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Abstract	

	

Sustainability	research	has	set	itself	the	double-challenge	of	uncovering	the	complexity	

of	 a	 globally,	 locally	 and	 historically	 unsustainable	 development	 path,	 and	 of	

contributing	to	a	search	process	for	more	sustainable	development	paths	for	humanity.	

A	 small	 number	 of	 researchers	 involved	 in	 this	 area	 have	 suggested	 “that	maybe	 the	

challenge	of	sustainability	isn’t	to	prove	the	world	more	real	[...]	but	to	prove	the	world	

more	imaginary”	(Robinson	as	quoted	in	Taylor	2012,	n.p.).	Taking	up	this	invocation	of	

the	 imaginary,	 the	 article	 investigates	 some	 imaginaries	 and	 imagination	 of	

sustainability	 at	 play	 in	 sustainability	 research.	 Four	 relatively	 distinct	 approaches	 to	

sustainability	 research	 are	 identified,	 characterized	 and	 differentiated:	 “triple	 bottom-

line”,	 “sustainability	 transformation”,	 “holistic	 healing/biophilia”,	 and	 “culture	 of	

qualitative	 complexity”.	 They	 each	 develop	 a	 specific	 focus,	 are	 nourished	 by	 partly	

different	imaginaries	and	develop	their	imaginations	in	distinct	directions.	

	

In	 this	 article,	 imagination	 is	 understood	 as	 an	 individual	 and	 social,	 perceptive	 and	

creative	process	by	which	we	shape	realities	in	our	encounters	with	the	world;	whereas	

the	 imaginary	 is	understood	as	a	deep	 symbolic	matrix	 that	 enables	our	access	 to	 the	

world.	Imaginaries	are	not	just	made	up	and	imposed	on	the	world	by	the	humans,	but	

the	result	of	an	imaginative	encounter	with	the	human	and	other-than-human	world.		

	

Focused	attention	on	imagination	and	imaginaries	not	only	allows	to	observe	the	area	of	

sustainability	 research	 through	 a	 differentiating	 perspective	 that	 helps	 understand	

certain	contrasting	and/or	shared	features	across	different	approaches	to	sustainability	

research.	 This	 focused	 attention	 also	 bears	 a	 potentially	 instrumental	 value	 for	 inter-	

and	transdisciplinary	sustainability	research	itself,	because	it	encourages	sustainability	

researchers	 to	 further	 reflect	 on	 the	 importance,	modalities	 and	 different	 framings	 of	
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creative	 and	 reflective	 approaches	 to	 futures-oriented	 research	 agendas.	 The	 creative	

exercise	 of	 the	 imagination	 is	 not	 only	 at	 the	 core	 of	 "anticipatory	 competences"	

(Wiek/Withycombe/Redman	 2011,	 p.	 7)	 for	 sustainability,	 but	 also	 at	 the	 core	 of	

percipience	 to	 nature-culture's	 dynamic	 complexity.	 In	 this	 respect,	 sustainability	

research	 needs	 to	 develop	 its	 self-reflexivity	 beyond	discourse-rational	 approaches	 to	

narratives,	 with	 a	 deeper	 understanding	 of	 both	 embodied	 cognition	 and	 of	 culture.	

Reflection	 on,	 and	 radically	 imaginative	 work	 with	 both	 dominant	 and	 alternative	

imaginaries	 that	 sustainability	 researchers	 operate	 from,	 such	 as	 the	 four	 imaginaries	

discussed	in	this	article,	are	a	precondition	to	any	movement	beyond	institutional	path-

dependency	to	a	globally	unsustainable	development.	

	

Vom	Versuch,	die	Welt	als	imaginärer	zu	beweisen	

Vier	Ansätze	der	Nachhaltigkeitsforschung,	Nachhaltigkeit	zu	imaginieren		

	

Schlagwörter:	 Imaginäre	 der	 Nachhaltigkeit,	 Imagination,	 Nachhaltigkeitsforschung,	

Nachhaltigkeitswissenschaft	

	

Zusammenfassung	

	

Die	Nachhaltigkeitsforschung	hat	sich	der	doppelten	Herausforderung	gestellt,	zugleich	

die	 Komplexität	 eines	 globalen,	 lokalen	 und	 historisch	 nicht-nachhaltigen	

Entwicklungspfads	 aufzudecken	 und	 zu	 einem	 Suchprozess	 für	 nachhaltigere	

Entwicklungspfade	für	die	Menschheit	beizutragen.		

Einige	Forscher	auf	diesem	Gebiet	haben	vorgeschlagen,	"dass	die	Herausforderung	der	

Nachhaltigkeit	 vielleicht	 nicht	 darin	 besteht,	 die	 Welt	 als	 realer	 zu	 beweisen	 [...],	

sondern	 die	 Welt	 als	 imaginärer	 zu	 beweisen"	 (Robinson,	 zitiert	 nach	 Taylor	 2012,	

eigene	Übersetzung).	Der	Artikel	greift	diesen	Aufruf	des	Imaginären	auf	und	untersucht	

einige	 imaginaries	 und	 Imaginationen	 von	 Nachhaltigkeit,	 welche	 in	 der	

Nachhaltigkeitsforschung	 von	 Bedeutung	 sind.	 Vier	 relativ	 unterschiedliche	

Nachhaltigkeitsforschungsansätze	 werden	 identifiziert,	 charakterisiert	 und	

differenziert:	 "Triple	 Bottom-Line",	 "Nachhaltigkeitstransformation",	 "ganzheitliche	

Heilung/Biophilie"	 und	 "Kultur	 der	 qualitativen	 Komplexität".	 Sie	 entwickeln	 jeweils	
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einen	 spezifischen	Fokus,	werden	von	 teilweise	unterschiedlichen	 Imaginären	genährt	

und	entwickeln	ihre	Imaginationen	in	verschiedene	Richtungen.	

	

In	 diesem	Artikel	wird	die	 Imagination	 als	 individueller	 und	 sozialer,	perzeptiver	 und	

kreativer	Prozess	verstanden,	durch	den	wir	Realitäten	in	unseren	Begegnungen	mit	der	

Welt	 formen;	wohingegen	das	 Imaginäre	 als	 eine	 tiefe	 symbolische	Matrix	 verstanden	

wird,	 die	 unseren	 Zugang	 zur	 Welt	 ermöglicht.	 Das	 Imaginäre	 wird	 nicht	 nur	 von	

Menschen	 erfunden	 und	 der	 Welt	 aufgezwungen,	 sondern	 ist	 das	 Ergebnis	 einer	

imaginativen	Begegnung	mit	der	menschlichen	und	der	nichtmenschlichen	Welt.	

		

Eine	 Fokussierung	 der	 Imagination	 und	 des	 Imaginären	 erlaubt	 nicht	 nur	 die	

Beobachtung	 des	 Gebiets	 der	 Nachhaltigkeitsforschung	 durch	 eine	 differenzierende	

Perspektive,	 die	 hilft,	 bestimmte	 gegensätzliche	 und/oder	 gemeinsame	 Merkmale	

verschiedener	 Nachhaltigkeitsforschungsansätze	 zu	 verstehen.	 Dieser	 Fokus	 hat	 auch	

einen	 potenziell	 instrumentellen	 Wert	 für	 die	 inter-	 und	 transdisziplinäre	

Nachhaltigkeitsforschung	 selbst,	 da	 sie	 Nachhaltigkeitsforscher	 dazu	 ermutigt,	 die	

Bedeutung,	 Modalitäten	 und	 unterschiedliche	 Ausrichtungen	 kreativer	 und	

reflektierender	 Ansätze	 für	 zukunftsorientierte	 Forschungsagenden	 weiter	 zu	

reflektieren.	Die	kreative	Ausübung	der	Imagination	steht	nicht	nur	im	Mittelpunkt	von	

"anticipatory	 competences"	 (Wiek/Withycombe/Redman,	 p.	 7)	 für	 Nachhaltigkeit,	

sondern	 auch	 im	 Kern	 der	 Wahrnehmung	 der	 dynamischen	 Komplexität	 des	 Natur-

Kultur-Nexus.	 In	 dieser	 Hinsicht	 muss	 die	 Nachhaltigkeitsforschung	 ihre	

Selbstreflexivität	 über	 diskursrationale	 Ansätze	 zu	 Narrativen	 hinaus	 entwickeln,	 und	

ein	tieferes	Verständnis	sowohl	der	“Embodied	Cognition”	als	auch	der	Kultur	gewinnen.	

Die	Reflexion	 auf	 und	 die	 radikal	 imaginative	Arbeit	mit	 sowohl	 dominanten	 als	 auch	

alternativen	imaginaries,	von	denen	Nachhaltigkeitsforscher	ausgehen,	wie	auch	die	vier	

in	 diesem	 Artikel	 diskutierten	 imaginaries,	 sind	 Voraussetzungen	 für	 jede	 Bewegung,	

welche	 über	 die	 institutionelle	 Pfadabhängigkeit	 von	 einer	 global	 nicht-nachhaltigen	

Entwicklung	hinausgeht.	

	

Introduction		

	

Calls	to	imagination	in	sustainability	research	
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The	 relatively	 young	 inter-	 and	 transdisciplinary	 area	 of	 sustainability	 research,	 and	

within	 it	 the	more	clearly	defined	field	of	“sustainability	science”,	have	set	 themselves	

the	double-challenge	of	uncovering	the	complexity	of	a	globally,	locally	and	historically	

unsustainable	 development	 path	 that	 contemporary	 humanity	 is	 involved	 in,	 and	 of	

contributing	to	a	search	and	development	process	 for	more	viable	(a.k.a.	 ‘sustainable’)	

development	paths	for	humanity.1	

Some	 early	 cultural	 critics	 of	 sustainability	 discourses	 argued	 in	 the	 1990's	 that	

“ecologists	 have	 unfortunately	 renounced	 imagination”	 (Laville/Leenhardt	 1996,	 p.	

100),	 and	 called	 forward	 a	 “mobilization	 of	 the	 imaginary”	 (ibid.,	 p.	 116)	 with	 the	

participation	 of	 artists.	 Several	 artists	 working	 on	 ecology	 and/or	 sustainable	

development	have	 indeed	already	explicitly	and	repeatedly	stressed	the	 importance	of	

imagination	 for	 sustainability	 transformation.	For	example,	 Shelley	Sacks	at	 the	Social	

Sculpture	Research	Unit	(SSRU)	of	the	Oxford	Brookes	University,	a	long-active	artistic	

research	unit	with	a	commitment	to	ecological	and	sustainability-oriented	issues:	

“Social	 sculpture	 is	 a	 field	 of	 transformation.	 [...]	 It	 emphasises	 the	 role	 of	 imagination	 in	
transformative	 social	 process	 and	 the	 centrality	 of	 alternative	 modes	 of	 thought.	 [It]	 is	
concerned	with	exploring	strategies,	methods	and	principles	that	enable	us	to	see,	understand	
and	act	imaginatively	to	shape	a	humane	and	ecologically	viable	world”	(Sacks	nd).	
The	 London-based	 interdisciplinary	 (artistic	 and	 scientific)	 collective	 PLATFORM	 also	

works	 explicitly	 with	 the	 imaginary	 with	 the	 stated	 goals	 to	 "advance	 social	 and	

ecological	 justice"	 and	 "to	 discuss	 complex	 issues".	 In	 their	work	 that	 brings	 together	

"dreaming,	researching,	selecting,	forming,	feeling,	connecting	[and]	looking	long	[they]	

create	an	imagined	reality	that	is	different	from	the	present	reality"	(PLATFORM	2004).	

