil fuels have at least ten times higher climate 
impact than renewable sources, huge reductions in emissions can be achieved 
through a transition to green energy. Reducing the use of fossil fuels not only 
lower the emission of greenhouse gases but also the amount of air pollution 
let out into the air which is harmful to human health in itself. Another exam-
ple of how emissions can be cut and at the same time positively affect care, 
health, and financial costs are through using less animal-sourced food pro-
vided to patients at the hospital. Another example is to reduce the amount of 
single-use material that is used within the hospital system, since this would 
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reduce the need of virgin resources, reduce the amount of the amount of 
waste generated and has the potential to lower financial costs. One last exam-
ple is to refuse low value care, there is several known treatments which are 
given routinely without any indication that it actually helps the patient. 
Adhering to evidence-based healthcare would therefore not only decrease 
potential risk of unnecessary harm that treatments might pose to the patients 
but also reduce the resource use and environmental load as well as saving 
both time and money.2

To conclude, if systemic changes are made, we might be able to ensure equi-
table access to high-quality healthcare globally without exacerbating environ-
mental pressures. A healthy planet is an undeniable requirement to ensure the 
health of future generations, and promoting healthier lives for people today 
will help us reach that goal by reducing the present demand of healthcare.

¶
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Act I: Genesis
Scene I: A palace of Conference

[Enter the North Wind and South Wind, 
in heated debate]

North Wind: 
Hear me, hear me, hear me!  
O fair South, why dost thou claim the skies? 
While nature weeps beneath thy hasty strides? 
Shall we not cherish what the earth supplies, 
Or let thy greed lead to her woeful tides?

South Wind:
O frosty North, thy chill doth blind the heart! 
Our kin in hunger yearn for brighter days. 
Shall we, in fear, from progress drift apart, 
While hope and promise lead us through the haze?

[Thunder rolls, the stage darkens, and enter a 
Shadowy Figure]



Shadowy Figure: 
Peace! Ye winds of North and South, take heed! 
A path must bloom where both your thoughts collide. 
For in this clash, a fertile ground we need, 
To forge a way where none need be denied.

[A dim light shines, and “Sustainable Development” 
appears, wavering]

Shadowy Figure: 
Behold! Sustainable Development, a call! 
A bond ‘twixt growth and care for all mankind, 
A promise bright, lest we in darkness fall, 
For every heart and hope, let us be kind

North Wind:
What sorcery is this, that doth appear to reconcile our 
opposed desires?

South Wind: 
Perchance this concept, shining clear, May quench our 
long-embattled fires.



All:
Sustainable Development, thou art  
A balm for both the Earth and Man,  
In thee, we find a noble start,  
A cause to hold and wisdom’s plan

[Exits, all nodding in agreement]

Act II: The Clamour of the Square
Scene I: The Public Square

[Enter a crowd of Citizens, Scholars, and Leaders]

Citizen 1:
Hear ye, hear ye, good people all! A wondrous phrase doth 
grace our ears!

Citizen 2:
Pray tell, what wisdom doth enthrall? What hope now 
doth at our door stand?

Scholar 1:
‘Tis Sustainable Development, friend, A cure for all that 
ails our sphere!



Leader 1:
From North to South, this trend we’ll send, And all shall 
hold this concept dear!

[The crowd begins to murmur, confusion brewing]

Citizen 3:
But soft! What doth this phrase portend?  Its essence shifts 
like shadows in the night!

Scholar 2: 
Fear not! Its power doth extend to many fields, both new 
and stern!

Leader 2:
In policy and law we’ll weave this spell, 
Though what it means, we know not, we’ll proclaim!

The crowd begins to chant “Sustainable Development” 
with increasing fervour]

[Enter a Jester, dancing among the crowd]

Jester: 
O Sustainable Development, how sweet thy name! 
Yet naught can say with certainty thy course! 



What shall we gain, and what must bear the shame, 
If all must strive to hold thee, in remorse?

[The crowd laughs, then continues their enthusiastic 
chanting]

All: 
Sustainable Development, our guiding light! 
We’ll follow thee through day and night! 
Though what thou art, we cannot say, 
We’ll sing thy praises anyway! 

[Exeunt, all dancing and cheering]

Act III: Judgment
Scene I: A Court in a Southern Land

Enter a Judge, wearing robes that change colour. Two 
figures, one adorned in gold (Wealth) and one in rags 
(Poverty), watch from opposite corners

Judge:
In this fair land of ancient lore,
We sit to weigh man’s fate and tree’s,



With sustainable development at our core,
We’ll shape what is and what shall be.

[Enter an Industrialist and a Poor Labourer]

Industrialist: 
Your Honour, see our factory’s might,
It brings us wealth and gives us bread!

Poor Labourer:
But sir, our air turns black as night,
And in our lungs, we feel its dread.

Judge: (robes turning slightly green)
Our sacred river must flow free,
We cannot let pollution reign.
Your factory, sir, it must not be,
Lest nature’s balance we disdain.

[The Poor Labourer looks relieved, but then 
troubled]

Poor Labourer: 
But wait, my lord! If work should cease,
How shall my children eat this night?



Judge: (robes turning slightly gold)
Ah yes, indeed. Let troubles ease.
Perhaps we’ll find another light.

[Enter a Forest Officer and a Tribal Elder]

Forest Officer: 
These ancient woods, we must preserve,
For all the wealth that in them lies.

Tribal Elder: 
But sir, these forests that we serve
Are homes we’ve known through joy and pain.

Judge: (robes now a mix of green and gold)
The trees must stand, the air stay pure,
But progress too must have its day.
A balance fine, though rarely seen,  
Though some may fall along the way.

[The figure adorned in gold steps forward]

Figure of Wealth: 
Your Honour, see the nation’s growth,
The promise of prosperity!



Let not old thinking make you loath,
To growth that so doth now abound!

[The figure in rags steps forward]

Figure of Poverty:
But what of those who bear the cost?
The poor who suffer either way?
In flood or drought, their homes are lost,
In growth or green, they’re led astray.

Judge: (robes now predominantly gold)
A moral dilemma, profound indeed!
To balance all, a task supreme.
Yet forward we must go, though dim,  
To shape our law, to plant our seed.

*The scales of justice tip.*

[All look expectantly at the Judge]

Judge:
Let industries their work resume,  
With fines to heal the Earth’s own pain.  



Let forests fall, though not in gloom,  
For greater gain and greater gain.

[The Poor Labourer and Tribal Elder look dejected]

Poor Labourer and Tribal Elder: (together)
In name of balance, we are lost,
Our homes, our health, our ancient ways.
Development at any cost,
Leaves us adrift in future days.

[The Figure of Wealth smiles, the Figure of Poverty 
weeps]

Judge: (robes now almost entirely gold)
Thus, do we chart our nation’s course,
In sustainable development’s name.
Though some may call it fraud or worse,
Progress and peace are our aim.

[Exeunt all, leaving the stage to the Figure of Poverty]

Figure of Poverty: 
To grow, or not to grow—that is the cry:  
Whether ‘tis nobler to endure the pain  



Of hunger, thirst, and lives undone by greed,  
Or to resist, and by resistance, fall.  
To stop, to pause—no more—and in that pause  
Find ruin, as progress leaves us far behind.  
For in that growth, what price must we endure,  
When every step brings wealth but not to us?  
Thus, do we feed their golden dreams, and starve,  
While they build higher, we sink ever low.  
To grow, or not to grow? —In truth, no choice,  
For we are lost, whichever path we tread.

[Exit Figure of Poverty] 



¶
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