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Abstract: As sustainability gains popularity in public discourse, scholars have noted its diverse uses,
multiple meanings, and contradictory outcomes. This paper explores how the current proliferation of
the concept of sustainability stems in part from its varied normative appeals, which in turn motivate,
legitimate, and unsettle its diverse mobilizations. As the concept of sustainability calls for an
extension of moral horizons beyond the immediate here and now, this redrawing of moral boundaries
has simultaneously produced new externalities as well as enduring anxieties and responses within
these moral bounds themselves. Drawing on ethnographic and historical materials, we argue that
sustainability’s moral boundaries have become both an object of scholarly critique and their own
productive site of anxiety and negotiation. Questions about sustainability’s moral horizons and
externalities often surface in the concept’s public deployment itself. We suggest that these tensions
can be made visible by attending to the intersections between sustainability and a broader range of
moral concerns at work.
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1. Introduction

In August 2021, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change published a major
report that synthesizes the latest physical science of the state and prospects of climate
change. The document attracted much public attention with its stark conclusions, predicting
that even an immediate reduction in greenhouse gas emissions would not halt the continued
rise of the global surface temperature and extreme weather events until at least mid-
century [1]. Commenting on the bleak future sketched in the report, ones of its lead authors
Paulo Artaxo reportedly said: “[W]e are damaging the climate in such a way for the next
generations that this will certainly make the socioeconomic difficulties in the future much,
much worse than in our generation” [2].

In highlighting the differential experiences of climate change among different gen-
erations, Artaxo points to the ethos of intergenerational ethics built into the concept of
sustainability. Since the outset of its popularization in the 1970–80s, the sustainability
concept has evoked the rights and moral standing of future people. The oft-cited 1987
Brundtland Commission Report, for example, defines “sustainable development” as that
which “meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future genera-
tions to meet their own needs” [3] (p. 43). “[W]e are the last generation that can prevent
irreparable damages to the planet and to its inhabitants,” stated María Fernanda Espinosa
Garcés more recently in her 2019 official speech as the President of the United Nations (UN)
General Assembly titled “Climate and Sustainable Development for All” [4]. The question
of what constitutes intergenerational responsibility beyond the immediate present is a long-
standing one that far predates the current socio-environmental predicaments (e.g., [5,6]).
While philosophers and the general public alike have long debated what they owe to the
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generations yet to come, these fundamentally normative questions have acquired new
meanings and stakes in the current conjuncture [7–11].

Taking these discussions around responsibility for the future as a point of departure,
this study considers how the moral connotations of sustainability mediate its current di-
verse and often conflicting mobilizations. As sustainability enters mainstream government
and corporate discourse, scholars have noted the radical malleability of the concept [12–14].
The concept is being mobilized in contexts as disparate as the high-level politics of the UN
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), grassroots environmental justice movements [15],
the capitalist axiom of maintaining natural capital intact [16], and militarization against
purported security threats induced by environmental disasters [17,18]. This paper builds
on and adds to this prior body of work on the “multiple” and “situated” nature of sustain-
ability [19,20] by attending to how the concept has acquired potent moral connotations. We
will explore how the current proliferation of the concept of sustainability stems from not
only its flexibility but also its varied normative appeals, which in turn motivate, legitimate,
and unsettle its diverse mobilizations.

In directing attention to the oft-assumed moral connotations of sustainability, this
paper specifically examines the politics and dynamics around the horizons of its imagined
moral communities. Calls for sustainability often entail an imperative to extend the tempo-
ral and spatial boundaries of attention beyond the needs of the immediate here and now, as
evinced by its embedded intergenerational ethic mentioned above (cf. [21,22]). If sustain-
ability thus prompts an alleged reflexivity on moral boundaries, we propose that studying
its implications necessitates a twofold analytical approach. On the one hand, scholars draw-
ing implicitly or explicitly on the Marxian tradition have importantly highlighted how the
projects conducted in the name of sustainability continue to produce uneven consequences
for different subjects despite the concept’s professed extension of moral horizons. That is,
what and who still remains beyond the bounds of moral considerations, and to what effect?

On the other hand, we suggest that this framework needs to be paired with sustained
attention to the processes of producing, naturalizing, and redrawing these boundaries, as
well as the anxieties that their resultant externalities leave behind. This approach takes
inspiration from anthropological studies of morality and ethics. Although sustainability is
often presented as a novel moral call to account for environmental, social, and economic out-
comes [23], anthropologists have long studied how various senses of morality are already
embedded in many practices currently subjected to “sustainable” interventions. Moral
norms and values are presumed and enacted within diverse practices around ecology and
natural resource use (cf. [21,22,24–26]), social relations (cf. [27–29]), or economy and market
(cf. [30–34]), generating tensions that anthropologists have urged should be taken seriously
as a site of analysis (cf. [35]). Building on these lines of inquiry, this study moves beyond
revealing the adverse costs of projects carried out in the name of sustainability to evalu-
ate their “actual” (im)morality. We will consider how the flexible scope of sustainability
animates contestations and anxieties around its moral boundaries by intersecting with a
broader range of concerns. We ask: How are sustainability’s moral boundaries drawn and
redrawn in practice? What implications does this boundary-drawing work have on not
only those being excluded, but also those within the boundaries?

By tracking the malleability of sustainability’s moral boundaries, we argue that they
have become both an object of scholarly critique and their own productive site of anxiety
and negotiation as the concept gains popularity in the public discourse. Questions about
sustainability’s moral horizons and externalities often surface in the concept’s public
deployment itself. These reflections within “sustainable” projects become particularly
visible when scholars attend to the intersections between sustainability and a broader range
of moral concerns. We hope that this study will point to new directions for studying the
moral landscapes of environmental agendas.