More	recently,	a	few	social	scientists	working	on	issues	of	sustainability	started	working	

directly	 with	 imaginaries	 themselves,	 e.g.	 Bruno	 Latour	 who	 from	 2010	 onwards	

developed	 two	 theatrical	 works	 (and	 other	 formats)	 on	 climate	 change,	Cosmocolosse	

and	Gaia	Global	Circus.2	

		

Meanwhile,	calls	to	"imagination"	have	been	voiced	by	environmental	activists	(e.g.	Mc	

Kibben	2005).	However,	most	sustainability	scientists	have	not	seriously	researched	in	

this	 direction,	 although	 some	 recognized	 the	 value	 of	 imagination	 for	 "anticipatory	

																																																								
1	 	I	use	the	term	"sustainability	research"	to	refer	to	a	wider	ensemble	of	research	communities	
identifying	themselves	as	researching	sustainability,	also	beyond	the	institutionalized	field	of	
"sustainability	science".	
2	 	See	http://www.bruno-latour.fr/fr/node/359	[last	accessed	18.08.2017]	
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competences"	 (Wiek/Withycombe/Redman2011,	 p.	 7)	 in	 engagements	 with	 possible	

futures.	Imagination	is	at	best	merely	invoked	in	the	context	of	visioning	and	scenario-

building	 processes	 (e.g.	 Wiek/Iwaniec	 2013),	 without	 consideration	 of	 "how	 such	

visioning	of	future-thinking	takes	place	in	larger	societal	contexts"	(Milkoreit	2017,	p.	6).	

Though	relying	on	the	ability	to	imagine	futures,	this	research	field	"in	and	by	itself	lacks	

the	cultural	reflexivity	to	examine	such	imaginaries"	(Wright	et	al.	2013,	p.	649;	see	also	

Yusoff/Gabrys	 2011).	 An	 interest	 in	 discourses	 and	 narratives	 exists	 among	 some	

sustainability	 scientists,	 but	 their	 interest	 remains	 limited	 to	 logical	 articulations	 of	

ideas	 and	 language	 forming	 "plausible	 and	 coherent	 accounts	 about	 different	

phenomena"	 (Espinosa	et	 al.	2017,	p.	13)	as	part	of	 communicative	processes.	Typical	

analyses	 and	 self-reflexive	 accounts	 of	 sustainability	 discourses	 are	 limited	 to	 a	

discourse-rational	 approach	 (e.g.	 Di	 Giulio	 2004;	 Schultz	 et	 al.	 2008).	 Narratives	 are	

discussed	as	"stories	that	address	a	specific	problem"	and	as	"justifications	for	particular	

interventions"	 (Luederitz	 et	 al.	 2017,	 p.	 394);	 they	 are	 harnessed	 into	 solutionist	

discourses	 on	 sustainability	 visions	 and	 interventions,	 without	 interrogating	 the	

diverging	 imaginary	 worlds	 from	which	 they	 may	 stem	 (thus	 implying	 that	 different	

narratives	share	similar	ontologies).3	A	disembodied	idealism	is	at	work,	strong	on	ideas	

and	 language,	 but	 unreflective	 of	 embodied	 cognition	 and	 of	 the	 sensory	 world,	 thus	

missing	out	 on	what	 lies	 beneath	 consciously	articulated	 discourses	 and	 narratives	 to	

include	preconscious	and	subconscious	realms,	and	beyond	the	mere	verbal	 to	 include	

the	 sensory	 and	 emotional.	 Only	 few	 sustainability	 researchers	 have	 investigated	 in	

more	 depth	 how	 transdisciplinary	 research	 for	 sustainability,	 in	 its	 efforts	 to	 weave	

multiple	ways	of	knowing,	must	work	with	"meaning	and	values	[as]	not	only	linguistic	

or	 cognitive	 processes	 [but	 more	 deeply	 involving]	 memories,	 bodily	 sensations,	

emotions,	intuitions,	imagination"	(Galafassi	2018,	p.	21).	This	imperative	was	framed	as	

"transdisciplinary	 hermeneutics"	 (Dieleman	 2017)	 and	 as	 an	 "artistic	 turn	 in	

sustainability	research"	(Kagan	2017).	

	

Imaginary	worlds	of	sustainability	

	

																																																								
3	 	This	ontological	blindspot	will	limit	researchers	in	their	attempts	to	"navigate	between	
narratives	[...]	transcend	the	intent	of	individual	narratives	[and]	transgress	narrative	boundaries"	and	to	
achieve	"solution-oriented	[...]	meta-narratives"	(Luederitz	et	al.	2017,	p.	404).	
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A	 small	 number	 of	 sustainability	 scientists	 argue,	 not	 only	 that	 “sustainability	 is	 the	

emergent	property	of	a	discussion	about	desired	 futures”	(John	Robinson	as	quoted	 in	

Miller	2011,	p.	31),	but	also	“that	maybe	the	challenge	of	sustainability	isn’t	to	prove	the	

world	more	real	—	rubbing	people’s	noses	in	the	parts	per	million	and	the	hectares	—	

but	to	prove	the	world	more	imaginary”	(Robinson	as	quoted	in	Taylor	2012,	n.p.).	They	

sought	 to	 embed	 sustainability	 narratives	 in	 imaginaries	 as	 "ontological	 worlds"	

(Bendor	et	al.	2017,	p.	1).	Some	sustainability	researchers	also	developed	an	interest	in	

understanding	 "social	 change	 through	 the	 conflicts,	 contradictions	 and	 shifts	 of	

collective	imaginaries"	(Mathieu	2012,	p.	209).	

The	imaginary	is	like	a	cognitive	and	cultural	humus	from	which	more	articulate	cultural	

constructs	such	as	visions,	narratives,	discourses	and	utopias	can	grow	and	where	they	

can	take	roots	(whereby	utopias	involve	a	specific	register	of	social	imaginaries	that	are	

purposefully	 ‘irreal’)4.	 In	 this	sense,	sustainability	science's	attention	to	narratives	and	

discourses	is	like	an	off-soil	cultivation	model	that	insufficiently	investigates	the	"ecology	

of	ideas"	(Morin	1980,	p.	84).		

Taking	 up	 this	 invocation	 of	 the	 imaginary,	 I	 am	 investigating	 in	 this	 article	 some	

imaginaries	 and	 imaginations	 of	 sustainability	 at	 play	 in	 sustainability	 research.	 My	

reflection	is	borrowing	mostly	from	classical	works	of	philosophy	and	social	theory,	and	

inspired	by	phenomenology,	various	social	sciences,	humanities	and	the	arts,	culturally	

sensitive	 approaches	 to	 sustainability	 research,	 and	 a	 transdisciplinarity	 rooted	 in	

qualitative	 complexity.	 It	 is	 not	 discipline-	 but	 inquiry-driven	 (cf.	 Montuori	 2013).	

Through	 a	 retrospection	 over	 a	 bit	 more	 than	 a	 decade	 of	 my	 inter-	 and	

transdisciplinary	encounters	and	involvement	with	this	wide	area	of	research	(including	

the	 narrower	 research	 field	 of	 sustainability	 science),	 I	 identify,	 characterize	 and	

differentiate	 four	 relatively	distinct	 approaches	 to	 sustainability	 research	 that	develop	

each	 a	 specific	 focus,	 are	 nourished	 by	 partly	 different	 imaginaries	 and	 develop	 their	

imaginations	 in	 distinct	 directions:	 A	 “triple	 bottom-line”	 approach,	 a	 “sustainability	

transformation”	approach,	an	approach	of	“holistic	healing/biophilia”,	and	a	“culture	of	

qualitative	complexity”	approach.	

	

Others	have	already	started	investigating	sustainability	as	a	"social	fiction",	looking	into	

its	social	imaginary.	However,	in	my	view,	for	example	the	first	sketch	of	analysis	drawn	

																																																								
4	 	On	the	"irreal",	see	the	discussion	of	Sartre	further	down.	
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by	 Herbrik	 and	 Kanter	 (2016)	 is	 insufficient,	 providing	 an	 undifferentiated	 and	 over-

simplified	 account	 of	 the	 social	 imaginaries	 involved	 in	 sustainability	 research,	 thus	

justifying	the	more	differentiated	account	I	am	attempting	in	the	next	pages.	

Herbrik	and	Kanter	(2016)	point	out	that	sustainability-related	thinking,	discourse	and	

action	 inevitably	 imply	exceeding	the	sphere	of	 the	current	"real"	because	they	always	

demand	 to	 deal	 with	 imaginations	 of	 the	 future.	 They	 also	 notice	 that	 the	 idea	 of	

sustainability,	 normative	 and	 action-oriented,	 finds	 a	 motivational	 ground	 in	 the	

imagination	 of	 consequences	 of	 certain	 forms	 of	 "inaction"	 and/or	 nefarious	 action.	

