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Introduction

Julie Sze, with Anne Rademacher, Tom Beamish, 
Liza Grandia, Jonathan London, Louis Warren, 
Beth Rose Middleton, and Mike Ziser

In 2008, the residents of Kivalina in northwest Alaska filed a ground- 
breaking lawsuit. This Iñupiaq village of four hundred people is in danger 
of being destroyed as sea ice melts and rates of coastal erosion increase. 
In Kivalina v. ExxonMobil Corporation, et al., the residents of Kivalina, 
represented by the Center for Race, Poverty and the Environment and 
the Native American Rights Fund, among other major law firms, charged 
twenty- four of the largest oil and electric companies in the United States 
with contributing to global warming and claimed that the companies 
are liable for the damage suffered by the village. The lawsuit also alleged 
that the defendants have engaged in a conspiracy to mislead the public 
about the causes and effects of climate change.1 The suit, based on the 
common- law theory of nuisance, claimed up to $400 million in mon-
etary damages to pay for the relocation of the village. The U.S. District 
Court dismissed the case on the grounds that regulating greenhouse gas 
emissions was a political, rather than a legal, issue. Although the resi-
dents were not successful legally, their case raised important issues of 
responsibility and sustainability. Kivalina garnered global attention for 
climate change, their situation, and the relocation process they had initi-
ated. How could a small Native village which had very little to do with the 
causes of environmental damage— in this case, climate change— survive?

The pressing issues of sustainability and social justice that the lawsuit 
raised remain largely unaddressed, and in many ways, the challenges of 
achieving both sustainability and social justice have only magnified.2 
Yet, paradoxically, there is potential today for a broader base of concern, 
activism, and solidarity than ever before. Important social movements 
for environmental and climate justice are mobilizing large numbers 



2 | Sze et al.

of people, with broad impact outside of their local political contexts. 
Kivalina is just one example. Others include oil pipeline protests on the 
Standing Rock Sioux Reservation; global coverage of mass lead poison-
ings in Flint, Michigan; the urgent entreaties of small Pacific islands and 
Arctic Indigenous villages in response to rising sea levels caused by cli-
mate change; and the struggles of the working classes, immigrants, and 
people of color on waterfronts in San Francisco and New York against 
high- end ecologically themed “sustainable” developments in gentrifying 
cities. All of these instances have combined elements of environmental-
ism, sustainability, and concerns about social injustice/inequality.

Spurred by climate change and taken together with questions of in-
creasing water scarcity and the negative impacts of dirty energy sys-
tems, promoting sustainability may be one of the key global issues of 
our era. In its absence, the very demise of humanity seems plausible. 
As ecological change exacts urgent, and often unprecedented, tolls on 
human and nonhuman life, this sense of urgency sometimes obscures 
the extent to which sustainability and its underlying pillars are care-
fully analyzed and understood as products of social and ecological dy-
namics. These dynamics form mosaics of moral logic, aspiration, and 
struggles over power. Yet studies examining how sustainability issues 
and issues of social justice are linked remain underdeveloped.3 This 
book contends that environmental crises and social inequality are in 
fact twins, born of coexisting cultural, political, and economic pro-
cesses. Thus social justice and sustainability are intimately connected.

Sustainability and social justice remain elusive, even as it has become 
increasingly clear that each is unattainable without the other. Unsustain-
able practices diminish social justice: The effects of animal extinctions, 
toxic waste, and air pollution alike have fallen disproportionately on the 
poor. Meanwhile, efforts at achieving sustainability in the industrialized 
West and Global South have often aggravated social inequities— for ex-
ample, when Indigenous people have been displaced to create wildlife 
or natural reserves or when governments have mandated expensive new 
environmental management technologies that exacerbate the burden of 
the poor. One result is that sustainability is sometimes perceived as an 
elite, technologically driven project in an increasingly diverse world, and 
opposition to environmental reform finds a solid footing among the ex-
panding ranks of the world’s working and impoverished peoples.
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Moreover, “sustainability” seems so vague a concept that it invites 
skepticism. The environmental scientist Lucas Seghezzo argues that it 
is the ambiguity of the term “sustainability” that has contributed to its 
large- scale acceptance as a framework for environmental and social ac-
tion.4 In this volume, we argue that to aspire to something called “sus-
tainability” is to reject this ambiguity. Our task is to contextualize and 
situate sustainability. This volume does so through engaging with three 
central questions:

 1. What does sustainability mean? How does sustainability function 
in multiple dimensions, including material, pragmatic, ideological, 
and discursive dimensions?

 2. What are the key contexts for how sustainability is conceptualized, 
enacted, and contested?

 3. What is sustainable, for whom, why, and how? Where and how do 
social justice and sustainability connect? How is that connection 
achieved?

The short answer we propose to the first question in this book is this: 
Sustainability depends on context. Our case studies range widely. Sus-
tainability, as one chapter shows, can mean a range of more or less water 
quality in a particular urban watershed in Baltimore, Maryland. An-
other chapter shows that, in the Menominee Nation, sustainability is 
squarely focused on Indigenous planning principles and projects cen-
tered on land sovereignty. And another chapter describes Dinner 2040, a 
planning exercise website and actual event that imagined what a sustain-
able dinner would be like in Maricopa County, Arizona, in the future. 
For all the chapters in this book, social justice and/or interdisciplinarity 
are central factors. The questions of whether and how social justice is 
achieved in a sustainability project, and what it looks like, must also take 
many different disciplinary perspectives into account. This diversity of 
approaches and perspectives is a necessary precondition to achieving 
sustainability.