This study will examine the implications of moral boundary-redrawing under the
discourse of sustainability in several historical and ethnographic settings. We will begin
with the archaeology of the sustainability concept to demonstrate its capaciousness, with
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specific attention to its ambiguous temporal and spatial horizons. The ensuing sections con-
sider how the malleable bounds of sustainability are negotiated within a broader landscape
of moral concerns. We will first revisit scholarly critiques of the injustices wrought in the
name of sustainability, which we show stem from particular moral boundaries articulated
through the logics of expertise and waste. This will be followed by sections that focus
on mobilizations of the concept of sustainability in urban centers—often blamed for their
“unsustainable” practices—and how they generate their own moral anxieties and responses.
We will consider these dynamics in both the history of discourse about urban life and
a contemporary “sustainable” infrastructure project in Singapore, where anxieties about
urban sustainability fuel yet also unsettle the city-state’s political project of self-branding as
a global financial hub. We will conclude with a reflection on the implications of the moral
responsibility for sustainability for questions of action and accountability. (Note: While we
limit our examination of sustainability’s moral underpinnings to largely secular discourses,
diverse religious communities have long engaged with the concept of sustainability from
an explicitly moral standpoint. See, for example, [36,37]).

2. The Discourse of Sustainability
2.1. Archaeology of the Concept

In this section, we will consider how the concept of sustainability presumes particular
boundaries to socio-ecological systems. The reasons for the current prominence enjoyed
by the concept of sustainability seem self-evident. Yet they beg the question: Why do we
alight on questions about “sustainability” in response to current socio-ecological crises and
not, for example, questions about economic equity, or political oppression?

An answer to that question must begin with an archaeology of the concept [38].
Notwithstanding its connotations of immediacy and timeliness with respect to twenty-
first-century crises, sustainability is not a new topic. Discussions of sustainability were
ubiquitous in the colonial era. “Unsustainable” was a common pejorative used by colonial
powers to describe native systems of natural resource use, such as swidden agriculture [15].
In the then-East Indies, the colonial Dutch referred to the native swidden agriculture
as roofbouw “exhaustive or robber agriculture”, because they saw the burning and then
seeming abandonment of the forest as destructive, profligate behavior, which robbed nature
of its resources, and was thus unsustainable [39] (p. 1245). In this context unsustainable
meant undeveloped and primitive, whereas sustainable meant developed and modern.
The colonial use of the concept reflects one of the oldest definitions of “sustainable” in the
Oxford English Century (online), dating from the seventeenth century: “Capable of being
upheld or defended as valid, correct, or true.” In this sense, sustainable literally meant
defendable, and unsustainable meant undefendable.

There is a history, therefore, of use of the concept of sustainability in politicized
contexts. The concept has been used to imagine negative future trajectories of some systems
of natural resource use and not others. In some cases, it has been applied to entire regions,
as was the case with the “theory of Himalayan degradation”. As summarized by Ives and
Messerli (1989) [40], population growth placed increased pressure on natural resources
in the region, especially forests, and this led to increased run-off and disastrous flooding,
degradation of soils and lower crop yields—a thesis that seemed to have clear roots in
Malthusian thinking. One influential study from that era refers to a “point of no return”
and a “downward spiral from which there is no escape” [41]. However, Ives and Messerli
(1989) among other scholars eventually concluded that this declensionist narrative was
unhelpful, even destructive: “This construct must be challenged ... before any real progress
can be made toward solution of the Himalayan problem” [40].

There often seems to be a moral connotation to labeling systems as sustainable or
unsustainable, which can make invoking the concept of sustainability a political tactic.
Labeling something as unsustainable can create a state of exception, which renders the
exertion of political power more permissible [42]. The temporal projection or extrapolation
of patterns of resource use, which purport to illustrate eventual failure, can be weaponized
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to use against marginal populations, based on the perceived inability of that population to
manage their resources. Resource mis-use connotes moral failure, which provides a more
compelling argument for intervention than other failings.

2.2. Sustainability

The term “sustainable” is often used without attention to its many connotations. It may
connote ever-adapting, but more frequently it connotes just the opposite, never changing.
In common usage, it has connotations of an idealized stasis, a Clementsonian equilibrium.
Clements’ (1916) ideas about the norms of equilibrium have been held in disrepute for
a generation. It is now generally accepted within academia that disequilibrium, not
equilibrium, is the normal state of affairs [43]. However, the idealization of equilibrium
never ceased in many conservation and development circles where it still guides policy
interventions, raising the question: Is the current discourse of sustainability a round-
about way of making equilibrium legitimate again? Is sustainability actually an everyday
possibility, or just an idealized state?

The modern discourse of sustainability does not problematize its definition: consensus
is assumed, but the notion of just one definition of sustainability is problematic. Anthropol-
ogists typically reject universalistic definitions, arguing that concepts of sustainability must
vary cross-culturally, as well as across disciplines and across nations (e.g., [44] on climate
change). There has been a generation of scholarship on how concepts of deforestation, de-
sertification, and famine vary among the different actors involved (e.g., [45]). For the same
reasons, the definition of “sustainability” must be context-dependent. The positionality
of the subject will shape what is seen as sustainable versus unsustainable [15]. This raises
a key question: Who defines what sustainability is, who applies that definition, and to
whom? For example, in the case of the colonial critique of swidden agriculture mentioned
earlier, it is clear that colonial officials were privileged to question the sustainability of
swidden agriculture, whereas few observers if any had the privilege to question the much
more obviously unsustainable colonial plantations.

Finally, is there no downside to sustainability, is it possible for something to be
sustainable for all of the actors involved? Is sustainability a “win-win” phenomenon,
or does sustainability for some mean unsustainability for others? Many anthropologists
would not deny that sustainability is sometimes a useful concept, which can be used to help
mobilize resources in support of salutary conservation and development goals. It is clearly
a complex concept, however, with multiple possible valences, which can be put to political
ends. An important contribution that anthropology can make to the current discourse of
sustainability is simply to complicate ingenuous use of the concept, and point to the need
to make explicit the political, economic, and cultural values that are often implicit in the
use of the term.