From	 this	 observation,	 they	 jump	 to	 the	 conclusion	 that	 sustainability's	 vision	 of	 the	

future	has	an	"almost	fundamentally	dystopian	character"	(Herbrik/Kanter	2016,	p.	13)	

-	 claiming	as	an	example	 the	 field	of	 art	where	work	on	sustainability	would	generate	

"many	dystopian	designs,	almost	no	utopian	[ones	or	merely]	kitsch"	(ibid.).	Not	only	is	

their	claim	easily	refuted	by	published	research	on	the	work	done	by	artists	working	on	

ecology	 and	 sustainability	 (Blanc/Ramos	 2010;	 Kagan	 2011,	 2012,	 2014;	 Weintraub	

2012;	 Blanc	 and	 Benish	 2016;	 Mayer	 Harrison/Harrison	 2016;	 Demos	 2016).	 It	 also	

reduces	 the	 characteristics	 of	 imaginaries	 of	 sustainability	 to	 its	 one	 more-or-less	

common	and	pronounced	dystopian	dimension,	obscuring	 its	utopian	dimension.	They	

then	lament	the	"wide-stretched	scope"	of	sustainability	with	its	three	or	four	"pillars"	

(ecological,	 economic,	 social,	 cultural),	 as	 making	 sustainability	 an	 all-pervasive,	

inescapable	thing	that	both	inevitably	generates	trade-offs	and	allows	no	action	to	ever	

satisfy	 all	 its	 normative	 requirements.	Not	 only	 do	 they	 thereby	 ignore	 the	 important	

difference,	within	sustainability	research,	between	an	image	of	distinct	"pillars"	and	an	

image	of	 integrated	"dimensions"	of	sustainability	(cf.	Kagan	2018),	and	the	difference	

between	 the	 "universalist",	 "procedural"	 and	 "ambiguous"	 definitions	of	 sustainability	

(discussed	in	further	detail	below)	that	very	differently	posit	both	trade-offs	and	multi-

dimensional	requirements.	They	also	miss	the	specifically	transdisciplinary	challenge	of	

a	 complexity-based	 imaginary	 of	 sustainability	 (especially	 significant	 in	 one	 of	 the	

imaginaries	discussed	below)	where	both	the	 lived	qualitative	 complexity	of	 everyday	

life	and	the	multi-scalar	complexity	of	planetary	socio-ecological	systems	are	met	with	a	

complex	thinking	that	has	no	longer	to	do	with	clear-cut	sectorial	and	normative	goals	

as	 it	 privileges	 "ethical	 complexity"	 (Morin	2004).	 One	 imaginary	 from	which	Herbrik	

and	Kanter	 (2016)	 themselves	operate	 is	 a	modern	 dominant	 social	 imaginary	where	

concepts	 (and	 things	 in	 general)	 have	 clear	 definable	 borders	 and	 the	 logic	 of	 non-
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contradiction	 always	 applies.	 This	 imaginary	 allows	 the	 belief	 in	 the	 possibility	 of	 a	

value-neutrality	 of	 science	 (which,	 as	 I	 will	 mention	 below	 referring	 to	 Cornelius	

Castoriadis'	 critique	 of	 Marxism,	 should	 be	 problematized	 by	 the	 recognition	 of	 the	

imaginary	institution	of	society).	From	their	standpoint,	the	combination	of	complexity	

(pointing	 to	 a	 looming	 loss	 of	 the	 modern	 "illusion	 of	 control",	 Hörl	 2015),	

transdisciplinarity	 (no	 longer	 content	 with	 a	 fragmented	 Modern	 worldview)	 and	

destabilization	 of	 the	 belief	 in	 scientific	 value-neutrality,	 uncovered	 by	 sustainability	

research,	 can	 then	 only	 be	 received	 as	 "especially	 problematic	 and	 therefore	 also	

emotional"	(Herbrik/Kanter	2016,	p.	13),	or	even	as	a	threatening	"religion	[in	its]	pre-

enlightenment	version"	(ibid.).		

Their	 article	 has	 the	 merit	 to	 raise	 the	 question	 of	 the	 imaginary	 in	 sustainability	

research.	 It	provides	some	thoughtful	provocations	and	unwillingly	 illustrates	some	of	

the	misunderstandings	that	arise	from	a	confusion	between	the	different	imaginaries	of	

sustainability	 being	 developed	 by	 different	 strands	 of	 sustainability	 research	 and	 a	

missing	self-reflection	on	the	Modern	social	imaginary	grounding	their	own	analysis.	But	

such	an	account	of	"imaginations	of	sustainability"	is	more	obscuring	than	helpful,	and	a	

different	approach	to	the	question	of	social	imaginaries	as	they	operate	in	sustainability	

research	is	required.	

	

If	 we	 are	 to	 "prove	 the	 world	 more	 imaginary"	 as	 John	 Robinson	 and	 David	 Maggs	

suggest,	 this	suggestion	 is,	however,	not	 to	be	misunderstood	as	a	call	 to	conjure	up	a	

world	of	illusions,	of	projected	fantasies,	to	be	imposed	onto	society.	Instead,	I	interpret	

their	suggestion	as	a	call	to	more	carefully	and	reflectively	consider	how	imagination	is	

at	work	in	this	world,	which	imaginaries	are	involved,	individually	and	socially,	and	also	

as	 a	 call	 to	 productively	 intervene	 in	 the	 imaginative	 production	 of	 the	 world,	

"creating/disclosing	 forms,	 expressive	 of	 possibilities	 for	 living	 affectively	 and	

effectively	within	it"	(Lennon	2015,	p.	11).	

This	process	never	ends	because	the	world,	"out	there",	is	not	exhaustible	by	any	given	

amount	of	human	imaginaries,	however	rich	and	diverse.	This	also	opens	up	a	hopeful	

horizon	 for	 sustainability	 research	 and	 activism,	 because	 "the	 dimension	 of	 creativity	

suggested	by	the	claim	that	our	world	is	an	imaginary	world	allows	for	the	possibility	of	

it	 being	 imagined	 in	 different	 ways,	 being	 open	 to	 alternative	 visions"	 and	 for	 the	

possibility	of	then	sharing	such	alternative	visions	with	others	(ibid.,	p.	12).	
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In	order	to	proceed	in	this	direction,	I	thus	need	to	first	articulate	the	understandings	of	

imagination	 and	 of	 the	 imaginary	 that	 animate	my	 research	 interest,	 before	 I	 discuss	

imaginaries	of	sustainability.	

	

	

Imagination	and	Imaginaries	

	

In	 this	 article,	 imagination	 is	 understood	 as	 an	 individual	 and	 social,	 perceptive	 and	

creative	 process	 by	 which	 we	 shape	 realities	 in	 our	 encounters	 with	 the	 world.	

Imagination	is	at	play	in	perception,	giving	form	to	sensory	intuitions	(cf.	Kant	1970)	as	

well	as	making	present	that	which	is	absent	(cf.	Hume	1964).	Imagination	is	a	creative	

faculty	 and	 "the	 working	 of	 the	 imagination	 within	 the	 world	 gives	 that	 world	 an	

affective	texture"	(Lennon	2015,	p.	3).	Imagination	is	not	mere	fantasy	but	sensitivity	to	

the	possible	shapes	of	one's	 environment	 -	 in	Merleau-Ponty's	words	 (and	after	Kant)	

there	is	an	"imaginary	texture	of	the	real"	(Merleau-Ponty	1964a,	p.	24).	"As	the	faculty	

to	make	present	what	 is	potentially	absent,	 the	 imagination	 is	 at	 the	very	basis	of	 the	

possibility	of	action"	(Wright	et	al.	2013,	p.	651).	

	

The	imaginary	is	understood	here	as	a	patterned	set	of	shared	images,	forming	a	matrix	

that	 affects	 our	 access	 to	 the	 world.	 These	 images	 (understood	 broadly	 as	 patterns,	

forms)	 are	 affectively	 laden	 and	 they	 play	 a	 crucial	 role	 in	 how	 a	 human	 being	

experiences	 the	world	 and	 the	 self.	 A	 shared	 social	 imaginary	 is	 an	 "enabling	 but	 not	

fully	explicable	symbolic	matrix	within	which	people	imagine	and	act	as	world	making	

collective	agents"	(Gaonkar	2002,	p.	1).	It	institutes “a	moral	or	metaphysical	order,	in	
the	 context	 of	 which	 the	 norms	 and	 ideals	 make	 sense"	 (Taylor	 2002,	 p.	 107).	

Perceptions	 and	 understandings	 are	 "always	 already	 premised	 in	 these	 prior,	 often	

axiomatic,	ontological	dimensions"	(Bendor	et	al.	2017,	p.	1).	

	

Imagination	produces	unity	within	the	manifold	of	sensory	data	by	operating	a	synthesis	

and	organization	of	sensory	data	 into	some	shape	that	 is	 then	perceived	as	 something	

(cf.	Kant	1970).	 Individual	 imagination	allows	both	to	keep	now-absent	experiences	 in	

the	mind	and	to	synthesize	present	and	absent	 impressions.	 It	allows	an	awareness	of	

time.	It	can	creatively	search	for	a	form	(cf.	Kant	2007),	making	(new)	sense	of	the	world.		
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The	world	makes	 sense	at	all	 thanks	 to	 the	operation	of	 imagination	and	 imaginaries.	

Thereby,	 "[c]ertain	 features	 of	 the	 world	 show	 that	 certain	 responses	 to	 it	 are	

appropriate,	 or	 in	 some	 cases	 show	 them	 to	 be	 required"	 (Lennon	 2015,	 p.	 10).5		

According	 to	 John	 McDowell	 (1998),	 imaginative-perceptive	 processes	 constitute	 the	

very	reasons	and	justifications	that	ground	our	knowledge	of	reality	and	our	intentions.	

Maurice	Merleau-Ponty	(1945)	argued	that	the	productive	imagination	is	an	embodied	

experience,	a	sensitivity	of	the	body-mind	to	the	world	that	takes	up	form,	and	does	not	

merely	impose	a	conceptual	form	upon	the	world.	He	did	not	see	these	taken-up	forms	

as	determined	but	as	resulting	 from	the	creative	act	of	bringing	latent	 forms	to	visible	

expression:	 Making	 visible	 what	 is	 otherwise	 latently	 in-the-visible,	 yet	 remaining	

invisible	until	the	creativity	of	the	productive	imagination	is	engaged	(cf.	Merleau-Ponty	

1964b).	Imagination	thus	brings	the	world	to	expression.	

	

Imagination	 gives	 an	 affective	 texture	 to	 the	world.	Affect	 is	 both	 "the	 capacity	 of	our	

bodies	 to	be	affected,	 to	 bear	 the	marks	 of	 our	 interactions	with	 the	world	 and	 other	

bodies	 [and	our	 capacity]	 to	respond,	 expressively	 or	 purposively".	 Imaginaries	 "carry	

the	affective	salience"	of	human	experiences	(Lennon	2015,	p.	52).6	Imaginaries	provide	

human	 desire	 with	 objects	 to	 desire	 and	 gives	 focus	 and	 concentration	 to	 desire;	

imagination	 is	 an	 affective	 synthesis,	 according	 to	 Jean-Paul	 Sartre	 (1940).	 Through	

imaginaries,	 we	 find	 the	world	 as	 expressive	 and	 as	 inviting	 a	 response	 (cf.	 Merleau-

Ponty	 1964b),	 and	 this	 already	 involves	 us,	 i.e.	 we	 do	 not	 remain	 neutrally	 non-

implicated,	 unaffected	 by	 our	 imaginaries	 (cf.	Merleau-Ponty	 1960,	 p.	 49-103).	We	do	

not	cast	our	affects	upon	a	neutral	world	but	respond	to	the	world's	affective	texture	as	

we	perceive	it.	