The sociologists Julian Agyeman, Robert Bullard, and Bob Evans 
argue in their ground- breaking 2003 book Just Sustainabilities that a 
“sustainable society is a just society.”5 This volume updates their conten-
tion in a different political moment. We also believe that sustainability 
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and justice are indeed, as those scholars articulated, “joined up.”6 They 
wrote of the problems that connect sustainability and justice: the linked 
relationship between poverty and environmental problems, the dispro-
portionality of pollution exposures among disenfranchised populations 
(i.e., low- income and/or racial minorities), and the need to move toward 
sustainable development. They defined “just sustainability” as “the need 
to ensure a better quality of life for all, now and into the future, in a 
just and equitable manner, whilst living within the limits of supporting 
ecosystems.”7

The task they outlined has not yet been achieved, although their 
framework remains powerful. To develop just sustainability now, our 
focus is on two distinct and overlapping groups: those concerned with 
social justice and those interested in sustainability. We assume these do-
mains to be linked— but we also acknowledge that many trained and 
conversant in one camp do not necessarily seek common cause in the 
other. This divide is not accidental, as a generation of environmental 
justice scholars and environmental historians has documented. Rather, 
the perception that environmentalism is both overwhelmingly elite and 
white in the United States is part and parcel of the history of mainstream 
environmentalism. The elitism and whiteness of mainstream environ-
mentalism has deep roots, and the perception of environmental pro-
tection as distinct from issues of social justice derives from a complex 
history. Two important examples are John Muir’s denigration of the 
Yosemite Indians as a “blight” on the land and the expansion of the na-
tional park system as tied to Indian removal.8 These histories of which 
bodies have been perceived to belong in which natural landscapes mat-
ter, as do counterhistories that show the deep connection between race, 
justice, and the environment.9

At the same time, recent developments in climate justice and in certain 
mainstream environmental organizations reveal that structural change 
is indeed possible. In the 1990s, the Sierra Club took an anti- immigrant, 
pro– population control position on the grounds that expanding im-
migration was bad for the environment. This position was widely un-
derstood by poor people, immigrants, and people of color to show how 
mainstream environmentalism eschewed their perspectives.10 Yet despite 
the anti- immigrant position the organization took, perceived by many to 
be a form of racism and classism (and gender violence), in 2016 the Sierra 
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Club endorsed the platform for Black Lives Matter. The Sierra Club’s po-
sition was that police violence was an environmental issue. This stance 
was an indication of their leadership taking a racial justice stand, one 
unimaginable in the 1990s. Only by understanding that proponents of 
social justice and sustainability have not necessarily made common cause 
in the past can we create and strengthen new alliances.

These alliances are essential, given the scope of the problems we now 
face. The literary scholar Rob Nixon (drawing from earlier environmen-
tal humanist and environmental justice work) argues that how people 
talk about and visually represent environmental crises is important. Part 
of the strength of the environmental justice movement in the 1980s was 
to broaden “environment” to mean race, urban spaces, labor, and pollu-
tion. This widened conception of “environmentalism” was a rebuke of a 
conception of nature- as- wilderness. Current stories and narratives about 
climate change, Nixon argues, have generally “sidestepped the question 
of unequal human agency, unequal human impacts, and unequal human 
vulnerabilities.” He contends that “stories matter. . . . In a world drown-
ing in data, stories can play a vital role . . . in the making of environmen-
tal publics and in the shaping of environmental policy.”11 Following this 
impetus, this book attempts to “reshape” the contours, parameters, and 
stories of sustainability so that social justice is understood as a central 
factor for everyone involved in sustainability research and concerned 
with inequality (environmental and otherwise).

Sustainability is implicitly connected to the term “nature.” The idea 
of nature is tied to the sense that the world has natural systems able to 
support the continuation of human society. This conception was formal-
ized by economists, philosophers, scientists, and social reformers in the 
eighteenth century. Of course, Indigenous societies practice sustainabil-
ity to ensure their survival. The limits of these natural systems have been 
the focal point of much environmental science research in the twentieth 
century. As the socialist culture critic Raymond Williams famously ar-
gued, ideas about nature “contain an extraordinary amount of human 
history,”12 and this complexity lies at the contested heart of sustainabil-
ity. From Williams onward, many scholars have attempted to outline 
human history in nature, beginning with the intellectual history of the 
connection between political economy and nature and the exchange of 
ideas between European and American intellectuals.
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In the latter half of the twentieth century, the biological, physical, and 
ecological sciences and economics dominated much contemporary sus-
tainability research and action at the relative expense of the humanities 
and humanistic social sciences. Despite the rapid expansion of sustain-
ability research since the turn of the twenty- first century, fundamental 
questions about core concepts and values of sustainability as it relates to 
social justice have remained largely unexplored.