2.3. Un-Sustainability

In the current moment, there is much discussion of sustainability but strangely little
discussion of un-sustainability. Yet one cannot be understood without understanding the
other, and defining “unsustainability” is not as easy as it seems. Most empirical assessments
of sustainability versus unsustainability are ex post, looking back, not ex ante, looking
forward, and even then, agreement among observers is often elusive. For example, how
long does something have to be unsustainable to be so labeled? Consider the famous case
of the Norse settlements in Greenland. Norse seafarers colonized Greenland around AD
985, and they numbered over 3000 settlers at their peak. However, in the last quarter of
the fifteenth century, one-half millennium after their founding, the Norse settlements in
Greenland disappeared [46]. Was the Norse Greenland settlement a “sustainable” one
or not? Arnold Toynbee (1987) called it “an abortive Scandinavian civilization” [47], but
scholars such as Bergland (2010) demur, writing: “It is not correct to regard the Norse in
Greenland as a failure: it endured for as long as its inhabitants could manage the conditions
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they were given” [48]. There is always a temporal dimension to claims of sustainability
versus unsustainability, therefore, whose character is not often articulated and defended.

Jared Diamond (2005) considers the Norse Greenland case to be one of “collapse” [49].
However, recent work problematizes simplistic concepts of societal collapse. The archae-
ologist Harvey Weiss has studied the impact of the sudden onset of multidecadal- to
multicentury-length droughts in third millennium B.C.E. Mesopotamia. The droughts
were highly disruptive to the agricultural foundations of the complex states of the era, so
people responded to them by abandoning urban centers and pursuing less centralized and
less sedentary systems of livelihood. Weiss (2000) asks if this was really “collapse”, or
“adaptation” [50], thus illustrating a subjective aspect to the way that scholars have posited
judgements of sustainable versus unsustainable.

The wider discourse of crisis is itself being re-examined. Masco (2017) asks why crisis
has become so dominant in American media culture [51]. He argues that although crisis
may seem to be a permanent condition, “it is in fact the effect of financial, technological,
militaristic, and political processes interacting with earth systems.” One problem with the
ubiquitous crisis discourse is that it directs our attention away from these political processes.
Swyngedouw (2010) problematizes related ideas of the end-times, of apocalypse. His thesis
is that global apocalyptic imagery of climate change is populist and thus apolitical, even
reactionary—a charge that is perhaps also applicable to sustainability: “Populism ... does
not invite a transformation of the existing socio-ecological order but calls on the elites to
undertake action such that nothing really has to change” [52]. These critiques suggest that
claims of unsustainability are highly loaded and must always be interrogated for political
dimensions, and conversely, that the same must be done with claims of sustainability. As
such, the next three sections will demonstrate how these boundaries around sustainability
become a crucial site of negotiation.

3. Producing and Sustaining Sustainability

The concept of sustainability has been used by governments and international agen-
cies to legitimate numerous development projects since its popularization in the 1970s,
such as those under the auspices of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The
private sector has also quantified this in the form of “sustainable finance” [53]. In parallel,
scholarship has developed a continuously shifting and dynamic literature that is centered
on what John Elkington proposes as a “triple bottom line”—its environmental, social, and
economic factors [23], to which Jon Hawkes has added a fourth pillar of culture [54].

In particular, social scientists have pointed out how applications of this concept have
generated or reproduced many forms of inequity by problematizing, intervening, and
molding the subjectivities of populations, especially in the global south [55,56]. Indeed,
scholars have noted that some views of sustainability objectify nature and in part continue
to fuel the global ecological crisis, while inadequately engaging with the social, political,
and cultural realities of everyday people [57]. It has even been used to justify forms of
“green washing” where products or projects are claimed to be environmentally friendly but
are not, as well as “green grabbing” [58], where resources are expropriated and absorbed
into forms of capital accumulation. Importantly, both the popular uses of this term and the
robust body of scholarship tracking them have embedded in them their own implicit sense
of moral boundaries.

This literature often pits a “global” capitalist accumulation force against a “local”
population. Companies desire the label of “sustainability” to show that they are morally
upstanding in both social and environmental dimensions. They hope to be economically
profitable while demonstrating sustainable practices. However, for those dispossessed and
forced to relocate in the name of “sustainable” projects, the idea of morality might not
resonate. In fact, these very same projects would be deemed immoral. With the widespread
realities of dispossession in the name of sustainability, it is important to then raise the
question: How and why does mainstream sustainability work? This section seeks to move
beyond the narrative of exploitation and resistance in the name of sustainability [59–61],



Sustainability 2022, 14, 3095 6 of 17

tracking how actors negotiate, misrecognize, or maneuver the interconnectedness between
the local, regional, and global scales to rearticulate and reconfigure the concept’s moral
boundaries [62].

To this end, this section offers an analysis of the mainstream discourse of sustainabil-
ity that is sensitive to its assumed moral underpinnings, while unpacking its epistemic
practices. In tandem with ethnographic cases around Asia, we identify two key dynamics
facilitating sustainability’s widespread uptake despite its outcomes: (1) the distance and
separation of decision-makers in projects carried out in the name of sustainability; and
(2) problematizing “waste” that sustainability promises to eliminate. Here, distance and
problematization are mechanisms of moralization in dominant practices of sustainability,
and engaging them enables a concerted negotiation around the question of “sustainability
for whom?” and contextually grounded, just outcomes.

3.1. Distance and Decision-Makers

Key decisions are often formulated by elites from a distance, articulated and imple-
mented then by formal institutions. In this case, examples of malls and Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) projects illustrate the ways that distance enables the boundaries of
local moral worlds to be constructed.