As	 Baruch	 Spinoza	 suggested,	 in	 Lennon’s	 words:	 "for	 most	 of	 us,	 most	 of	 the	 time,	

images	 are	 the	 way	 in	 which	 we	 motivate	 our	 actions	 and	 mediate	 our	 practical	

engagements	with	 the	world	 and	 other	 people”.	 And	what's	more,	 human	motivation	

needs	 emotions	 and	 “we	 are	 required	 to	 cultivate	 the	 imagination	 to	 provide	
																																																								
5	 	Lennon	warns	against	the	misrepresentations	according	to	which	"our	needs	and	desires	are	
prior	inner	states	setting	our	goals,	and	the	world	is	a	world	of	neutral	facts	which	we	utilise	to	find	ways	
of	fulfilling	them.	In	contrast,	our	responses	arise	out	of	our	openness	to	a	world	whose	affective	qualities	
suggest	possibilities	to	us"	(Lennon	2015,	p.	8).	
6	 	The	affective	shapes	that	the	world	takes	in	the	subconscious	mind,	and	the	functions	of	
imagination	and	imaginaries	therein,	were	discussed	at	length	by	psychoanalysts,	starting	with	Sigmund	
Freud,	including	Jacques	Lacan	and	others,	also	provoking	dissenting	discourses	(e.g.	by	Herbert	Marcuse	
and	Cornelius	Castoriadis).	However,	the	discourses,	analyses	and	arguments	developed	in	psychoanalysis	
will	not	be	further	discussed	here.	
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empowering	 images	 to	 enable	 the	 perseverance	 of	 our	 own	 being	 and	 thereby	 our	

harmonious	relations	with	others"	(Lennon	2015,	p.	63).		

	

Imaginaries	are	neither	purely	solipsistic	inventions	of	the	mind,	nor	do	they	exist	only	

at	the	individual	level,	but	they	are	also	“features	of	socio-historical	contexts	which	can	

be	 encountered	 and	 shared"	 (Lennon	2015,	 p.	 73f.).	 Individual	 imaginations	 and	 even	

the	 very	 experience	 and	 construction	 of	 the	 self/individual	 identity	 are	 trained	 and	

initiated	 through	 one's	 upbringing	 and	 life	 experiences,	 i.e.	 through	 the	 socialization	

process.	 Furthermore,	 because	 in	 a	 society	 not	 everyone	 can	 develop	 face-to-face	

interaction	with	everyone	else	and	thus	individual	imaginations	added	up	do	not	suffice	

to	make	up	a	society,	"imagined	communities"	are	formed,	which	individuals	encounter	

and	 thanks	 to	which	members	 of	 a	 society	 can	 relate	 to	wider	 social	 institutions	 (cf.	

Anderson	 1983).	 The	 existence	 of	 social	 institutions	 is	 linked	 to	 the	 existence	 of	

imaginaries	that	we	more-or-less	share	with	each	other	as	members	of	a	society	(carried	

by	shared	representations	and	practices,	stories	we	tell	ourselves,	myths	we	pass	on	and	

structures	we	construct).	

Social	 imaginaries	 are	 both	 socially	 instituted	 and	 instituting.	 They	 are	 as	 affectively	

laden	 as	 are	 individual	 imaginaries,	 and	 are	 not	 produced	 and	 controlled	 by	 specific	

individuals	or	groups	alone	but	produced,	continuously	modified	(whether	intentionally	

or	not)	and	shared	by	an	"anonymous	collective"	(Castoriadis	1994,	p.	149).		

A	social	imaginary	is	a	complex	web	of	meanings	that	has,	according	to	Castoriadis	(cf.	

1975)	a	unity	and	internal	cohesion	legitimizing	certain	views,	logics	and	organizational	

forms	in	a	society.7		"The	task	of	[...]	creating	an	alternative	social	order	is	not,	then,	that	

of	dispensing	with	imaginaries,	but	of	providing	alternative	ones"	(Lennon	2015,	p.	83).	A	

"radical	 imagination"	 is	 required,	 Castoriadis	 argued,	 in	 order	 to	 detach	 from	 a	 given	

dominant	social	imaginary	and	the	certainties	it	provides,	and	in	order	to	develop	new	

models.	

Castoriadis	 has	 been	 criticized	 for	 assuming	 too	 much	 homogeneity	 in	 the	 social	

imaginary	of	a	society	and	other	authors	have	stressed	the	importance	of	differences	in	

																																																								
7	 	The	recognition	of	the	imaginary	institution	of	society	implies	that	no	meaningful	reflective	
understanding	of	social	institutions	can	be	developed	without	a	reflection	on	the	imaginaries	that	are	
central	to	given	societies	at	given	historical	periods	-	a	reflection	that	itself	cannot	take	a	neutral,	outside	
vantage-point.	Social	imaginaries	cannot	be	merely	unmasked	and	done	away	with,	replaced	by	scientific	
and	non-ideological	accounts	of	society	-	thus	Castoriadis	(cf.	1975)	denounced	the	delusional	pretence	of	
Marxism	in	this	respect.	
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the	(not	only	individual	but	also)	social	imaginaries	that	relate	to	the	same	practice	or	

same	 social	 institution.	 Members	 of	 a	 society	 may	 share	 a	 same	 symbol	 while	 not	

sharing	 the	 same	 meaning	 for	 it	 (cf.	 Cohen	 1985).	 Different	 ways	 to	 relate	 to	 the	

dominant	imaginaries	can	co-exist,	not	only	on	the	individual	but	also	on	the	social	level.	

Critical	 reflection	 and	 research	 need	 to	 take	 these	 differences	 into	 account	 and	 to	

involve	them	in	the	reflexive	work	on	social	imaginaries.	

	

Imaginaries	 are	 not	 just	 made	 up	 and	 imposed	 on	 the	 world	 by	 the	 humans,	 as	

individuals	or	societies,	but	the	result	of	an	encounter	with	the	human	and	other-than-

human	 world	 (cf.	 Janowski/Ingold	 2012).	 This	 encounter	 is	 imaginative,	 whereby	

imagination	 is	 not	 to	 be	 understood	 as	 a	 process	 of	 creation	 ex	 nihilo	 but	 rather	 as	 a	

relational	and	generative	(bio)semiotic	process	(thus	also	not	considered	as	necessarily	

unique	to	human	beings)8.	

Thereby,	while	on	the	one	hand	one	“can	think	of	imaginaries	as	the	ways	in	which	the	

world	 is	 lit	 up	 for	 us”	 (Lennon	 2015,	 p.	 139),	 on	 the	 other	 hand	 one	 can	 think	 of	

imagination	as	the	operation	of	the	individual	body-mind-complex	and	of	social	groups	

whereby,	 in	 the	 encounter	 with	 the	 world,	 through	 a	 combination	 with	 sense-

perceptions,	 rational-cognitive	 processes	 and	 intersubjective	 (phenomenological	 and	

hermeneutic)	processes,	 imaginative	processes	give	 textures	 to	 (re)emergent	 realities.	

With	 imaginaries,	 one	 can	 relate	 to	 shared	 and	 changing	 culture-natures,	 while	 with	

imagination	one	can	approach	the	creative	social	(de/re)constructions	of	reality.	In	this	

sense,	 “imagination	 is	 at	 the	 active	 and	 organizational	 heart	 of	 social	 and	 political	

reality”	(Morin	1977,	p.	341).	

	

Coming	back	 to	 the	micro-social	 level,	when	one	 tries	 to	 change	behaviours,	 and	 thus	

both	 to	 raise	 suspicions	 about	 already-held	 beliefs	 and	 social	 conventions	 and	 to	

generate	 conviction	 about	 alternative	 beliefs	 and	 social	 conventions	 (cf.	 Kagan	 2008),	

this	 process	 necessarily	 involves	 inviting	 the	 other	 in	 a	 process	 of	 initiation	 into	 an	

alternative	way	of	seeing	situations	at	hand	-	a	changed	imaginary	that	is	a	preliminary	

step	 to	 fostering	 further	 change	 (cf.	 McDowell	 1998).	 Spinoza	 already	 noted	 that	 no	

																																																								
8	 	The	question	of	the	degrees	to	which	other-than-human	imaginations	and	imaginaries	may	exist	
will	not	be	addressed	here	(e.g.	imagination	in	chimpanzees	or	dolphins	as	reported	by	some	researchers).	
The	reader	should	just	not	assume	that	I	share	any	claims,	traditionally	made	much	too	hastily,	of	human	
exceptionalism.	
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amount	of	 intellectual	arguments	alone	will	change	someone's	motivations	and	way	of	

seeing	the	world,	unless	strong	affects	are	involved	through	imaginaries:		

"An	affect	cannot	be	restrained	or	taken	away	except	by	an	affect	opposite	to,	and	stronger	than,	
the	affect	to	be	restrained.	[...]	The	knowledge	of	good	and	evil	is	nothing	but	an	affect	of	joy	and	
sadness,	insofar	as	we	are	conscious	of	it.	[...]	No	affect	can	be	restrained	by	the	true	knowledge	
of	good	and	evil	 insofar	as	it	 is	true,	but	only	 insofar	as	 it	 is	considered	as	an	affect"	 (Spinoza	
1992,	p.	7-13).	
I	referred	specifically	in	earlier	writings	(e.g.	Kagan	2008)	to	the	subversive	imagination	

"unleashing	 imaginative	powers	that	both	envision	 the	present	state	of	 the	world	as	a	

critical	reflection	and	remind	the	participant	of	desires	that	have	been	buried	by	his/her	

current	 conventions"	 (Kagan	 2008,	 p.	 167).	 This	 discussion	 of	 imagination	 pointed	 to	

Herbert	 Marcuse,	 for	 whom	 subversive	 imagination	 holds	 the	 potential	 to	 transcend	

social	 determination	 and	 sublimate	 given	 reality	 in	 its	 “overwhelming	 presence”	

(Marcuse	1978,	p.	6)	in	order	to	negate	the	established,	‘objective’	social	order.	Marcuse	

(1955)	stressed	the	emancipatory	function	of	the	imagination	that	allows	envisioning	a	

transformed	reality	and	then	seeking	to	realize	this	transformation.	The	famous	slogan	

"All	power	to	the	imagination"	by	Situationist	activists	in	May	1968	in	Paris	was	inspired	

by	Marcuse's	discourse.	

The	 interpretation	 of	 imagination	 as	 an	 active	 negation	 of	 the	 real	 and	 as	 the	

constitution	 of	 something	 absent	 and	 "irreal"	 had	 been	 already	 articulated	 by	 Sartre	

(1940),	 for	 whom	 imagination	 involves	 not	 only	 a	 constitutive	 act	 but	 also	 an	

annihilating	 one	 going	 against	 a	 passive	 perceptual	 consciousness.	 It	 allows	 us	 to	

envision	 futures	not	determined	by	 the	 real,	while	being	well	 aware	of	 real	 situations	

that	 motivate	 the	 creation	 of	 alternative	 imaginaries.	 This	 allows	 conscious	 choices.	