Drawing from the urban ecologists Mary Cadenasso and S. T. A. 
Pickett’s contribution in this volume, we contend that sustainability 
must be situated. In chapter 1 they write that “sustainability, like all 
ecologically relevant concepts, is multidimensional, and these dimen-
sions can be identified as metaphor, meaning, and model. . . . These 
three dimensions can be exploited to situate sustainability.” This book 
seeks to situate sustainability within interdisciplinary frameworks 
and from the standpoint of social justice. Cadenasso and Pickett ask, 
“Why is a shared vision of sustainability so elusive, especially given 
that it is so widely invoked?” The contributions in this book provide 
key insights as to how interdisciplinary synergy can happen and why 
these forays matter. We take these gestures toward interdisciplinarity 
that they signal to be fundamental starting points for a more robust 
understanding about, and overcoming of, the barriers to achieving 
sustainability.

Sustainability Meanings: Sustainability/Sustainable Development

Sustainability is a flexible concept, open to a great deal of projection 
and lack of clarity. There is no standard definition that is generally 
agreed upon. What is probably better understood is the lack of sus-
tainability. As we saw earlier, sustainability seems so ubiquitous and 
undefined that it provokes “skepticism.”13 Rather than provide a single 
definitive explanation of “sustainability,” it is useful to consider how 
time, place, scale, and politics help to enact debates about it. The Ger-
man journalist Ulrich Grober’s Sustainability: A Cultural History traces 
the recent history of sustainability to a 1972 report called The Limits to 
Growth.14 The report— written for the Club of Rome, a global think 
tank that distributed over thirty million copies— suggested that sus-
tainability was seen as an “anton ym” for collapse. It was the first to 
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suggest that there are indeed limits to growth and to a world system 
capable of supporting human life, and it suggested action.15 However, 
sustainability’s roots go far back, beyond 1972.

Earth and its resources have been understood as finite and subject to 
collapse since at least the eighteenth century. This understanding draws 
from forestry, but extends far beyond it. The first generation of forestry 
research set the stage for later concepts of sustainability knowledge and 
language. These later accounts suggested that, as Grober recounts, “an-
other world was possible,” one in which the “material needs of each per-
son on earth are satisfied and each person has an equal opportunity to 
realize his or her individual human potential.”16 In many ways, sustain-
ability and its closely linked cousin, sustainable development, are both si-
multaneously radical and reformist. They are potentially radical because 
they posit that there may be environmental limits to economic growth 
but reformist in that they presuppose the existing capitalist system.

Lucas Seghezzo, in contending that it is the ambiguity of the term 
“sustainability” that has contributed to its large- scale acceptance, focuses 
on the limitations of the sustainability framework put forth by the World 
Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) for sustain-
able development. The WCED’s 1987 report Our Common Future and 
the development of the UN Conferences on Environment and Develop-
ment (beginning in 1992) were signal achievements in the field.17 Ac-
cording to Grober, “sustainable development” is in the 1987 report as 
development that meets the needs of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.18 Seghezzo 
identifies key limits of the WCED paradigm of sustainable development.
It is anthropocentric, the role of the economy is overstated, it is incom-
patible with intergenerational justice, it neglects space and time, and it 
ignores personal aspects of development. To address these weaknesses, 
he proposes a new framework for use in academic analysis and policy 
making that includes considerations of place, permanence, and persons.19 
To Seghezzo’s list, we would add praxis and positionality.

How Do We Achieve Sustainability? Praxis and Positionality

Sustainability emerges out of a sense— and empirical documentation— of 
environmental crises. The International Geosphere– Biosphere Programme 
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publishes what it calls the “Great Acceleration” indicators, which have 
shown an uptick in human activity since 1950. Its data shows that “human 
activity, predominantly the global economic system, is now the prime 
driver of change in the Earth System (the sum of our planet’s interact-
ing physical, chemical, biological and human processes), according to a 
set of 24 global indicators,” including carbon emissions, ocean acidifica-
tion, and tropical land loss, to name just a few categories.20 The rapid 
growth of environmental problems maps onto socioeconomic trends 
(e.g., rising populations, energy use, and fertilizer consumption). Envi-
ronmental crises have been linked to economic growth over the last fifty 
years, and rising social inequalities in the last decade have exacerbated 
already dangerous conditions of life, land, and labor.

Sustainability Science and Reflexivity

Despite the growth and influence of environmental history, sociology, 
and the humanities, these approaches to sustainability exist far too often 
on parallel, not intersecting, tracks with environmental science research. 
Some of this lack of confluence arises from epistemological and disci-
plinary differences. Generally, sustainability programs rely heavily on 
mathematical models and economic methods, whereas humanities and 
social science agendas tend to draw from the study of culture, history, 
and the philosophy of values.

For example, modeling of future climates dominates climate change 
analysis. But the profound inequalities associated with rapid changes 
in climate— including massive population displacement, catastrophic 
disruptions in food systems, and political instability— require scholar-
ship that can uncover the human costs and possible human responses 
to climate change. In fact, societies have, in different parts of the 
worlds and at different times, long experienced climate change, albeit 
not at this pace and scale. The humanities and humanistic social sci-
ences are critical to any effort to understand the experience of climate- 
change mitigation and adaptation, and they are one of our best, and 
underutilized, resources for envisioning alternative and just futures. 
Encouraging interdisciplinary and justice- oriented sustainability col-
laborations to partly overcome their differences in approach with 
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dominant sustainability and environmental science- oriented research 
has the potential to bring scholarship into meaningful and produc-
tive dialogue with the broader public around our era’s most pressing 
questions.

