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Abstract

This article approaches urban ethics through critically examining the production and reproduction of an eco-modern socio-
technical imaginary of sustainable urban development in Sweden, and the conditions and obstacles this poses for a just
transformation. We see that notions of ecological modernization re-present problems of urban sustainability in ways that
do not challenge the predominant regime, but rather uphold unjust power relations. More particularly, through an ap-
proach inspired by critical discourse analysis, we uncover what these problem representations entail, deconstructing what
we find as three cornerstones of an eco-modern imaginary that obstruct the emergence of a more ethically-engaged un-
derstanding of urban sustainability. The first concerns which scales and system boundaries are constructed as relevant,
and how this results in some modes and places of production and consumption being constructed as more efficient—and
sustainable—than others. The second cornerstone has to do with what resources and ways of using them (including medi-
ating technologies) are foregrounded and constructed as more important in relation to sustainability than others. The third
cornerstone concerns the construction of subjectivities, through which some types of people and practices are put forth
as more efficient—and sustainable—than others. Utilizing a critical speculative design approach, we explore a selection
of alternative problem representations, and finally discuss these in relation to the possibility of affording a more ethical
urban design and planning practice.
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1. Introduction

Increasing attention has been given to the political
and ethical implications of sustainability transforma-
tions (Agyeman & Evans, 2004; Avelino, Grin, Pel, &
Jhagroe, 2016; Bradley, 2009). Already the Brundtland

report (WCED, 1987) pointed to the interdependencies
between social and environmental systems, emphasiz-
ing that development needs to comply with planetary
boundaries, as well as consider issues of social and en-
vironmental justice. What the report failed to do, how-
ever, was to discuss to what extent such a development
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is possible within the frames of a capitalist economic
system. On the contrary, continued economic growth
is presented as a prerequisite for sustainable develop-
ment, rendering ecological modernization the only possi-
ble way forward: “It [sustainable development] requires
a change in the content of growth, to make it less ma-
terial and energy-intensive and more equitable in its im-
pact” (WCED, 1987, Chapter 2, §36).

Today, more than 30 years has passed since the pub-
lication of the Brundtland report, and we now know,
all too well, that ecological modernization is not suffi-
cient. The ecology of crises (Woroniecki, 2020), includ-
ing crises in ecological, social, economic, and political
systems, calls for a radical transformation of society.
The major societal shifts needed entail reconfiguring or
completely overhauling key socio-material systems that
today afford the reproduction of unsustainable modes
of production and consumption (Geels, 2010; Markard,
Raven, & Truffer, 2012). This includes challenging power
regimes and imaginaries of what constitutes develop-
ment, for whom, and in what ways (Avelino et al., 2016;
Kenis, Bono, & Mathijs, 2016). It also includes challenging
what Jasanoff (2018) describes as contradictory stories
of prosperity and sustainability, calling attention to how
disparities and social injustices within our unequal soci-
eties demand differentiated solutions for just transitions.

In spite of this, sustainability as a concept and prac-
tice continues to be characterized by what has been
described as a “post-political condition” (Swyngedouw,
2007). For urban sustainability, the post-political condi-
tion entails a tendency to depoliticize the implications
of upholding certain production and consumption flows
in urban areas (Bradley, 2009; Hult, 2015). Another im-
plication is an avoidance of questions regarding how re-
sources are distributed in cities, something that has been
a wide concern in urban research, not the least in the
framing of urban justice and the production (and repro-
duction) of space and place (Brenner, Marcuse, & Mayer,
2012; Fainstein, 2010; Harvey, 1973).

Previous research has underlined the need to criti-
cally examine and address the prevalent discursive struc-
tures that shape contemporary building and planning,
including assumptions of continuous growth and indi-
vidualized consumption (Hagbert, Mangold, & Femenias,
2013; Naess & Vogel, 2012). In this article, we build on
this research and set out to examine the contempo-
rary discourse and practice of sustainable urban devel-
opment in Sweden, and how this upholds certain socio-
technical imaginaries over others. The article contributes
to the discussion of urban ethics as an ‘ethics of ur-
ban sustainability’ by showing why the problem repre-
sentation of urban sustainability needs to be renegoti-
ated and suggesting ways to do so. We here approach
a critical articulation of ‘just urban transformations’ as
a re-politicized notion of urban sustainability that is not
only adaptive and inclusive, but that actively seeks to re-
configure resource flows and power relations, and that
in turn demands a more ethical and reflective—rather

than merely compliant—engagement with sustainable
urban development.