Sartre	posits	a	transcendental	and	wilful	subject	whereas	Merleau-Ponty	(1945)	speaks	

of	 a	 responsiveness	 of	 the	 embodied	 subject	 immersed	 in	 the	world:	 The	 freedom	of	

imagination	 is	 emerging	 from	 a	 field	 of	 possibilities	 that	 presents	 itself	 through	 the	

embodied	 experience	 of	 the	world.	 For	Merleau-Ponty	 (1964b),	 the	 imaginary	 is	 then	

not	 an	 irreality	 but	 something	 already	 latently	 present	 in	 the	 world:	 "The	 visible	 is	

pregnant	with	 the	 invisible.	The	 invisible	 is	not	 the	non-visible"	 (Lennon	2015,	p.	45)	

but	is	what	is	latently	in	the	visible.	However,	both	philosophers	do	argue	that	there	is	a	

pregnancy	 in	 the	 real,	 in	 relation	 to	 which	 (whether	 by	 negation	 or	 by	 embodied	

responsiveness)	a	space	of	possibilities	emerges	with	imagination	as	a	creative	interplay	

with	 the	 world.	 (In	 Sartre's	 view,	 these	 are	 possibilities	 that	 we	 existentially	 make,	
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whereas	for	Merleau-Ponty,	these	are	possibilities	that	emerge	out	of	our	immersion	in	

the	sensible	world.)		

Marcuse	for	his	part	later	focused	more	specifically	on	the	power	of	estranging	form	in	

autonomous	 art's	 "aesthetic	 dimension"	 to	 foster	 subversive	 imagination	 and	 argued	

that	 “the	 need	 for	 radical	 change	 must	 be	 rooted	 in	 the	 subjectivity	 of	 individuals	

themselves”	(Marcuse	1978,	p.	3f.).	

	

Reflective	 scrutiny	 and	 evaluation	 of	 our	 imaginaries	 and	 our	 affects	 is	 not	 merely	 a	

business	 for	 a	 reflective	 "pure	 reason"	 alone,	but	must	 also	 involve	 further	 imaginary	

and	affective	processes.9	

Imaginaries	are	assessed	according	 to	 their	 appropriateness	as	ways	of	 inhabiting	 the	

world.	 This	 requires	 a	 reflection	 that	 is	 itself	 imaginative,	 expanding	 the	 powers	 of	

imagining,	while	at	the	same	time	raising	awareness	of	differences	between	(dominant	

and	other)	individual	and	social	imaginaries.	This	requires	the	imaginative	articulation	

of	 the	yet-unarticulated	 shadows	of	 social	 imaginaries	 -	 an	enterprise	 that	 requires	as	

much	 artistic	 as	 scientific	 and	 philosophical	 competences,	 allowing	 an	 association	 of	

multiple	 forms	 of	 social	 reflexivity	 (cf.	 Dieleman	 2008).	 Within	 this	 process,	 artistic	

work	can	both	articulate	the	complex	layers	and	dimensions	of	images/forms/patterns	

(allowing	 thus	 to	 explicitly	 evaluate	 and	 eventually	 reject	 them)	 and	 reconfigure/re-

envisage	them	proactively.	Such	an	imaginative	reflection	is	a	task	of	utmost	importance	

for	social	change	that	Merleau-Ponty	(cf.	1960,	p.	49-103)	especially	enjoined	politicians	

to	take	up.	

A	 question	 now	 highly	 relevant	 for	 the	 seekers	 of	 sustainability,	 is	 then:	 more	

specifically,	 what	 (subversive)	 imaginations	 should	 be	 empowered,	 related	 to	 what	

alternative	 imaginaries,	 in	 order	 to	 best	 advance	 the	 search	 process	 of	 sustainability	

through	 the	 development	 of	 imaginative	 spaces	 of	 possibilities?	 But	 prior	 to	 that,	

another	 question	 begs	 consideration:	What	 imaginaries	 are	 sustainability	 researchers	

themselves	operating	from?	

	

	

																																																								
9	 	"We	cannot	simply	peel	off	the	affective	dimension	of	our	modes	of	seeing.	The	reflection	to	
which	our	imaginary	modes	of	experiencing	must	be	subject	is	a	process	in	which	our	images	are	held	up	
to	public	scrutiny.	Any	assessment	of	the	appropriateness	or	inappropriateness	of	imaginary	formations	
has	then	to	involve	the	confrontation	of	different	ways	of	inhabiting	our	world	and	living	affectively	and	
effectively	within	it"	(Lennon	2015,	p.	67).	
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Four	Imaginaries	of	Sustainability	

	

Sustainability	 research	 in	 general	 and	 especially	 the	 institutionalized	 field	 of	

sustainability	 science,	 as	much	 as	 any	 other	 science,	 develop	 own	 imaginaries.	This	 is	

the	case	for	any	science	(and	not	only	for	sustainability	science	purportedly	because	of	

its	 explicitly	 normative	 approach)	 because,	 however	 naturalistic	 some	 scientific	

disciplines	may	believe	themselves	to	be,	they	too	provide	us	with	images	of	the	world;	

"modern	 attempts	 to	 disenchant	 nature	 [...]	 recreate	 a	 new	 kind	 of	 enchantment"	

(Latour	 1993,	 p.	 23).	 Therefore,	 sustainability	 science	 may	 as	 well	 then	 utilise	 this	

imaginative	 potential	more	 explicitly	 and	 reflexively,	 acknowledging	 that	 for	 example	

"in	learning	a	scientific	theory	as	a	scientist	does,	one	acquires	a	repertoire	of	skills	for	

seeing,	imagining,	and	manipulating	the	world	in	new	ways"	(Rouse	1997,	p.	263);	this	

focus	 could	 then	 be	 related	 to	 the	 other	 competences	 already	 highlighted	 by	

sustainability	 science	 as	 instrumental	 to	 sustainability	 transformation	 (cf.	

Wiek/Withycombe/Redman	2011).		

Furthermore,	 a	 deeply	 transdisciplinary	 sensibility	 in	 research	 (relating	 to	 the	

epistemological	 approach	of	 transdisciplinarity	developed	by	Basarab	Nicolescu),	 “like	

the	arts,	gives	a	central	place	to	imagination”	(Ross	Johnston	2008,	p.	234).	

	

One	of	the	common	features	shared	by	imaginaries	of	sustainability	is	a	specific	duality	

of	negation	and	affirmation.	

That	 any	 imaginary	 can	 be	 interpreted	 as	 a	 negation	 of	 something	 recognized	 as	 the	

"real”	is	something	I	take	from	Sartre	(1940),	even	without	necessarily	sharing	his	view	

of	 imagination	as	necessarily	 irreal	 and	negating	 the	perceived	world.	Here,	 I	want	 to	

point	out	 that	 the	 social	 imaginary	of	 sustainability	 necessarily	 involves	 a	 negation	 of	

"unsustainability"/"unsustainable"	elements	in	the	individually	and	socially	experienced	

world	which	 is	considered	a	part	of	 the	real,	as	well	as	a	negation	of	certain	 imagined	

possible	futures	(with	a	dystopian	fictional	elaboration	at	play).	This	should	not	only	be	

understood	as	a	negation	of	the	'real'	in	a	Sartrian	sense.	This	also	does	not	reduce	the	

"imaginations	 of	 sustainability"	 to	 dystopia,	 but	 points	 to	 a	 duality	 of	 dystopian	 and	

utopian	elements	or	moments.	Furthermore,	it	involves	also	a	negative	relation	to	pre-

existing	 imaginaries	which	 are	 being	 exposed	 as	 contributing	 to	 unsustainability.	 The	

negation	 is	 then	 associated	with	 an	 affirmative	 search	 for	 better	 and	 possible	 futures	
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that	 are	desirable,	 viable	and	 achievable	 -	 i.e.	 a	 search	 for	 (more	or	 less	 radical)	 "real	

utopias"	(Wright	2010).10	

Exactly	 what	 features	 of	 pre-existing	 imaginaries	 are	 being	 put	 under	 suspicion	 of	

'unsustainability',	 and	 what	 utopian	 images	 are	 privileged,	 however,	 differs	 among	

different	 imaginaries	 of	 sustainability,	 as	 I	will	 further	 articulate	 below.	 For	 example,	

some	features	of	a	dominant	modern	social	imaginary,	with	the	forms	of	clear	concepts,	

a	 uniform	 logic	 of	 non-contradiction	 and	 the	 possibility	 of	 value-neutrality11,	 are	

features	that	are	put	under	suspicion	most	clearly	by	an	 imaginary	of	sustainability	as	

'culture	of	complexity'	but	not	by	the	'triple	bottom-line'	imaginary.	

	

The	 discussions	 of	 different	 approaches	 to	 sustainability	 research	 that	 I	 encountered	

give	 many	 relevant	 insights	 but	 do	 not	 directly	 offer	 a	 characterization	 of	 the	

imaginaries	 involved.	 Previous	 mappings	 of	 sustainability	 discourses	 within	

sustainability	science	usually	overlap	with	two	of	the	four	imaginaries	discussed	below	

(triple	 bottom-line	 and	 sustainability	 transformation),	 e.g.	 Hopwood	 et	 al.'s	 mapping	

(2005),	 itself	 rooted	 in	 sustainability	 science's	 political	 imaginary	 and	 imagination,	

which	draws	two	axes	of	environmental	and	socio-economic	issues	and	identifies	an	arc	

of	tension	between	views	that	promote	the	status	quo,	socially	and/or	environmentally	

reformist	 views,	 and	 views	 that	 call	 for	 radical	 transformation	 of	 society.	 Thaddeus	

Miller	 (2011)	 suggested	 three	 definitional	 ensembles	 through	which	 'sustainability'	 is	

understood	 by	 researchers	 working	 in	 the	 new	 field	 of	 sustainability	 science:	

universalist,	 procedural,	 and	 ambiguous	 definitions	 of	 sustainability.	 Under	

“universalist”	(or	“thin”)	definitions,	sustainability	is	determined	by	a	number	of	lowest	

common	 denominators	 that	 can	 then	 serve	 as	 a	 normative	 “thin”	 base	 for	 all	

sustainability-seeking	individuals,	groups	and	societies	across	the	planet.	Exemplary	for	

this	 approach	 is	 the	oft-cited	Brundtland	 report.	This	approach,	besides	 its	 expectable	

centrality	 in	 international	 policy-making,	 also	 finds	 many	 followers	 in	 sustainability	

science.	 However,	 two	 further	 filters	 also	 come	 into	 the	 picture,	 both	 complementing	

and	competing	with	the	universalist	definitions:		

																																																								
10	 	A	discussion	of	utopian	forms	and	of	their	domestication	into	less	radical	forms	of	"utopian	
realism"	such	as	Anthony	Giddens',	is	beyond	the	scope	of	this	article.	
11		 I	already	identified	and	criticized,	earlier	in	this	text,	these	same	features	of	a	dominant	modern	
social	imaginary,	within	the	discourse	of	Herbrik	and	Kanter	(2016).	
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In	 the	 “procedural”	definition,	 “sustainability	 is	 the	emergent	property	of	 a	discussion	

about	desired	futures”	(Robinson	as	quoted	in	Miller	2011,	p.	31).	This	is	a	sociologically	

more	constructionist,	and	a	more	contextually	sensitive	understanding	of	sustainability.		