Sustainability and “green” labels have been applied in the construction of numerous
malls, and the investors and consumers in the mall are at a stark distance from those inher-
iting its externalities. Marks and Zhang (2019) write about electricity as a key infrastructure
that enables the air-conditioned lifestyles of the middle-class in urban Thailand, while
resulting in socio-ecological devastation with the dam building on the Mekong River in
Laos [63]. They identify the ways that rent-seeking electricity suppliers and regional hy-
dropower investors are interested in expanding their political and economic capital, while
Thai NGOs and environmentalists remain largely unsuccessful at national environmental
reform [63]. The decision-making capacities continue to rely on the political-economic
coalition that stands to gain from this construction, and a large middle-class consumer
base that is largely distanced from the externalities of hydropower dams. Ignorance for the
middle-class is not bliss for those whose livelihoods depend on the river.

For advocates of sustainability, their local moral world is not composed of those
suffering from their projects. Many of these projects are happening in places far removed
from central headquarters where policy decisions are made, or there are emotional and
moral separations despite close proximity. As Archer (2021) discovers, many involved
in sustainable agriculture “adopt standards that were designed with only a superficial
consideration of their [marginalized farmers as stakeholders’] concerns and experiences in
a process that values the interests of corporations above everyone else” [64] (p. 16). This
evinces the ways that decision-makers can be rooted in their own local moral worlds with
little regard for those whose lives will be affected by these projects.

This form of distancing extends what some call the “identifiable victim effect” [65],
which refers to how greater aid is offered to an identified victim, rather than a statistical
one. More empathy is involved especially when a higher proportion of the reference group
can be saved, like the comparison between 120 people out of the millions who fly a year
might die in a plane crash, as opposed to 120 fatalities out of 120 on board that plane [66].
Seeing a statistic or humans from a distance blocks pathways of empathy, as seen with the
mall/dam unevenness and the delineation of moral worlds.

While malls as sites of consumerism lay bare the uneven logic of middle-class supply
at the expense of those impacted by their demands, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
schemes display a slightly different type of moral distancing—one that is more proactive.
Many “sustainable” CSR projects have emerged as apparently win-win situations where
projects that are good for business are supposedly also good for the public, a dynamic that
the following section interrogates. It parallels how sustainable projects seem to seamlessly
pair and align the benefits in economic and social/environmental terms. In effect, CSR
co-opts potential criticisms against a company’s practices by showing how “good” their
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business is, couched in moral terms. As Rajak (2011) claims, the moral economy of CSR is
the very mechanism through which corporate power is authenticated [67].

The concomitant soft-spoken CSR rhetoric masks the more hard-faced security prac-
tices on the ground. Gardner (2012) demonstrates this in the extractivist “community
engagement” projects by Chevron in Duniyapur, Bangladesh, where disinvestment in
the land and detachment for residents followed [61]. A laborer in Kakura captures the
untenability of life, saying that “we have gained nothing from the gas field, apart from the
threat of setting our village on fire” [61] (p. 229). The enactment of these corporate policies
is not by corporations in local communities, but distant corporate decision-makers that
travel to “engage” these communities. In this manner, the maintenance of these time-space
distances allows for the deployment of “sustainable” strategies that are seemingly win-win
but may not be necessarily tenable of the life worlds of others, operating based on the
suspension or retraction of necessary empathy or moral culpability in the creation and
implementation of these policies.

Intermediary layers and scales play important roles as well that complicate this “core-
periphery” dynamic. To be sure, companies themselves do not have morals as they are
not living entities, but their ideologies, their key stakeholders, and their operating logics
are undeniably tied to morality and ethics. In other words, these corporations and their
CSR programs are not one metaphysical actor, but heterogeneous and deeply contested,
enacted in material and embodied processes that are constantly unfolding [68]. Often, local
politics and relations can mitigate or exacerbate these distant global decisions’ plans [69].
Even within these more “local” contexts where communal or municipal officials clash,
moral distancing through physical or social detachment still occurs along class, gender,
ethnic, and racial lines. The complexity of the situation thus calls for additional inter-scalar
accounts of how distance, empathy, and morality work through the material and discursive
practices of sustainability.

3.2. The “Waste” Problem

Not only does maintenance of distance avoid moral culpability in the pitfalls of “sus-
tainability”, but sustainability’s problematization of waste and the appeal of optimization
further legitimate these practices. Sustainability heavily depends on waste—identifying
what constitutes “waste” and formulating a clean, optimal solution to take care of it. Moder-
nity and the pursuit of rationality are premised on this spatial and temporal break with
a backward and “dirty” past. Key lodestones of sustainability projects like the circular
economy or “green” products highlight the ways that waste is minimized or reduced in
light of a better solution. Foucault’s take on governmentality and the “conduct of conduct”
has been a pivotal approach to understand knowledge production and its effects [70]. The
creation of a “problem” denotes a site for intervention, and development projects have
repeatedly utilized this strategy driven by forms of modern expertise to legitimate action
through diffuse forms of power and subject creation [71–73]. The identification of some-
thing or someone as “waste”, “wasteful”, or “wasted” is followed by absorption into a
more sustainable cycle. In other words, sustainability takes something that was once waste
and creates some form of value. This is not to say that this model of waste elimination is not
useful; in fact, it is what key processes of industrial ecology and symbiosis have long relied
on [74]. Rather, the issue is about the underlying incessant expansion of consumption and
how eliminating waste has been co-opted into these processes [75]. Waste then supports
and sustains socio-political agendas under what are green and sustainable façades.