This separation between the environmental sciences and the hu-
manities and humanistic social sciences is a persistent problem. The 
geographer John Robinson clarifies the role of science in sustainabil-
ity research, writing that “good science is necessary, but  .  .  . in the 
end, sustainability is an issue of human behavior and negotiation over 
preferred futures, under conditions of deep contingency and uncer-
tainty. It is an inherently normative concept, rooted in real world 
problems and very different sets of values and moral judgments.”21 In 
other words, “Science can inform but not resolve, scientific analysis 
embeds values, other forms of knowledge.”22 Further, “if sustainability 
is to mean anything, it must act as an integrating concept. . . . Social 
dimensions of sustainability must be integrated with the biophysical 
dimensions . . . and integrating across fields [and] sectors. . . . There 
will not develop a single coherent conceptual approach to sustainabil-
ity.”23 Social justice and interdisciplinarity are central precepts to this 
essential task of integration.

Because environmental crises and social inequality are born of coex-
isting political and economic processes, we need diverse tools to address 
both. Dynamic conversations around sustainability and social justice 
have rarely been the subject of the inclusive inquiry that takes interdis-
ciplinarity and questions of social justice as its center. This book draws 
inspiration from Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in 
Nature, edited by the environmental historian William Cronon and pub-
lished in 1996. This book was groundbreaking in its central argument 
about the human place in nature, not only vis- à- vis wilderness but also 
in relation to work, consumption, and a host of other human activities.24 
It demonstrated the importance of interdisciplinarity among environ-
mental historians, ecologists, feminist science/technology scholars, and 
environmental justice scholars.

Reflexive interdisciplinary research is difficult to embark upon, as 
the chapters in this volume illustrate. Segregating academic knowl-
edge from lived/community knowledge— especially the knowledge of 
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politically and culturally marginalized people— is a form of epistemic 
exclusion, as the community development scholar Jonathan London, 
Mary Cadenasso, and I have argued elsewhere.25 Indeed, the move for 
collaboration across disciplines needs to be accelerated, according to the 
sustainability scientist Thaddeus Miller and his colleagues. They sug-
gest that sustainability science and knowledge as currently generated by 
academic institutions is inadequate for actually transitioning to a sus-
tainable society.26 Part of the sustainability knowledge we are advanc-
ing here is a more inclusive and radical notion of sustainability. We are 
not advocating against sustainability science. Rather, we contend that 
sustainability science offers one set of approaches. We also need sustain-
ability humanities, sustainability histories, praxis- oriented sustainability, 
community- oriented sustainability, and radical sustainability. Taken to-
gether, these approaches begin to answer the question of “how” we begin 
to move toward sustainability.

Sustainability Stories: Environmental Humanities

Miller’s call for sustainability scientists to take seriously cultural val-
ues and other works of knowledge— including different disciplinary 
approaches— is echoed in the work of environmental humanists, 
linguists, and historians. Some environmental humanists trace 
environmental knowledge back to narratives, stories, and images docu-
menting the first Indigenous uprisings and slave revolts in the colonial 
world.27 The work of this group touched off a new interdisciplinary 
movement in the humanities to pursue a wide range of conversations on 
environmental issues in this time of growing awareness of the challenges 
facing all life on Earth.

If, as Robinson argues, “sustainability is an issue of human behavior 
and negotiation over preferred futures,” then the question of futures is 
tied implicitly to storytelling and imagination. Science fiction writers 
have been plumbing the real world to imagine dystopian and utopian 
futures along the lines of those described by science fiction writers like 
Octavia Butler.28 Understanding culture through storytelling, art, and 
history is an effort to develop other ways of developing knowledge about 
environmental issues. We can understand the future, in part, by under-
standing the past. Different ways of environmental knowing, living, and 



Introduction | 11

thinking in interdisciplinary ways makes sustainability stronger. Making 
sustainability more socially just benefits those who are the most envi-
ronmentally harmed.

Sustainability Histories

Sustainability research also needs to take history, especially from post-
colonial and decolonial perspectives, seriously. These perspectives have 
tended to be overlooked, yet they are crucial in emergent discussions 
on the Anthropocene, the era during which human impacts have begun 
to shape geologic time.29 Intense scientific debate has taken place about 
whether the Anthropocene exists (i.e., is the Anthropocene “real”?) and 
when the era began. Some argue that a new geologic epoch started in the 
early seventeenth century (specifically 1610, as recorded by a dip in carbon 
dioxide levels in ice core records connected to the “Little Ice Age”) as a 
result of atmospheric change that followed mass deaths, slavery, and war 
after 1492.30 In August 2016, a working group of the International Geologi-
cal Congress recommended that the starting point of the Anthropocene 
be set after the 1940s because that was when radioactive elements were 
dispersed across the planet by nuclear tests.31 Although the recommen-
dation has not yet been adopted by the Geological Congress, scientific 
acceptance of the Anthropocene has accelerated rapidly since 2000.