In	 “ambiguous”	 terms,	 sustainability	 becomes	 an	 “inherently	 nebulous	 idea”	 (Paul	

Raskin	 as	 quoted	 in	 Miller	 2011,	 p.	 34).	 Some	 followers	 of	 this	 approach	 advocate	 a	

“paradoxical	 imperative	 of	 reducing	 vagueness	 while	 at	 the	 same	 time	 maintaining	

ambiguity”	 (Eernstman/Wals	 2013,	 p.	 1645).	 They	 work	 with	 an	 “essentially	 fuzzy”	

concept	and	are	 set	 to	 “get	going	 in	uncertainty	 [and]	plan	 for	 the	unknown”	 (ibid.,	 p.	

1647).	

These	3	definitional	orientations	can	work	as	 filters	that	may	or	may	not	be	combined	

with	each	other,	and	can	both	complement	and	interfere	with	each	other.	Especially	the	

combination	of	procedural	and	ambiguous	approaches	allows	researchers	to	work	with	

emergence	and	open-endedness,	 and	 to	 realize	 the	 importance	of	 cultures	as	 contexts	

for	 the	making	of	sustainabilities.	Some	universalists	also	make	pragmatic	concessions	

to	ambiguous	and	procedural	approaches,	recognizing	cultures	at	an	operational	level	of	

"sustainable	 development"	 as	 the	 contextual	 approximation	 of	 a	 universalistically	

defined	 "good	 life"	 and	 "regulative	 idea"	 of	 sustainability	 (e.g.	 Di	 Giulio	 et	 al.	 2012).	

However,	in	itself,	each	of	these	three	definitional	approaches	does	not	suffice	to	identify	

discrete	research	communities	or	research	cultures,	with	their	own	imaginaries,	within	

the	area	of	sustainability	research	(including	sustainability	science).	

	

I	thus	looked	further	into	the	imaginaries	of	sustainability	that	are	being	constructed	by	

sustainability	 researchers.	 The	 following	 is	 not	 the	 result	 of	 a	 systematic	 and	

quantitative	 survey	of	 sustainability	discourses	 (as	 found	 in	 the	 literature	and/or	oral	

contributions	 by	 researchers),	 but	 it	 is	 the	 result	 of	 a	 self-reflexive	 and	 imaginative	

process	that	I	engaged	into,	looking	back	into	my	past	15	years	of	“inquiry-based”	rather	

than	 disciplines-based	 (cf.	 Montuori	 2013)	 involvement	 with	 sustainability	 and	 with	

several	discourses	and	researchers	as	well	as	practitioners	and	policy-actors	relating	to	

this	theme	across	the	world.	Given	my	discussion	of	imagination	and	the	importance	of	

an	 imaginative	 reflection	 in	 the	 previous	 section,	 it	 should	 come	 as	 no	 surprise	 that	 I	

now	explicitly	allow	myself	a	degree	of	imaginative	synthesis	in	shaping	up	the	contours	

of	the	imaginaries	of	sustainability	I	am	about	to	depict.	
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Thus,	 it	 is	 'merely'	 a	heuristic	 construction,	which	would	surely	benefit	 from	a	 critical	

cross-examination	and	further	testing	by	empirical	research	in	the	future.	This	heuristic	

construction	does	not	claim	to	offer	a	comprehensive	overview	of	 the	 field,	but	rather	

articulates	my	reception	of	it	and	my	differentiated,	yet	located	perception	of	a	field	of	

engagements	–	as	an	exercise	in	Harawayian	situated	knowledge	(cf.	Haraway	1988).	

I	 identify	 four	 relatively	 distinct	 approaches,	 which	 appear	 to	 be	 carried	 by	 four	

relatively	distinct	research	communities	(although	I	do	reckon	some	overlaps,	as	some	

researchers	do	combine,	mix	or	even	blur	several	of	the	following	approaches).	

	

	
Graphic	1:	Four	Imaginaries	of	Sustainability	

	

One	 dominant	 and	 mainstream	 approach	 depicts	 sustainability	 in	 terms	 of	

environmental	management,	governance,	and	a	reform	of	capitalism	under	the	motto	of	

a	“Triple	Bottom-Line”	(people,	planet,	profit).	It	connects	for	example	partly	to	the	pre-

existing	 “ecological	modernization”	discourse	rooted	 in	Germany	and	 the	Netherlands,	

but	its	geographical	scope	is	much	wider,	as	this	mainstream	imaginary	of	sustainability	

is	 globally	 dominant.	 It	 tends	 to	 develop	 a	 discourse	 and	 a	 normative	 projection	 of	

sustainability	 as	 a	 reformed	 capitalism	 allowing	 human	 development	 through	

green/sustainable	 growth.	 It	 is	 characterized	 by	 a	 modernist	 (economic	 and	

technological)	imagination,	which	in	its	various	declinations	is	compatible	with	a	range	

of	corporate,	neoliberal	and/or	technocratic	ideologies.	It	integrates	therefore	quite	well	
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into	the	description	of	 the	dominant	social	 imaginary	of	 late	capitalism	by	Castoriadis,	

for	 whom	 "capitalist	 society	 sets	 as	 its	 central	 imaginary	 signification	 the	 unlimited	

expansion	of	productive	forces	and,	generally,	the	unlimited	expansion	of	a	rationalized	

domination	over	nature	and	over	humans	themselves”	(Castoriadis	nd,	4:30-4:50).	This	

dominant	imaginary	of	sustainability	connects	to	actors	in	various	sectors,	especially	in	

government	and	business,	but	also	among	mainstream	non-governmental	organizations.	

	

In	contrast	to	this	approach,	another	approach	gained	momentum	among	sustainability	

scientists,	with	a	comparatively	more	radically	change-oriented	agenda	of	Sustainability	

Transformation	 and	 the	 ambition	 to	 achieve	 a	 wide-ranging	 transformation	 of	 global	

human	 development	 through	 a	 participatory	 engagement	 of	 science	 with	 society.	 It	

connects	 to	 the	 global	 traditions	 of	 environmental	 justice,	 social	 activism	 and	 the	

political	 Left,	 while	 I	 experienced	 it	 to	 be	 most	 strongly	 institutionalized	 at	 a	 small	

number	 of	 European	 and	 North-American	 universities	 (e.g.	 Leuphana	 University	

Lüneburg,	Arizona	State	University).	It	develops	a	discourse	and	normative	projection	of	

sustainability	 as	 a	 radical,	 capitalism-critical	 and/or	 growth-critical,	 yet	 pragmatic	

(rather	 than	 revolutionary),	 and	 participatory	 'world-saving'	 collaboration	 at	 the	

science/society	interface,	inspiring	a	deeper	governance	shift	in	global	politics	than	the	

triple	 bottom-line	 approach.	 On	 the	 affirmative	 side	 of	 its	 self-image	 (i.e.	 what	 this	

approach	sees	itself	as	championing),	this	is	an	affirmatively	"optimistic"	approach	that	

proclaims	itself	as	solutions-	rather	than	problems-driven,	and	often	posits	a	universal	

definition	of	"good	life"	(e.g.	Di	Giulio	2004,	Di	Giulio	et	al.	2012).	It	is	characterized	by	a	

political	 imagination	 which	 in	 its	 various	 declinations	 (e.g.	 degrowth,	 sufficiency)	

connects	 more	 or	 less	 (in)directly	 with	 current	 civil	 society	 movements	 engaged	 in	

similar	directions	 (e.g.	Transition	Towns).	Most	adopters	of	 this	 imaginary	pursue	 the	

goal	 of	 trying	 hard	 to	 "prove	 the	world	more	 real"	 as	 observed	 by	 Robinson,	 though	

those	 who	 engage	 in	 analyzing	 discourses	 and	 narratives	 (as	 mentioned	 in	 the	

introduction)	sometimes	manifest	an	unarticulated	awareness	of	social	imaginaries.	

	

A	third	approach	I	encountered,	which	seems	to	grow	in	parallel,	and	largely	apart	from	

the	 other	 ones	 (and	 also	 seems	 to	 be	 comparatively	 less	 present	 in	 formal	 academic	

institutions),	advocates	a	more	spiritually	and	psychologically	informed	change-oriented	

agenda	 of	 “holistic	 healing”	 and	 “biophilia”	 and	 has	 the	 ambition	 to	 achieve	 world	
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transformation	 through	 personal	 transformation	 and/or	 the	 exemplary	 lead	 of	

intentional	communities.	It	connects	to	traditions	such	as	ecopsychology,	deep	ecology,	

anthroposophy,	 and	 is	 related	 to	 theoretical	movements	 such	 as	 “integralism”	within	

futures	 studies.	 Its	marginal	presence	 in	academia	among	sustainability-researchers	 is	

especially	 visible	 in	 the	 Americas	 (e.g.	 California	 Institute	 of	 Integral	 Studies,	

Universidad	 Veracruzana),	 but	 also,	 to	 a	 lesser	 extent,	 in	 Europe	 (e.g.	 	 Schumacher	

College)	 and	 Asia	 (e.g.	 Centre	 for	 Humanities	 and	 Compassion	 Studies	 at	 Xavier	

University	 Bhubaneswar).	 It	 develops	 a	 discourse	 and	 normative	 projection	 of	

sustainability	as	a	healing	process,	affecting	individuals	–	healing	from	afflictions	such	as	

“nature	 deficit	 disorder”,	 and	 affecting	 the	 meso-social	 level	 –	 transforming	

interpersonal	 relations	 through	 methods	 such	 as	 violence-free	 communication.	 It	 is	

characterized	by	an	ontological	imagination	affecting	an	individual's	relationship	to	the	

world,	 and	 connects	 to	 various	 practitioners	 outside	 academia	 in	 fields	 like	

environmental	education	or	ecological	art.	(I	noticed	a	large	following	for	this	approach	

among	practitioners	of	ecological	art,	especially	in	North-America.)	

Also	related	to	this	approach	are	theoreticians	and	practitioners	who	situate	themselves	

in	 the	 tradition	 of	 phenomenology,	 and	 who	 therefore	 are	 explicitly	 aware	 of	 the	

importance	 of	 imagination	 and	 imaginaries	 for	 individual	 and	 social	 processes	 of	

transformation	(as	discussed	in	the	previous	section	with	Maurice	Merleau-Ponty).	The	

adopters	 of	 this	 imaginary	 seem	 to	 often	 interpret	 phenomenological	 insights	 mixed	

with	spiritual	insights,	in	a	way	that	essentializes	the	world	more	than	Merleau-Ponty's	

approach	did.	