The idea of “wasteland” has often been used to justify calls for development in urban
and rural contexts. Harms (2016) shows how urban development in Ho Chi Minh City turns
on the ways “wasteland” (d̄ất hoang) is converted into something valuable, or in other words
“civilized” [76]. The same term is used in the context of Vietnam’s forests, where “bare
hills” are designed as wasteland to be reclaimed despite evidence that there was important
vegetation on these hills [56] (p. 152). In Kalimantan, land management similarly supports
classifying certain land that has the weeds Imperata cylindrica and Chromolaena odorata as
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“wasteland” as these forms of fallow-period vegetation are valued by farmers and not
the central government’s capital-intensive land-use schemes [77] (p. 189). If premised on
eliminating waste, sustainability would aim to remove these areas deemed “wasteland” to
generate what is apparently of greater value. The process by which this happens overlooks
the value that is already accorded to the land by the farmers and local residents. This is not
to romanticize these groups, which are also deeply heterogeneous. It is to point out the
importance of connecting sustainability with wider social and economic processes, asking
“sustainability for whom?” and the values that are attached to this. Whether sustainability
is a moral or an immoral practice is related to the perspectives by which these processes
are produced.

Along with tracking how “waste” is discursively produced, it is important to follow
its material flows, management, and accompanying forms of labor. As Reno (2015) writes,
“waste is a material that has effects in the world, including local and global political
disputes, liberal and illiberal forms of governance, competing assessments of economic
and moral value, and concerns about environmental pollution and crisis” [78] (p. 558).
Importantly, sustainable forms of waste management often obfuscate the labor that goes
into its reproduction. Environmental anthropologist Amy Zhang (2019) writes about
Chinese modern green infrastructure projects and waste systems, and the dual effects of
citizen recycling programs in Guangzhou [79]. Attempts to encourage citizens to participate
in “sustainable” municipal recycling programs, which involved initiatives like increasing
the number of bins, resulted in sanitation workers who were mostly rural migrants having
double the amount of work [79]. In this case, the sustainability label is promoted by and
for urban residents at the expense of rural migrants. While inhabiting spaces that are
proximate in the city, rural migrants are cast as social “waste” through a form of moral
distancing and invisibilization. Further, Zhang (2020) details how the non-human labor
of black soldier flies used to treat organic waste within a circular spatial logic of modern
urban living has been rendered invisible as well [80]. Ecological modernization, of which
the mainstream idea of sustainability is part, thus creates these uneven social dynamics
that are undergirded by deeply moral concerns.

Projects that purportedly promote sustainability often rely on an uneven geography
of power that enables a distancing from its injustices, the problematization of waste,
and the desirability of clean solutions. These mechanisms help reproduce the particular
moral boundaries of sustainability that have been proliferating in contemporary discourse.
Bringing these together invites further discussions about the limits and performances of
sustainability. In this manner, its ethics are evinced through sustainability’s techniques
(how) and the knowledge-making practices (problem/intervention). Not only are they
illuminated, but this very illumination enables a reappraisal of its morality. In other words,
these are key sites of action to rethink im/morality. For example, shortening the distance
between actor and acted upon and cultivating empathic connections, as well as recasting
what is “problematic” and its accompanying “clean” solutions often with racist and classist
assumptions, may offer avenues to pursue more just forms of sustainability. In this context,
our next two sections will focus on sustainability and its moral boundaries in urban centers.
When sustainability produces exclusionary effects, what responses does this animate from
not only those being excluded, but also those within its boundaries?

4. The Good and Green City

The kinds of “sustainability” projects that (re)produce injustices described in the pre-
vious section often involve urban elites removed from the sites and communities exposed
to their socio-ecological externalities. Indeed, cities often stand in for unsustainable modes
of living as concentrated centers of economic activity and consumption. It is in the city, and
in economies and ecologies that service consumption in the city, that we find a primary
locus for “unsustainable” living. As an instantiation of our discussion of unsustainability
above, the city (particularly the capitalistic city in a Marxian view) becomes a site of excess
and immorality, responsible for environmental degradation and human depredation. Yet,
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with the idea of sustainability increasingly gaining popularity in the public discourse, cities
are also seen as a potent site for “climate action”. Cities can transform to become centers
of sustainability, as it were. For example, water management plays a role here as cities
experiment with local green and nature-based solutions to meet at least a portion of their
water needs in civic and responsible ways. Theoretically, the city becomes a site where
responsible civic action becomes possible, desirable, and indeed necessary.

This section considers these dual imaginations of the (un)sustainable possibility of
cities within a longer lineage of debates on the moral status of urban life. These debates
far predate contemporary environmental politics, as we will show by briefly reviewing
the classical ideals of the city and its politics. We then consider examples from more
recent theoretical understandings of the city, particularly those propounded by the Chicago
school of sociologists and by Marxist urbanists, before looking at cities in light of the recent
formulation of the SDGs. In these ways, moral concerns about the (un)sustainability of
urban life are not only being cast by its critics but are present within urban discourse itself.
Cities have long been a site of moral concerns and debates in Western thought, and climate
politics of the city, we argue, urge us to revisit western classical notions of the city and of
the expansive communities they might, in principle, include.

Indeed, moral concerns about city and civility are embedded in the very etymology
of the words that are used to discuss the politics of sustainability today. For example,
although the word “politics” has acquired a somewhat negative connotation of conflict
and unrest amongst contemporary English speakers, the word hides its urban (and indeed
urbane) roots. Nested in the word “politics” is the Greek “polis” (πóλις), whose ideals
survive in English in words such as “cosmopolitan”. The word “polis” will also be familiar
to those who are concerned with the workings of huge urban agglomerations that are
scattered, if connected, across the globe: the megalopolis. “Politics” quite literally, is that
which concerns the “polis” or concerning the affairs of the city. What concerns the affairs of
the city, at least in Athens, would among other things have been the rights of citizens and
affairs of the state, i.e., voting (at least for a section of the adult male population). There
was, however, more to the affairs of the state and the city than voting. There were other
ways of the city: good manners, and art and civilization (which may not outside of political
configurations have been possible). Therefore, the equivalent word for the city in ancient
Rome, a short sail away from Ancient Athens, would have been “civitas”. This word
derives from “civis” (or citizen), which makes its ideals more evident (at least to those who
speak English) through derivative words, in particular, “civility” and “civilization”. The
broad proposition, albeit not a new one, is that in these ancient conceptions in Greece and
in Rome, the city is the site of civility. It is the place of good manners and high values, albeit
in relation to only some constituents (adults as against children, men as against women,
and masters as against servants or slaves). It is the place where a good life is achievable
and livable, albeit with attendant ethics and politics (cf. [81]). The good life, according to
Aristotle [82], would be a life of moderation, and one by extension that could be sustained.