With inspiration from critical policy analysis (Bacchi,
2009) we seek to identify and characterize what prob-
lems are represented today in sustainable urban devel-
opment in Sweden, often portrayed as an international
forerunner in urban sustainability. We uncover what dis-
cursive and material relations these problem represen-
tations reproduce, as well as the discursive, material
and lived effects this has. Findings are synthesized into
three ‘cornerstones’ of contemporary urban sustainabil-
ity. Based on these and utilizing a critical speculative de-
sign approach to illustrate the materialization of the cor-
nerstones in everyday life, we explore a selection of alter-
native problem representations, and finally discuss these
in relation to the possibility of affording a more ethical
urban design and planning practice.

2. Theoretical Framing
2.1. Socio-Technical Imaginaries

Originating in science and technology studies, ‘socio-
technical imaginaries’ is a concept developed to sup-
port the analysis of how ideas of desired futures tap
into the present. Jasanoff (2015, p. 4) defines socio-
technical imaginaries as “collectively held, institutionally
stabilized, and publicly performed visions of desirable fu-
tures, animated by shared understandings of forms of so-
cial life and social order attainable through, and support-
ive of, advances in science and technology.”

Here we expand this perspective to a socio-material
understanding, thus also including urban design and
other materialities not typically considered ‘technology’
in our analysis. As part of this, we explore how the de-
sign and use of artefacts and built living environments are
part of creating and recreating sense-making not only in
the present, but also in relation to visions of the future.
This adds to previous research on urban futures and socio-
technical imaginaries, such as in the exploration and prob-
lematization of storylines of urban carbon governance
(Tozer & Klenk, 2018), the notion of ‘smartness’ (Sadowski
& Bendor, 2018), and visions of urban modernization, in-
cluding the “ways in which past technologies come to
shape desired urban futures” (Molden & Meehan, 2018).

2.2. A Socio-Material and Relational Understanding of
the Built Environment

We thus take a socio-material and relational understand-
ing of the built environment, seeing ‘the material’ (e.g.,
technologies, infrastructures, buildings and their spatial
distribution) as an expression of discourse and social and
material relations. In other words, worldviews, ideals,
and systems of production and consumption shape the
type of materialities we develop. To understand why fos-
sil fuels, cars, malls, and smartphones became such ubig-
uitous parts of modern (urban) life, it does not suffice to
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look at the technological conditions for such innovations
to appear; rather, we need to consider the role they play
in reproducing specific social and material relations. This
takes a number of different expressions, one being that
the design of urban living environments affords certain
ways of being and acting in the everyday.

Murdoch (2005, p. 197) describes the need for a re-
lational spatial understanding of what he calls “ecolog-
ical actions” and the “social and spatial arrangements
that will be required if such [ecological] ways of being
are to be established in practice.” Following a relational
materialist approach, different elements of urban devel-
opment need to be seen as interlinked and understood
as heterogeneous, encompassing politico-economic fac-
tors and technological assumptions, as well as subjective
or normative discursive perspectives. Central to our ar-
gument of urban ethics made here, we understand that
what is seen as the right thing to do and the right way of
doing it is a matter of cultural norms and social negotia-
tions, adhering to or contesting established imaginaries
and regimes.

Another expression of these socio-material entan-
glements is path-dependency (Garud, Kumaraswamy, &
Karnge, 2010), where some ways of developing a city
seem to make more sense than others because they
align with existing social and material relations. This path-
dependency also steers how we assess what measures
in the built environment are deemed relevant or not.
Ultimately, this results in a self-reinforcing bias and con-
tributes to the formation of hegemonic stories about, for
example, what constitutes ‘sustainable living’ and ‘appro-
priate’ development (Hagbert & Bradley, 2017). The role
of cities in relation to sustainability transformations also
raises questions of contextualization, recognizing the di-
versity in spatial and institutional conditions and the net-
works, actors, and resources available in different geogra-
phies (Coenen, Benneworth, & Truffer, 2012).