	

A	fourth	approach	I	delved	into,	and	most	closely	associated	myself/contributed	to,	sees	

sustainability	as	the	opportunity	for	the	emergence	of	a	culture	of	qualitative	complexity,	

and	has	 the	ambition	 to	unfold	and	expand	 learning	processes	grounding	a	 culturally-

rooted	 social	 transformation.	 It	 relates	 to	 the	 traditions	of	 culture-related	 studies	and	

art	 theory,	 philosophy	 &	 sociology	 of	 science	 and	 epistemology,	 social	 sciences	 and	

anthropology,	 education	 science,	 and	 especially	 Deweyian	 aesthetics.	 Its	 academic	

presence	 is	 found	 mostly	 among	 researchers	 of	 the	 arts	 and	 culture	 at	 European	

universities	 (as	 exemplified	 by	 the	 ~150	 members	 of	 a	 EU-funded	 COST	 European	

research	 network	 that	 between	 2010	 and	 2015	 gathered	 researchers	 “Investigating	

Cultural	 Sustainability”),	 in	 national	 and	 international	 networks	 for	 artistic/cultural	
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education	 and	 “education	 for	 sustainable	 development”,	 among	 art	 theorists	 and	

researchers	 at	 art	 schools,	 architecture	 and	 urban	 labs,	 and	 other	 culture-related	

organizations	in	Europe	(e.g.	Translocal	Institute	for	Contemporary),	North-America	(e.g	

Association	for	the	Study	of	Literature	and	the	Environment)	and	Asia	(e.g.	Rujak	Center	

for	Urban	Studies).	It	is	only	marginally	present	among	sustainability	scientists	(e.g.	John	

Robinson,	 Hans	 Dieleman,	 Paul	 Shrivastava).	 It	 develops	 a	 discourse	 and	 normative	

projection	 of	 sustainability	 as	 social	 reflexive	 change	 processes	 grounded	 in	 a	

transformation	 of	worldviews,	 values,	 affects	 and	 culturally	 rooted	 practices,	working	

with	 expanded	 ways	 of	 knowing	 and	 learning	 (integrating	 cognitive,	 emotional,	

embodied,	practical	and	imaginative	aspects),	open	to	emergent	phenomena	and	finding	

a	balance	between	a	planetary	consciousness	and	respectively	local	symbolic	universes.	

It	is	characterized	by	an	epistemological	imagination	that	connects	to	a	range	of	artistic,	

cultural,	 educational	 and	 scientific	 professionals	 and	 organizations.	 A	 qualitative	

complexity-oriented	 approach	 relates	 especially	 fruitfully	 to	 a	 diversity	 of	 artists	

because	 it	 embraces	 (rather	 than	 attempts	 to	 reduce	 or	 remediate)	 uncertainty	 and	

emergence,	 and	 it	 welcomes	 and	 opens	 up	 to	 complexity	 rather	 than	 fearing	 it	 and	

attempting	to	collapse	it.	It	works	with	(rather	than	against)	ambiguity	and	ambivalence,	

and	with	 yin-yang	 dualities	 (rather	 than	 Platonic	 dichotomies),	 learning	 from	 artistic	

and	arts-based	research	as	well	as	from	non-Eurocentric	philosophies.	The	adopters	of	

this	 imaginary	are	prone	to	explicitly	stress	 the	 importance	of	(especially	"subversive"	

or	"radical"	or	otherwise	minoritarian	and	mainstream-alternative)	imagination.	

	

In	 terms	 of	Miller's	 definitions,	 as	 presented	 above,	 the	 Triple	 Bottom-Line	 approach	

tends	 to	 favor	 a	 universalist	 orientation	 in	 defining	 sustainability,	 while	 the	

Cultural/Qualitative	 Complexity	 approach	 tends	 to	 favor	 a	 procedural	 and	 ambiguous	

orientation.	 The	 Sustainability	 Transformation	 and	 Biophilia	 approaches	 usually	

navigate	between	universalist	and	procedural	orientations.	

	

These	four	approaches	differentiate	themselves	from	each	other	in	several	ways,	in	their	

articulations	of	imaginaries	of	sustainability:	

	

The	 Biophilia/Holistic	 Healing	 approach	 is	 especially	 distinguished	 from	 the	 Triple	

Bottom-Line,	 by	 developing	 a	 holistic	 imaginary,	 and	 opposing	 itself	 to	 the	
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anthropocentrism	on	ontological	and	ethical	levels,	which	dominates	the	Triple	Bottom-

Line	 approach.	 However,	 a	 carefully	 differentiated	 interpretation	 is	 warranted	 here:	

Ontological	anthropocentrism	“refers	to	a	worldview	according	to	which	humans	are	by	

nature	 ‘really’	 the	 center	 and	 final	 purpose	 of	 the	 world”;	 ethical	 anthropocentrism	

“postulates	that	only	humans	have	intrinsic	value	and	therefore	that	only	humans	can	be	

objects	of	direct	moral	consideration”	(Gorke	2003,	p.	335).	I	will	choose	here	to	discuss	

these	 two	 views,	 grouped	 together,	 as	 “anthroponormativity”	 (with	 a	 terminology	

derived	from	queer	and	gender	studies,	echoing	the	term	“heteronormativity”),	in	order	

to	prevent	the	usual	confusion	with	epistemological	anthropocentrism,	i.e.	“the	idea	that	

we	 can	 basically	 only	 recognize	 and	 judge	 the	 things	 of	 the	world	 from	 a	 specifically	

human	 perspective”	 (ibid.).	 Indeed,	 I	 have	 noticed	 how	 this	 confusion	 can	 cause	

misunderstandings	 between	 followers	 of	 the	 Sustainability	 Transformation	 approach,	

explicitly	 labeling	 themselves	 as	 anthropocentric	 (at	 an	 epistemological	 level)	 and	

followers	 of	 the	 Biophilia	 approach	 who	 reject	 “anthropocentrism”	 (in	 the	 sense	 of	

anthroponormativity).	

	

The	Biophilia	 and	 the	Cultural/Qualitative	Complexity	approaches	 share	 some	 features	

differentiating	them	from	the	other	two:	They	both	depict	sustainability	as	a	journey	of	

discovery	 rather	 than	 as	 a	 checklist	 –	 in	 contrast	 especially	 to	 the	Triple	Bottom-Line	

approach	 (and,	 to	 a	 lesser	 extent,	 to	 the	 Sustainability	Transformation	approach).	 The	

Qualitative	Complexity	approach	 also	 imagines	 sustainability	 as	 an	 open-ended	 search	

process	(even	when	 involving	 limits	and	constraints	at	geophysical,	ecological,	societal	

and	other	levels)	to	an	even	greater	extent	than	the	Biophilia	approach	–	on	the	basis	of	

a	more	dynamic	imaginary	of	life’s	complexity.	Both	approaches	embrace	the	creativity	

of	life,	in	opposition	to	a	modern	and	cybernetic	imaginary	of	control	–	discussed	as	an	

“anthropocenic	 illusion”	 by	 Erich	 Hörl	 (2015)	 and	 still	 dominating	 the	 other	 two	

approaches.	The	Biophilia	approach	stresses	its	embrace	for	the	creative	harmony	of	life	

while	 the	Qualitative	Complexity	approach	 rather	 stresses	 its	 embrace	 for	 the	 creative	

complexity	 of	 life	 (beyond	 any	 dichotomous	 views	 of	 e.g.	 harmony	 vs.	 conflict).	 For	

example,	both	life-embracing	approaches	to	sustainability	develop	an	attitude	to	climate	

change	adaptation	different	from	to	the	two	control-oriented	approaches,	resulting,	e.g.	

when	faced	with	floods	and	rising	sea	levels,	in	a	narrative	(and	strategy)	of	“managed	

retreat”	by	the	UK	government	(with	an	imaginary	control)	vs.	the	“graceful	withdrawal”	
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advocated	 by	 ecological	 artists	 Newton	 and	 Helen	 Harrison	 (with	 an	 imaginary	 of	

creative	resilience).	As	argued	by	David	Haley:	

“The	first	coins	the	language	of	engineering	and	war	in	its	assertion	that	we	are	still	in	control.	
The	 latter	 responds	 with	 an	 ethical	 aesthetic	 of	 ‘becomingness’”.	 The	 strategies	 may	 at	 first	
appear	to	be	similar,	as	they	both	recognise	the	efficacy	of	not	defending	the	indefensible	from	
the	 inevitable.	But	 they	differ	 greatly	 in	how	we	may	proceed	and	what	questions	need	 to	be	
asked”	(Haley	2008:,	p.	202).	
	

Furthermore,	the	Cultural/Qualitative	Complexity	approach	differentiates	itself	from	the	

other	 three	 through	 its	 specific	 stress	 on	 transversality	 and	 transgressions.	 This	 is	

enacted	 in	 its	 epistemological	 and	 imaginative	development	of	 transdisciplinarity,	 and	

its	practice	of	trans-sectoral	politics	and	policies,	its	distantiation	both	from	naturalism	

&	 positivism	 and	 from	 radical	 social	 constructivism,	 and	 its	 care	 to	 facilitate	 the	

unfolding	of	emergent	responses	rather	than	to	design	&	deliver	finished	‘solutions’.	

	

I	 interpret	 the	Sustainability	Transformation	approach	 as	differentiating	 itself	 from	 the	

other	approaches	 in	at	 least	 the	two	following	ways:	 Its	political	and	activist-scientific	

imagination,	drawing	on	diverse	traditions	such	as	environmental	 justice,	ecofeminism	

and	 other	 social-ecological	 political	movements,	 opposes	 itself	 to	 fragmented	 policies	

and	 practices	 based	 in	 disciplinary	 silos	 and	 to	 a	 technocratic	 top-down	

environmentalism.	Its	activist	and	‘emergency’	attitude	(with	powerful	images	of	"five	to	

midnight",	 imminent	 tipping	 points),	 based	 on	 a	 heightened	 awareness	 of	 the	 dire	

realities	 of	 multiple	 inter-related	 crises,	 opposes	 itself	 to	 academic	 “armchair”	

philosophizing	 and	 to	 slow	 open-ended	 processes	 (such	 as	 can	 be	 found	 in	 some	

practices	of	the	Cultural	and	Biophilia	approaches).	The	resulting	impatience	with	slow	

open-ended	processes	also	echoes	a	historically	grown	divide	between	the	Political	Left	

(tending	towards	dialectical	forms	of	cooperation)	and	the	Social	Left	(tending	towards	

dialogical	 forms	of	 cooperation)	 (Sennett	 2012).	 Interestingly,	 these	 two	 orientations,	

and	the	imaginaries	they	carry,	can	at	times	contradict	each	other,	especially	when	the	

emergency	attitude	restrains	the	spaces	of	possibility	 for	deeply	participatory	bottom-

up	processes	to	unfold.	