Despite the considerable scientific discussion in the last two decades 
about the Anthropocene, there has been far less research on how history, 
justice, and inequality are related to climate change. (Notable exceptions 
include Amitav Ghosh’s The Great Derangement: Climate Change and 
the Unthinkable, the journalist- activist Naomi Klein’s This Changes Ev-
erything: Capitalism vs. the Climate, and cultural explorations of climate 
change in literature and film.)32 This relative omission of the humanities 
and social sciences is ultimately counterproductive, specifically in ad-
dressing the scientific problems of global environmental change.33

The particular contribution of social science and humanities- based 
historical research is to better center politics, power, and global flows. 
Research that centers the “anthro/human” without taking colonialism— 
and the communities and ecosystems most affected by colonialism— 
into account is arguably limited in scope and impact. Anthropocene 
research must be decolonized from the standpoint of Indigenous 
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studies, but as the Indigenous scholar Eve Tuck and the radical educator 
K. Wayne Yang note (on a different set of topics), “decolonization is not 
a metaphor.”34

This decolonization of knowledge is what the Indigenous scholar 
Makere Stewart- Harawira calls the “challenge to knowledge capital-
ism.”35 Although she does not address the Anthropocene/climate change 
or environmentalism/sustainability specifically, there are many impor-
tant points in her work to be reckoned with, specifically regarding the 
centrality of indigenous knowledge. The historian Dipesh Chakrabarty 
examines the limits of dominant paradigms of the Anthropocene from 
the standpoint of colonial history in his seminal work, “Climate and 
Capital: On Conjoined Histories.”36 In his overview of the collisions of 
“histories” of “the earth system, history of life, history of industrial civi-
lization (mostly, capitalism),” he identifies issues of spatial and temporal 
justice.37 Like Agyeman, Bullard, and Evans, he uses the word “conjoin-
ing” to describe the need for unification. He explains that “the history 
of populations belongs to two histories simultaneously— the short term 
history of the industrial way of life, and the evolutionary deep history 
of our species.”38 To avoid (or at least address) anthropocentrism, he 
quotes Gayatri Spivak, known primarily as a postcolonial theorist: “The 
planet is in the specific alterity, belonging to another system, and yet we 
inhabit it.”39 In other words, “The realization that humans— all humans, 
rich or poor— come late in the planet’s life and dwell more in the posi-
tion of passing guests than possessive hosts, has to be an integral part of 
the perspective from which we pursue our all- too- human but legitimate 
quest for justice on issues to do with the iniquitous impact of anthropo-
genic climate change.”40

Postcolonial and decolonial Indigenous scholarship, by necessity, po-
sition, and perspective, asks a different set of questions from dominant 
versions of sustainability research. Some of this positionality necessarily 
invites a different history and perspective on sustainability, as this vol-
ume contends. Take, for example, the history of Native nations and their 
impact on modern conservation. Although it is not generally discussed 
in the history of North American environmental stewardship, the birth 
of sustainable forestry can be traced back to when the first federal laws 
mandating sustainable forest harvesting in the United States were en-
acted on the Menominee Indian Reservation.41
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What’s the Point of Situated/Situating Sustainabilities?: 
Positionality, Power, Perspective

The question to which we now turn is this: How does sustainability, 
however interdisciplinary, avoid the trap of reinforcing dominant ide-
ologies that produce social injustice and environmental harm?

The answer draws from, and extends beyond the work of, environ-
mental justice scholars, in what we call “situated sustainabilities.”

“Situated” sustainability is based on four factors. First, it draws from 
sustainability and sustainable development. Second, it emerges out of 
just sustainability and environmental justice research. Third, it is in-
debted to the environmental humanities/radical interdisciplinarity and to 
developing cross- sector knowledge coproduction with communities and 
knowledge makers. Last, it differs from earlier works in all these fields in 
how it balances among the first three, and it centralizes issues of gender, 
race, and indigeneity and, to some degree (although not all writers in this 
volume would agree), gestures toward anti- capitalism. It emerges from, 
and transforms, the environmental justice agenda. It embraces core val-
ues that link environmental justice scholarship— a focus on praxis and 
social/racial justice and a fundamentally respectful appreciation of his-
tory and other modes of knowing and engaging in the world— including 
arts and the humanities.

Situated sustainabilities imply an awareness of the multiple ways in 
which sustainability is marshaled and deployed in social and political life. 
Some of this integrative and interdisciplinary work is already under way 
in a number of different fields.42 Sustainability science and environmen-
tal justice research provide one important crossroads. Case studies show 
how Baltimore’s sustainability plan explicitly called for social equity in 
recreation and transportation.43 At the same time, even a more expan-
sive sustainability science and environmental justice research does not 
necessarily address the fundamental political conditions that set the pa-
rameters for why and how vulnerability (environmental or otherwise) is 
disproportionately distributed, one of the key questions in environmental 
justice research. Recent work from environmental justice scholars David 
Pellow and Laura Pulido take aim squarely at this question of politics. 
Both critique the state- centered approach of reformist environmental 
justice analysis— Pellow through “critical environmental justice studies” 
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and Pulido by offering a critique of normative policy.44 To this end, Pu-
lido argues that environmental justice must by analyzed from a frame-
work of “racial capitalism.” She borrows this term from Cedric Robinson, 
who argued in 1983 that racism was a structuring logic of capitalism.45 
Pulido argues that environmental racism is “state- sanctioned violence.”