While a deeper investigation of the history of the idea of the city is beyond the scope of
this paper, this notion of sustainability as a moral virtue is by no means peculiar to ancient
thought, finding expression in more recent ideals of what one might call the “ecological city”.
As examples, we jump from the European classical ideal to its modern-day extension in the
Chicago school’s approach to the city—which marked an important moment in the history of
urban studies and held implicit ideas about sustainability—and to two subsequent approaches
that drew on the Chicago school’s legacy: Marxist urbanism and the new urban agenda. In an
important early article by Roderick Duncan McKenzie, a student of Robert E. Park, titled “The
Ecological Approach to the Study of the Human Community” (1924) [83], he likens the growth
of concentric zones of human settlements to that of organic plants, reflecting a functionalist
view of urban society (cf. [84]). More interestingly, he argued in a quintessentially Aristotelian
fashion that there are four types of human community in different stages of development
which tend to “develop in cyclic fashion” [83] (p. 292). There is a “natural” condition of
evolution and devolution, as it were, between these types of settlements. If Aristotle writes
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of political change, McKenzie describes a kind of socio-natural change. McKenzie writes that
under a “given state of natural resources and in a given condition of the arts the community
tends to increase in size and structure until it reaches the point of population adjustment to the
economic base” [83] (p. 292). Subsequently, as a result of invasion, failed accommodation, and
so on, “when a community starts to decline in population due to a weakening of the economic
base, disorganization and social unrest follow” [83] (p. 295). In this vision, there is an implicit
vision of urban sustainability that is, ironically in contrast to contemporary discourses, made
unstable because of decreasing rather than increasing population. Nevertheless, there is a
recognition that urban sustainability requires a precarious balance of population and resources.

If the Chicago school of sociologists saw cities as sites of certain kinds of socio-
ecological formations, a Marxist line of thinking, famously propounded by David Harvey,
saw contemporaneous cities as distilling, so to speak, dynamic capitalistic process, and so
becoming sites of accumulation and of inequality. The city, for Harvey, is a social product
which is “predicated on, among other things, a certain division of labor and a certain
hierarchical ordering of activity” [85] (p. 203). Furthermore, the market system, which
allows for “an immense increase in the production of wealth” [85] (p. 139), itself becomes
possible under conditions of resource scarcity, which has to be carefully “socially organized
in order to permit the market to function” [85] (p. 114). Given that capitalism is “forever
increasing its productive capacity” [85] (p. 139), it also continues to circulate surplus value
in and between cities, drawing strength by transforming the countryside around it (cf. [86]).
“Patterns in the circulation of surplus value are changing,” writes Harvey, “but they have
not altered the fact that cities—those ‘workshops of civilization’—are founded upon the
exploitation of the many by the few. An urbanism founded upon exploitation is a legacy of
history” [85] (p. 314).

Yet, for Harvey, the city could also be seen as a place to achieve socio-economic
equity if (and perhaps only if) the built form of the city is carefully re-oriented to meet
social goals. This cannot just be “urban renewal”, which is just to “move the poverty
around” [85] (p. 143). Instead, the city can also be the “locus of the accumulated contradic-
tions [of capitalism] and therefore the likely birthplace of a new mode of production” [85]
(p. 203). Therefore, if contemporary capitalistic urbanism presents a “particular form or
patterning of the social process”. Harvey envisions that it could also be repurposed to
serve a desirable political end [85] (p. 196). The city, then, is not just a place of endless
capitalistic consumption, wreaking havoc on the world (and its human and non-human
inhabitants); it can also be a place of social correction to achieve social (and environmental)
justice. Thus, even as cities are seen to foster unsustainable, immoral practices, there is
a recognition of the socio-ecological footprints of urban life and a moral urge to extend
horizons of consideration.

It is this aspect of urbanism as a site of potential collective (and corrective) action that
finds new socio-ecological expression in the SDGs framework and articulation through
the “new urban agenda” (cf. [87]). The SDGs, which build and expand on the previously
articulated Millennium Development Goals, were adopted in 2015 by UN member states.
These seventeen goals look to achieve social, economic, and environmental sustainability,
and the eleventh goal shines a light on “sustainable cities and communities”. Proponents
of the new urban agenda believe that the “success of the SDGs will be determined to a
large extent in the world’s cities” [88] (p. 4). Indeed, building on earlier scholarship of
interconnected global cities (e.g., [89,90]), the SDGs seek to allay anxieties of neoliberal
urbanism (cf. [91]) through a combination of sustainable and inclusive urban development,
and through renewed economics through renewed urbanism. For their proponents, “SDGs
are philosophically premised on the developmental interdependence of social, economic,
and environmental values, giving much greater weight than ever before to the absolute
ecological limits of human existence and the dangers of climate change” [87] (p. 529).

One example of this kind of developmentalist action that is licensed by such dis-
courses may be found in localized “green urbanism” related to water resources manage-
ment (e.g., [92]). In the semi-arid national-capital region of India, in Delhi, for example,
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“[d]rinking water is being transported from more than 300 km away to meet the demands,
and unaccounted-for water losses are more than 44 per cent” [93] (p. 214). With a growing
population and an unreliable water supply, the Delhi government has begun to promote
in-city rainwater-harvesting mechanisms (cf. [94]) and waterbody rejuvenation (cf. [95]).
By practicing local water resources management and building green infrastructure, Delhi’s
dependence on distant water resources can be reduced, its relationship with the neighbor-
ing (and largely agrarian) state of Haryana can be improved, and indeed, Delhi can become
a model for sustainable urbanism. There are two aspects of this, one which relates to the
sustainability of the urban settlement itself, and the other which relates to the sustainability
of the larger world through corrective action in urban settlements. In either case, the local-
ized city is seen to be a place where better and more responsible politics can be practiced
and achieved. Even in the context of a climate crisis, there is a return to notions of civility,
and expanding civic responsibility in relation to cities.