	

The	 Triple	 Bottom-Line	 approach	 also	 differentiates	 itself	 in	 some	 distinct	 ways	 both	

from	the	other	three	approaches	and	from	pre-existing	mainstream	orientations	in	the	

dominant	 social	 imaginary	 of	 capitalism.	 Its	 eco-capitalist	 and	 eco-modernist	
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imagination	 opposes	 itself	 to	 various	 existing	 practices	 of	 corporate	 or	 neoliberal	

capitalism,	 from	 which	 specific	 unethical/irresponsible	 elements	 are	 selectively	

rejected,	and	to	20th-century	socialism	as	well	as	to	libertarianism.	

Its	performance-	and	efficiency-oriented,	‘perfect	design’	imaginary	rejects	open-ended,	

emergent	 imaginative	 processes,	 and	 distrusts	 emerging	 bottom-up	movements	 from	

civil	 society.	 Furthermore,	 its	 high-tech,	 top-down,	 accounting	 (and	 often	 numbers-

obsessed),	 control-oriented	 imaginary	 constitutes	a	 response	 to	a	deep	distrust	of	 the	

‘selfish’	 and	 irresponsible/immature	 individual	behavior	of	 consumers	and	producers.	

This	distrustful	imaginary	is	rooted	in	the	long	tradition	of	a	negative	view	of	humanity	

in	European	Modernity	(cf.	Brocchi	2011).	One	illustration	of	this	attitude	can	be	found	

in	 the	 development	 of	 so-called	 “smart	 cities”	 narratives	 and	 agendas	 based	 on	 the	

deployment	 of	 generalized	 technological	 prostheses	 at	 multiple	 levels	 of	 societal	

practices.	However,	this	then	possibly	results	in	spiraling	systemic	and	rebound	effects	

(cf.	 the	 Jevons	 Paradox	 in	 environmental	 economics)	 that	 then	 ‘require’	 further	

cybernetic	control	(thus	engaging	a	self-reinforcing	spiral	of	control	and	distrust).	

	

In-conclusion	

	

In	 each	 of	 the	 four	 imaginaries	 of	 sustainability	 I	 heuristically	 sketched	 out	 in	 the	

previous	section,	the	respective	social	imaginary	provides	a	cultural	pool	in	relation	to	

which	 the	 imagination	 develops	 a	 generative	 energy	 that	 fuels	 the	 sustainability	

researchers'	discourses,	ethical	developments	and	research	practices.		

Focused	attention	on	imagination	and	imaginaries	not	only	allows	to	observe	the	field	of	

sustainability	 research	 through	 a	 differentiating	 perspective	 that	 can	 help	understand	

certain	contrasting	and/or	shared	features	across	different	approaches	to	sustainability	

research	.12	This	focused	attention	also	bears	a	potentially	instrumental	value	for	inter-	

and	transdisciplinary	sustainability	research	itself,	because	it	encourages	sustainability	

researchers	 to	 further	 reflect	 on	 the	 importance,	 the	 modalities	 and	 on	 different	

framings	 of	 creative	 and	 reflective	 approaches	 to	 their	 futures-oriented	 research	

agendas.	Indeed,	“the	dimension	of	creativity	suggested	by	the	claim	that	our	world	is	an	

imaginary	world	allows	for	the	possibility	of	it	being	imagined	in	different	ways,	being	

																																																								
12	In	the	present	article,	however,	this	observation	does	not	partake	in	the	problematic	sociological	
tradition	of	value-neutrality	(cf.	Thacher	2015):	As	argued	by	Castoriadis	and	discussed	above,	the	
pretense	to	a	social-scientific	account	itself	freed	from	imagination	and	imaginaries	is	illusory.	
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open	 to	 alternative	 visions”	 (Lennon	 2015,	 p.	 12).	 This	 creative	 exercise	 of	 the	

imagination,	 together	 with	 an	 imaginative	 and	 critical	 reflection	 thereupon,	 are	

necessary	 preconditions	 to	 any	movement	 beyond	 institutional	 path-dependency	 to	 a	

globally	unsustainable	development.	

	

Sustainability	research	needs	to	relate	 to	 the	pre-existing	 imaginaries	 that	researchers	

of	imaginaries	may	help	identify	as	contributing	to	unsustainable	development	(through	

oppressive	or/and	damaging	consequences	they	bring).	In	its	hope	to	bypass	and	ideally	

surpass	such	 imaginaries,	sustainability	research	can	resort	 to	different	approaches.	 It	

can	 identify,	 develop	 awareness	 of,	 and	 pragmatically	 work	 around/with	 the	

damaging/oppressive	 imaginaries,	 especially	when	 these	 are	 pervasive	 and	 cannot	 be	

ignored.	It	can	reverse/modify	the	valuative	frameworks	of	'unsustainable'	imaginaries,	

with	 re-appropriation	 of	 specific	 elements,	 "détournement"	 (after	 the	 Situationist),	

improvisation	with	such	elements,	switching	of	binary	values	and	other	alternatives.	In	

both	 cases,	 the	 risk	 is	 to	 stay	 trapped	within	 frames	 and	 dichotomies	 established	 by	

dominant	 social	 imaginaries,	 such	 as	 the	 infinite	 expansion	 of	 productive	 forces	 in	

capitalism	 as	 denounced	 by	 Castoriadis,	 a	 dichotomous	 relation	 of	 nature	 vs.	 culture,	

and/or	anthroponormativity.	Sustainability	advocates	basically	have	two	options:	one	is	

to	work	with	the	existing	categories	(from	dominant	imaginaries)	as	their	starting	point;	

another	 is	 to	dissolve	existing	categories	and	establish	entirely	new	categories	around	

which	the	imaginaries	of	sustainability	may	propose	new	frames.	These	new	categories	

need	 not	 necessarily	 be	 purely	 new,	 but	 may	 appeal	 to	 past/other	 imaginaries	 from	

other	times	and	contexts.		

	

What	 is	 not	 a	 reasonable	 option	 is	 to	 oppose	 'unsustainable'	 imaginaries	with	 "facts"	

that	one	 could	access	directly	 (and	 try	 to	 "prove	 the	world	more	 real").	Nevertheless,	

certain	 imaginaries	 can	 be	 exposed	 as	mere	 fantasies	when	 the	members	 of	 a	 society	

recognize	that	they	no	longer	relate	to	them	as	something	latent	in	the	perceived	world	

(i.e.	 the	 real	 in	 the	 sense	 of	 Merleau-Ponty,	 a	 "flesh	 of	 the	 world"	 which	 we	

phenomenologically	both	discover	and	create).		

But	 if	not	 "facts",	 then	how	 to	 call	 these	 latent	 features	 in	 the	world	 to	which	we	can	

relate	only	through	imagination	and	perception?	Unlike	modern	"facts",	they	are	largely	

indeterminate	 and	 open	 to	 different	 interpretations,	 and	 there	 is	 an	 infinity	 of	 latent	
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patterns	that	can	be	found/created.	However,	they	are	not	purely	contingent	either	and	

no	 pure	 creation	 of	 solipsistic	 minds.	 I	 would	 thus	 rather	 suggest	 calling	 them	

"attractors"	(as	done	already	by	Smith	and	Jenks	2006,	borrowing	the	term	from	chaos	

theory	 in	 contemporary	 physics	 where	 "strange	 attractors"	 denote	 fields	 of	

potentialities).	 Echoing	 Bruno	 Latour's	 warning	 against	 a	 fetishism	 of	 facts	 that	 he	

humourously	termed	the	"cult	of	factish	gods"	in	modern	science	(Latour	1996),	I	would	

even	call	them	factish	attractors.		

In	any	case,	following	Merleau-Ponty's	insights,	I	finally	need	to	stress	the	importance	of	

phenomenologically	 rich	 qualities	 of	 experience,	 in	 order	 to	 tease	 out	 these	 factish	

attractors.	 Such	a	rich	experience	 should	be	enabled	by	 sustainability	 researchers	and	

sustainability	 advocates,	 contributing	 to	 the	 construction	 of	 "spaces	 of	 possibility"	

(Kagan	 et	 al.	 2017),	 that	 associate	 imagination	 (related	 to	 social	 imaginaries	 of	

sustainability)	with	artful	experimentation	and	challenging	experience.	
"Bringing	 the	 dimension	 of	 imagination	 to	 the	 fore	 would	 mean	 that	 society	 could	 begin	 to	
explicitly	question	its	own	institution	and	its	established	social	imaginary	significations.	[...]	Such	
a	move	may	then	create	real	possibilities	for	constructing	different	socio-environmental	futures"	
(Wright	et	al.	2013,	p.	652).		
	
By	researching	social	imaginaries,	we	tap	into	"the	creative	force	in	the	making	of	social-

historical	worlds"	(Gaonkar	2002,	p.	1).	
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soziale	Fiktion.	swissfuture	16	(1):	12-13.	

	



29	
	

Hopwood,	Bill,	Mary	Mellor,	and	Geoff	O'Brien.	2005.	Sustainable	Development:	Mapping	

Different	Approaches.	Sustainable	Development	13	(1):	38–52.	

	

Hörl,	 Erich	 (in	 exchange	 with	 Paul	 Feigelfeld	 and	 Cornelia	 Kastelan).	 2015.	 The	

Anthropocenic	 Illusion:	 Sustainability	 and	 the	 Fascination	 of	 Control.	 In:	 Art	 in	 the	

Periphery	of	the	Center,	eds.	Christoph	Behnke,	Cornelia	Kastelan,	Valérie	Knoll	and	Ulf	

Wuggenig,	352-367.	Berlin:	Sternberg	Press.	

	

Hume,	David.	1964	[1748].	A	treatise	of	human	nature.	London,	New	York:	Everyman.	

	

Janowski,	Monica,	 and	Tim	 Ingold,	 eds.	 2012.	 Imagining	Landscapes:	Past,	Present	and	

Future.	London:	Routledge.	

	

Kagan,	 Sacha.	 2018.	 Culture	 and	 the	 Arts	 in	 Sustainable	 Development:	 Re-	 thinking	

Sustainability	 Research.	 In:	 Cultural	 Dimensions	 of	 Sustainability,	 eds.	 Torsten	 Meireis	

and	Gabriele	Rippl.	London:	Routledge.	

	

Kagan,	 Sacha.	 2017.	 Artful	 Sustainability:	 Queer-Convivialist	 Life-Art	 and	 the	 Artistic	

Turn	 in	 Sustainability	 Research.	 Transdisciplinary	 Journal	 of	 Engineering	 &	 Science	 8:	

151-168.	

	

Kagan,	Sacha.	2014.	The	practice	of	ecological	art,	Plastik	4.	

	

Kagan,	 Sacha.	 2012.	 Toward	 Global	 (Environ)Mental	 Change:	 Transformative	 Art	 and	

Cultures	of	Sustainability.	Berlin:	Heinrich	Böll	Stiftung.	
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