These radical critiques from major environmental justice scholars 
join many others in insisting that ideologies inherent in sustainability 
be named as such. The literary scholar Leerom Medovoi asks: “What is 
it about sustainability that enables the particular word . . . to express the 
ecological hopes and fears of so diverse and antagonistic an array of so-
cial actors?”46 Drawing on the political scientist Wendy Brown’s critique 
of tolerance as a political discourse, he argues that sustainability “serves 
to sustain economic liberalism and ultimately, capitalism itself.” Thus, 
sustainability “stand(s) as a compensatory substitute for . . . more pro-
found ethical critique in lieu of the impulse to a deeper political trans-
formation.”47 In outlining the convergence between ecological Marxist 
critiques and corporate sustainability/business management, Medovoi 
suggests that the “discourse of sustainability is a new intensification in 
the exercise of biopower . . . of what is the value of what we kill when we 
extract value from what remains living.”48

In other words, many who inhabit a “sustainability” space exist in 
a discursive and political fantasyland of “solutions” (primarily, but not 
only, technological). To better achieve sustainability, we need to take 
the frame of analysis out of the literal “business as usual,” albeit with 
a “green” frame. This means addressing politics, history, displacement, 
theft, violence, and the not- so- feel- good roots of how we got to the so-
cially unjust and environmentally precarious planet we currently inhabit.

The idea that disciplinary perspectives or differently positioned so-
cial groups “know” and assign meaning to ecology and sustainability 
in ways that are shaped by different geographies (e.g., rural/urban, 
Global South) and social and cultural factors— including race, class, 
gender, ethnicity, age, ability, and other modes of marking or experienc-
ing social difference— is not new. This effort to situate sustainability is, 
of course, indebted to the classic essay by the feminist science studies 
scholar Donna Haraway, “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in 
Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective.” She argues for “poli-
tics and epistemologies of location, positioning, and situating,” and her 
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oft- cited text remains relevant.49 She suggests that “rational knowledge is 
a process of ongoing critical interpretation among ‘fields’ of interpreters 
and decoders.”50 Specifically, Haraway argues that “situated knowledges 
are about communities, not about the isolated individual. The only way 
to find a larger vision is to be somewhere in particular.”51

But where? Outside the academy, surely. More recently, the geogra-
phers Paul Routledge and Kate Derickson called for “situated solidari-
ties” in their recent article, “Situated Solidarities and the Practice of 
Scholar- Activism.”52 For them, “situated solidarities require that we ask 
how knowledge produced through research might be of use to multiple 
others without reinscribing the interests of the privileged; and how such 
knowledge might be actively tied to a material politics of social change 
that works in the interests of the disadvantaged.” They describe situated 
solidarities as “a goal of and a strategy for doing scholar- activism. . . . 
The form of knowledge that can be of value is context specific and 
changes over time.” Specifically, they call for a convergence space, which 
they define as “the convergence of interests, dreams, and goals that are 
generated through the process of cooperation through the process of 
cooperation between scholar- activists and their collaborators.”53

Conjoining, Converging, Confounding: A Framework  
for the Study of Situated/Situating Sustainabilities

This book is about convergence: between academic fields, between 
research and practice, between campus and community. This call for 
convergence and conjoining echoes the earlier calls for new vocabularies 
and approaches.

The environmental justice movement famously defined the “envi-
ronment” as where we “live, work and play.” The movement did so to 
complicate the view of environment- as- nature and to put a more com-
plicated set of spaces into environmentalism (e.g., urban, housing, work-
place, Native lands). This discursive expansion also expanded the bodies 
in environmental spaces— the lead poisoned, the occupationally injured, 
the food insecure. But environmental injustice is also more than human. 
As Pellow writes in his account of critical environmental justice, envi-
ronmental justice was never anthropocentric, but includes animals, the 
watershed, and the air basin.54
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To this expansion, we further argue in this book that the “environ-
ment” that needs to be expanded and decolonized includes the curricu-
lum in sustainability studies. The lack of knowledge about, and hence 
lack of imagination for, different worlds and futures when students of 
sustainability read only scientific studies— and not literature or Native 
origin tales— is a form of epistemic violence.

We don’t need just more research as usual but entirely different con-
versations and lines of sustainability research. Without throwing the 
baby out with the proverbial bathwater (or inadvertently endorsing an 
anti- scientific approach), we bridge the praxis- oriented and positional-
ity approach as a central contribution of this volume, thereby suggesting 
what situated sustainabilities might look like. We are calling for a process, 
rather than an object- oriented sustainability. Thus, in addition to situ-
ated sustainabilities, we call for the politics of knowledge coproduction, 
environmental science, and democracy in action. The chapters in this 
volume engage with the questions of why and how to situate sustain-
ability through interdisciplinarity, place, and praxis, and through social 
justice, and power.

Interdisciplinarity, Place, and Praxis

Part I of this book offers case studies that are situated in relation to inter-
disciplinary engagements that span the ecosystem and health sciences, 
community- university praxis, and the arts and humanities. Grounding 
their analyses in particular cases and questions, the contributors in this 
section foreground those projects that intentionally cross boundaries 
among sustainability sciences, the arts and humanities, and social prac-
tice, highlighting research that has wrestled with how to balance different 
disciplinary approaches. What is gained and what is lost by doing or 
not doing so? Although this section— as with the volume as a whole— 
advocates interdisciplinary approaches, praxis- oriented work offers 
useful insights, as both interdisciplinary and praxis- oriented approaches 
call for a similar skill set. Chief among these are humility and the bravery 
to step out of one’s own domains— whether in terms of an intellectual 
“field” or one’s campus/community engagement.