Indeed, scholars have begun to write about this kind of “climate urbanism” which
ostensibly involves the “active promotion of cities as viable and appropriate sites of climate
mitigation and adaptation” [96] (p. 993). Simultaneously, we must not forget that even these
new “ecologies of urbanism” [97,98], with their attendant meanings of climate responsibility,
are “closely associated with human agency and action; meaningful accounts of the past,
present, and future motivate purposeful human action” [97] (p. 15). In such discussions of
civic behavior and sustainable action, it is not just matter and material nature that is under
contention and rendered problematic (where does waste belong, where should the river
flow, etc.), but also people, “who are deemed out of place, a disruption to the ecologies
of urbanism imagined by different groups in the city” [97]. In this respect, perhaps, as
David Harvey had written earlier, “[a]n urbanism founded upon exploitation is a legacy
of history. A genuinely humanizing urbanism has yet to be brought into being” [85]
(p. 314). Nevertheless, whether in relation to social or climate justice, the notion of the city
as a place for human (and ecological) improvement and corrective civil politics persists,
even as it now involves and invokes “sustainability” as a moral virtue. In this respect,
perhaps we have not moved very far from the western classical ideal of the city as a site
of civility and civilization with all its attendant confusion and contradictions. Our next
section will examine these tensions and anxieties around the (un)sustainability of urban
life through a close study of a contemporary “green” initiative in Singapore.

5. Spectacular and Anxious Sustainability

A 40-meter-tall indoor waterfall cascades through a glass and steel dome. Surrounding
the waterfall is a lush collection of trees and shrubs that sit atop grey concrete walls and stairs.
Forming an arc over the plants, waterfall, and shops in the mall is a glass roof larger than
the size of three football pitches. The Israeli-Canadian architect, Moshe Safdie, explained
his vision of the Jewel, a nature-themed entertainment and retail complex inside the Changi
Airport, Singapore: “The Jewel weaves together an experience of nature and the marketplace,
dramatically asserting the idea of the airport as an uplifting and vibrant urban center, engaging
travelers, visitors and residents, and echoing Singapore’s reputation as ‘The City in the
Garden’” [99]. Boasting “innovative feats of sustainable engineering and construction,”
Enterprise Singapore (a state agency that promotes entrepreneurship and development) has
proudly proclaimed the Jewel to be a “symbol of smart and sustainable Singapore.”

Not everyone is convinced, however. Conservationists have criticized the government
for leveraging the concepts of a “garden city” and “city in a garden” as justification for
“green” infrastructure like Gardens by the Bay and, most recently, the Jewel Airport. These
structures of “controlled tropicality,” they contend, are unnatural and have more to do with
development than conservation [100] (p. 185). Writing about the façade of “a futuristic
eco-paradise,” Ooi (2019) paints the Jewel as “a have-your-cake-and-eat-it-too concept, a
fantasy paraded about by aviation industry leaders” [101] (p. 186). He points out that green
plants that absorb carbon cannot possibly offset carbon emissions left by the thousands of
airplanes that take off from Changi’s runways. The lush greenery and verdant landscape, in
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other words, are staged to serve as convenient masks that cover up capitalist consumerism
that in turn drives climate change. Ooi’s appraisal supports the assertion that Singapore’s
national economic strategy places “a premium on physical and economic development at
the expense of environmental protection” [102] (p. 7). Others have pointed to Singapore’s
“greenwashing” practices, as the city-state continues to describe itself as a “City in a
Garden” even as it renews its commitment to its petrochemical refineries [103,104]. In what
he calls a national greenwashing campaign, Schneider-Mayerson (2017) contends that the
construction of an image of “sustainable urbanism” in Singapore takes on both economic
and social relevance and has become a useful tool for nation-building [104].

As experts increasingly engage in the framework of sustainable development, we
noted in Section 3 growing scholarly attention to the depoliticizing effects of sustainabil-
ity. Practicing sustainability, some suggest, involves either subscribing to technological
optimism carried out in the form of silver-bullets [105,106] or capitalist commodification
of nature through market-led innovations such as carbon credit systems [107,108]. How-
ever, these visions of sustainability often face difficulties in implementation, as fantastical
dreams meet bureaucracy and sticky politics [109,110]. States, markets, and international
organizations embedded in the process of attaining sustainable development thus cannot
be seen as neutral actors severed from history and politics. As Scoones (2016) argues, the
matter of sustainability is “a normative struggle, rooted in political and moral choices” that
demands our attentiveness to the people who are excluded from the negotiating and/or
decision-making table and to those who benefit from these policies [111] (p. 308).