The ecologists M. L. Cadenasso and S. T. A. Pickett open Part I with 
a case analysis from the pathbreaking Baltimore Ecosystem Study, one 
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of a group of important long- term urban ecosystem studies. The studies 
show that, when properly specified, the concept of sustainability offers 
a critical opportunity to forge conceptual and methodological links that 
are otherwise impossible. But Cadenasso and Pickett argue that the key 
is specification. They demonstrate the utility of sustainability in Balti-
more, using it to lay down completely new pathways for understanding 
the intersection of urban landscape design, ecosystem processes, and 
community dynamics.

Joni Adamson, in chapter 2, describes one of the most ambitious 
international projects in the fast- rising field of the environmental hu-
manities, Humanities for the Environment (Hf E). The Humanities for 
the Environment initiative was designed to explore the roots and con-
sequences of human- caused change in the Anthropocene. Adamson ex-
plains how humanities disciplines are transforming themselves to allow 
for greater collaboration with social scientists and scientists and for 
greater international networking.

In chapter 3, the renowned environmental justice scholar Giovanna 
Di Chiro and organizer Laura Rigell discuss a campus- community part-
nership between community leaders in North Philadelphia and a group 
of faculty and students. Their project, Sustainable Serenity, represents a 
productive model for interdisciplinary, intersectional, and broad- based 
sustainability efforts. Their collaboration embraces the vision of engaged 
scholarship and learning that makes a difference in the world with a 
focus on real- life, community- based, and collaborative projects that ad-
dress the interconnected social, economic, and environmental issues un-
derlying economic disparity, environmental racism, and climate change.

The sociologist Tracy Perkins and filmmaker Aaron Soto- Karlin inte-
grate their approaches in a global look at climate change in chapter 4. They 
present the global policy debate over forest carbon offsets as it plays out 
on the ground, specifically the first subnational (i.e., California) interna-
tional memorandum of understanding on forest carbon offsets. As Cali-
fornia is emerging as a de facto environmental leader in the face of U.S. 
national retrenchment from global environmental policy, this prescient 
analysis suggests some pitfalls amid opportunities to cross geographic 
and political scales.

Lawrence Baker, an applied biogeochemist with expertise in “trans-
lational research,” further demonstrates what collaboration across 
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fields looks like in chapter 5, which uses drought resistance and 
 resilience to examine urban sustainability. Recognizing the pro-
found importance of water supply, scarcity, and distribution for urban 
biophysical function and social harmony, Baker proposes an analytical 
approach for evaluating a city’s capacity to adapt to dramatic changes in 
its water regime.

Positionality, Power, and Situated Sustainabilities

Part II considers sustainability and social justice explicitly through an 
exploration of identities and social power. The chapters in this section 
examine how practices of sustainability are shaped by specific temporal 
and spatial scales. In short, this section is focused on how notions of 
sustainability travel.

The contention in this section is that it is only in situating sustainabili-
ties as dynamic, traveling bundles of concepts and practices that we may 
assess their meaning. Here, the frame of the analysis matters profoundly. 
These ways of knowing often compete with one another for prominence, 
and through those competitions we come to understand how specific 
forms of environmental change carry distinctly social consequences.

Each factor— indigeneity, race, class, gender, and ethnicity, among 
others— in marking or experiencing social difference potentially forges 
its own ecological discourse, or articulation of how environmental 
change occurs, and what kinds of environmental improvement should 
occur. Attendant efforts to ensure, promote, or imagine specific kinds of 
environmental change extend from these multiple ecologies and compel 
us to notice that sustainability is inherently plural and contested. The 
questions of who, how, and why sustainability serves has been key to 
scholars in the fields of environmental justice and just sustainability. 
This section draws upon these fields to grapple with how social power 
frames sustainability practice. Highlighting the influence of these factors 
of social power, including gender, race, global indigeneity, militariza-
tion, and violence is the goal of this section.

In chapter 6, Kyle Whyte, Chris Caldwell, and Marie Schaefer ad-
dress how Indigenous people’s cultures are widely recognized as holding 
insights into, or principles about, how humans and human societies 
can live sustainably or resiliently.  Yet people rarely acknowledge that, 
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for Indigenous peoples living in settler states such as the United States 
or New Zealand, their own efforts to sustain their communities’ and na-
tions’ social, cultural, and ecological integrity rest heavily on their capac-
ity to negotiate settler colonial oppression. For Indigenous peoples, then, 
sustainability requires an active concept of “Indigenous planning,” which 
refers to the ways in which many Indigenous people reflect critically on 
sustainability in relation to what actions are needed to negotiate settler co-
lonialism. The chapter develops these ideas by drawing on the work of the 
Sustainable Development Institute of the College of Menominee Nation.

Miriam Greenberg, a sociologist and leading figure in the field of 
critical urban sustainabilities, writes about global urban, spatial, and 
environmental inequality in chapter 7. Drawing on the example of the 
contentious displacement of a 1970s- era recycling center by a corporate- 
sponsored community garden in the rapidly gentrifying Haight Ashbury 
neighborhood of San Francisco, she argues that we must contextualize 
these projects— both those that succeed and those that fail— within con-
temporary urban social relations. When we do so, we find how rooted 
leading sustainability projects are in modes of market- oriented urban 
development tethered to luxury development, exacerbating unafford-
ability and inequality and leading to new forms of “uneven sustainable 
development.” The impact of the dominance of this version of sustain-
ability at the expense of other forms of sustainability is having the ef-
fect of redefining urban sustainability itself in a more instrumentalist, 
market- oriented direction.

Traci Brynne Voyles explores in chapter 8 how the fields of envi-
ronmental history, feminist environmentalism, and environmental 
justice studies each provide us with important tools to destabilize en-
trenched environmental narratives and, in particular, the dominant 
declensionist narrative that all human interactions with nature end in 
destruction. In doing so, these fields offer opportunities to think more 
critically about “man,” “nature,” and “destruction” alike. Voyles explores 
key themes and contributions that offer new insights into how we can 
understand the complex milieu of our human relationships to the non-
human world— thinking and acting beyond the binary of “destroying” 
and “saving” nature. Sustainability, like feminist epistemology, must be 
situated in contingent and intersectional environmental knowledges and 
experiences.
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In chapter 9, Michael Lujan Bevacqua and Isa Ua Ceallaigh Bowman 
write about global militarized uses of sustainability rhetoric. In 2009, 
the United States announced its intention to dramatically increase 
its military presence on the island of Guam, moving troops from the 
nearby more publicly controversial base on Okinawa. Although this mil-
itary buildup would cause severe damage to the environment, society, 
and economy, discourse from island leaders and media reports focused 
primarily on this increase as being the key to a “sustainability” future 
for the island. Such “sustainability” is tied to Guam’s history since the 
Second World War, with the U.S. military in the role of liberator from 
the Japanese and socioeconomic savior. Indigenous Chamorro activists 
from groups such as Nasion Chamoru and We Are Guahan used the 
public comment period for the U.S. military’s plans to disrupt the fan-
tasy of the buildup’s sustainability and help the community to develop a 
more critical position in relation to its potential impacts.

Finally, in chapter 10 Lindsey Dillon and Julie Sze explore the ways in 
which anti- racist social movements offer an alternate concept of sustain-
ability. Anti- racist movements, such as Black Lives Matter, offer a differ-
ent version of “sustainability” in that they work toward life- sustaining 
social and environmental conditions. The experiences of people of color 
on U.S. cities’ streets are often structured by race and racism, producing 
the kinds of urban ecologies and health inequalities that inspired the 
Black Panthers to offer free medical clinics and breakfast programs in 
the 1960s and that inspire environmental justice activism today. Through 
two case studies the authors rethink sustainability from the lived experi-
ence of environmental inequality: (1) the intersection of racism, toxic 
ecologies, and a market- driven sustainable development project in San 
Francisco; and (2) the metaphor and materiality of Eric Garner’s final 
words, “I can’t breathe.” They focus on the interrelatedness of police kill-
ings, gentrification, and pollution as different modalities of racism on 
U.S. streets today.

Conclusion

The contributors to this book situate sustainability and social justice 
through boundary crossings— among fields, community/university, and 
praxis. By assembling chapters from a range of arenas that are central 
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to simultaneously diagnosing and solving environmental problems, this 
book explores how our own perspectives foreground specific aspects of 
sustainability while backgrounding others.

In presenting, in one volume, analyses of sustainability in interdis-
ciplinary and social justice contexts, we make the case that the social 
and political meanings attributed to sustainability must be centralized. 
Any efforts at sustainability that do not take interdisciplinary and social 
justice approaches at their core are unsustainable. In this book we aim, 
in short, to move beyond the mere observation that sustainability has 
multiple meanings and to focus on empirical demonstrations of how 
and why this is the case. Ultimately, the contributions here are meant to 
inspire the next generation of sustainability researchers and practitio-
ners to take on the biggest questions facing the world today.

Our hope is that through empirical case studies we can illustrate how 
environmental renewal can happen without creating social inequity. By 
understanding history, diverse cultural traditions, and complexity in 
relation to race, class, and gender, we can help shape better and more 
robust solutions to the world’s most pressing problems. Through these 
innovative case studies and analytics, we demonstrate the analytical and 
methodological skills from the humanities and humanistic social sci-
ences that are needed to prepare the next generation of global citizens. 
Scholars broadly interested in sustainability from across the disciplinary 
divides must continue to collaborate in a critical and constructive way, 
and with broader environmental publics.

As David Pellow notes in his afterword, we need to move forward 
from analyses of just/unjust sustainability to just resilience. To better 
move toward robust and just sustainability, we need a better vocabulary 
and analytic not only to diagnose problems but also to understand how 
their efforts replicate existing epistemological and political problems. To 
better dislodge inequality, sustainability advocates require better tools, 
rather than reusing poor ones or tinkering around the edges of systems 
on the verge of collapse. Pellow writes that existing “systems and struc-
tures are often forced to display resilience, as they frequently deflect, 
displace, absorb, incorporate, and assimilate myriad challenges from 
various corners of society, whether it be the entry of new ethnic groups, 
the emergence of revolutionary social movements, or the growth of po-
litical ideologies that might challenge their hegemony.”
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States, corporations, markets, and their constituent institutions seek 
to maintain their dominance through a number of methods— including 
particular forms of sustainability. To move toward a more just sus-
tainability, we must situate sustainability in both interdisciplinary and 
political terms. Without situating sustainability in these ways, we risk 
exacerbating the existing reality: lots of sustainability research, but less 
sustainability and justice on all fronts.
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