Following these observations of the politics of sustainability, it would not be inaccu-
rate to characterize the eco-technological excess of the Jewel as a form of greenwashing
that exemplifies a technocratic faith. While we agree with such a characterization, we
also find Weston’s (2017) proposal of “yes-and thinking” to be instructive [112]. Writing
about environmentalist critiques of spectacular infrastructure, Weston urges readers to
grapple with the appeal of the extravagant Grand Venice Mall in Uttar Pradesh. As an
air-conditioned mall located at an airport, the Jewel is indeed a hypercapitalist spectacle
that promotes consumerism. Yet what also deserves critical attention is the Changi Airport
Group’s (CAG) promotion of and preoccupation with sustainability within this spectacle.
Eager to bridge the contradictions between sustainability and aviation, the CAG’s 2018
Sustainability Report stresses energy efficiency through “a robust Carbon Management
Plan” that contributes to seven of the SDGs. From an overview of the Airport’s technolo-
gies that will “reduce its climate change impact” to a pledge to reduce Changi’s carbon
emissions by 20% over the next ten years, the report illustrates a recognition of the threats
that anthropogenic climate change poses. In explicit acknowledgment of the existential
threat that rising sea levels pose to low-lying Singapore (approximately 30% of the island
city-state is located less than 5 m above mean sea level), the new airport terminal (Terminal
5) under construction will be built at 5.5 m above mean sea level as a precaution against
climate change. In addition, CAG has also reacted to increasingly intensive rainfall and
(extant and anticipated) sea level rise by constructing flood-prevention barriers and raising
building foundations. These environmental policies exceed the boundaries of the airport’s
spectacular infrastructure; touting environmental engineering solutions, Prime Minister
Lee Hsien Loong estimates that the city-state will have to spend upwards of SGD 100
billion (USD 72 billion) to safeguard the city against climatic change [113]. Even as CAG is
keen to safeguard business continuity and to stimulate consumer spending, both of which
contribute to climate change, the group is also acutely aware that it must reduce its carbon
footprint to stave off projected disaster.

Sustainability, then, is a concept that reveals productive anxieties and contradictions in
anticipation of environmental catastrophes. Combining an assertion of imminent disasters
and a preoccupation with technological solutions, sustainability thrives on a dramatic
juxtaposition of crisis and relief—impending disaster that is tempered by the promise of
technological resolution. Atelier Ten, the environmental design consultancy involved in
the design of the Jewel, describes the project as one that “contribute[s] to its [Singapore’s]
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status as one of the world’s greenest places” [114]. As such, the firm proposed a strategy of
only air-conditioning “occupied zones” and embedding hard floor surfaces with chilled
water pipes to conserve energy [114]. Further still, the Jewel uses a combination of natural
lighting during the day and photovoltaic panels to generate renewable energy. There
are tanks installed to harvest rainwater that become part of the Rain Vortex (the indoor
waterfall); excess rainwater is used to irrigate plants [115].

The Jewel is an example of hypervisible green infrastructure that serves to signal
Singapore’s place in Southeast Asia and the world at large. By embarking on billion-dollar
infrastructure projects, Singapore intends to “future-proof [itself] against competition” and
ensure that the city-state will have “the best chance of success in an uncertain world” [116].
In the words of the Prime Minister, these infrastructure projects “epitomized how, in
Singapore, we must dream boldly to create new possibilities for ourselves” [117]. If
we take Singapore to be a model for “climate adaptation, sustainable urbanism, national
greenwashing and eco-authoritarianism” [104], what might be more interesting than a catch-
all framework of capitalist hypocrisy—while certainly undeniable—is an exploration of how
the city-state sustains and depends on these tensions and contradictory horizons. While
Singapore’s decidedly unsustainable economic policies contribute to the development of
climatic crises, the government has also historically thrived on its ability to put out fires
and overcome real and perceived challenges [118]. It is precisely this history of delivering
technical solutions to various anxieties that has allowed the postcolonial ruling party
to build and maintain its political legitimacy. Of course, it remains to be seen whether
Singapore’s Rain Vortexes and Supertrees will be the anchor that prevents the island from
sinking with the rest of us.

6. Conclusions

Sustainability as a concept seems full of contradictions. As scholars have noted, the
concept sustains while demanding change, calls for inclusion while excluding, and is ap-
plied both top-down and bottom-up. Its moral community seems to be defined only loosely,
with its spatial and temporal boundaries constantly redrawn and contested. We have also
demonstrated, however, how this seemingly elusive concept animates articulations and
negotiations over its moral boundaries by converging with a broader range of concerns and
expectations. Indeed, throughout this paper, we saw a wide range of moral logics that are
invoked in projects conducted in the name of sustainability: benevolent expertise, waste
eradication, local self-sufficiency, and technological progress and abundance. Sustainability
also joins, perhaps unexpectedly, with age-old concerns about the moral standing of urban
life, even as urban settlements marshal the idea of sustainability to license different kinds
of development initiatives. What might seem like the most extravagant of nature-themed
entertainments like the Jewel in Singapore, too, grapples with the tensions embedded in its
sustainability branding.

In exploring these multiple intersections between sustainability and other normative
axes, this paper has proposed and utilized a twofold analytical approach that attends
to both the processes and consequences of the sustainability agenda. The moralizing
discourse of sustainability can generate new socio-ecological externalities, (re)producing
the boundaries of a moral community despite its professed inclusivity. Yet we have
combined this analysis of the consequences of sustainability’s persistent moral boundaries
with simultaneous attention to the logics and processes through which these bounds are
produced, negotiated, or unsettled. How do sustainability’s moral boundaries become
justified and meaningful despite their uneven outcomes? What other concerns are at work
and shaping these negotiations? What lingering concerns and anxieties do these persistent
boundaries leave behind, and how do they manifest? With these questions about the
processes through which the concept’s scope is drawn and redrawn, we begin to see
sustainability as not only a locus of multiple meanings, but a dynamic site of negotiation
with moral communities at stake. Examining the implications of this moral boundary-
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remaking in the name of sustainability needs to encompass its effects among both those
excluded and those in the midst of its growing mobilization.

Of course, moral concerns and anxieties alone do not always catalyze action. Neither
do they necessarily create legal liability. From major industrial catastrophes like the 1984
Bhopal disaster to recent CSR projects mentioned above, corporations can invoke “moral
responsibility” for the harm and risk inflicted precisely to insist on “no liability” on their
end [119] (p. 15). In the discussions of intergenerational equity with which we opened
this discussion, attempts to establish future generations’ legal rights have been more
controversial than a general recognition of the present generation’s moral obligations to
their successors [120,121]. As the concept of sustainability mingles with a range of moral
concerns, the extent to which its articulation may spur political, legal, or institutional action
requires further exploration.
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