2.3. An Ethical Approach?

As we explore in this article, assumptions of sustainable
urban development are neither a given nor neutral, but
constitute a matter of ethical consideration in need of
further scrutiny. Jasanoff (2018, p. 13) points to the vul-
nerability of relying on science and technology to pro-
vide sustainability solutions, which tends to downplay
the fact that “the problems we face are as much ethical
and political.” It also fails to recognize the institutional
conditions and power relations implied and upheld in
current socio-technical regimes (Avelino et al., 2016).
When it comes to defining what is considered just, it
is moreover important to acknowledge the varying on-
tological understandings that frame different ethical ap-
proaches. As argued by van Staveren (2007), positivist
economic assumptions of efficiency as a ‘value-neutral’
concept, for example, tend to reject all distributive con-
cerns as ‘normative’—leading to a common trade-off be-
tween efficiency and equity. Utilitarian and libertarian

ethics (such as implied in conventional economic theo-
ries) do not necessarily result in the most efficient use
of society’s resources. What is measured (and sought
after) is sub-optimal total utility maximization, and not
minimizing resource use (van Staveren, 2007). Such sub-
optimized interpretations also emerge in sustainable ur-
ban development projects (Hagbert et al., 2013), with
a discourse on efficiency that fails to take a more holis-
tic perspective on what should be sustained, for whom,
and what is to be developed. Critiques of a growth-
centered interpretation of sustainability also challenge
whether this type of economic sub-optimization can ever
be compatible with the socio-ecological transformations
needed (Asara, Otero, Demaria, & Corbera, 2015).

Engaging with aspects of justice needs to further-
more consider both a distributional and procedural di-
mension, and take into consideration the values which
underlie a given system of justice (Deutsch, 1975) and
how these are reproduced in both the imaginaries cre-
ated and in practice. This on one hand entails examin-
ing who bears the consequences of, versus who is as-
cribed responsibility for, current unsustainable practices
and privileges. On the other hand, discussing what consti-
tutes ‘just’ in urban transformations also means looking
at who and what is assumed to change, as well as how
and in what forms that change is conceived to happen.

Already in the framing of wicked problems, Rittel and
Webber (1973) argued the insufficiency of a positivist
rationale of planning providing top-down solutions to
complex societal issues. Instead, planning needs to han-
dle uncertainties and shifting understandings of societal
problems as political and scientific paradigms change.
Yet, a previously predominantly techno-centered notion
of sustainability in housing and urban development has
shaped the discourse for several decades (Hagbert et al.,
2013; Jensen, Jgrgensen, Elle, & Lauridsen, 2012), and
continues to limit the perceived scope of action (Hagbert
& Malmaqvist, 2019), particularly with regards to social
sustainability goals of ensuring a just distribution of
power, resources, and opportunities.

For urban planning and design practices to be able
to contribute to just urban transformations, we here
make the point that the formulation and materialization
of urban sustainability need to be renegotiated in or-
der to acknowledge relational and ethical sensitivities.
This includes addressing how to approach an ethically-
engaged practice that is reflexive and critical of its own
assumptions, as well as the friction points that emerge
between different interests and imaginaries (Flyvbjerg,
2004; Fridlund, 2017).

3. Research Approach
3.1. Critical Discourse Analysis
The research presented in this article is issue-driven

(Robinson, 2008) and combines critical discourse analy-
sis with speculative critical design. The critical discourse
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analysis draws on the WPR approach (“What is the prob-
lem represented to be?” see Bacchi, 2009), and is used
to identify and analyze problem representations in con-
temporary sustainable urban development in Sweden.
WPR is developed to analyze problem representations
through existing policy proposals. While a WPR of urban
policy-making (as exemplified in Swedish building reg-
ulations) would reveal one layer of problem represen-
tation, here we will read urban development as policy-
in-practice. This means that we see urban planners as
part of the policy-making process, in line with what
Tewdwr-Jones (2003) calls the “planning polity.”

Here we take an approach inspired by critical dis-
course analysis, yet it should be understood primarily
as an explorative, non-exhaustive reading of, and search
for, the socio-technical imaginaries expressed in con-
temporary Swedish sustainable urban development. The
reason for including socio-technical imaginaries in the
WPR analysis is our hunch that the problem representa-
tions in sustainable urban development projects cannot
solely be derived from existing policy—these projects
tend to go beyond what is demanded to also suggest a
notion of what is imagined, or in essence, planned for.
The socio-technical imaginary can be identified primar-
ily in visions guiding the development of new or refur-
bished areas, but also in how Swedish urban sustainable
development is showcased in an international market.
A Swedish ‘brand’ of urban sustainability is often seen
as an international forerunner, and promoted to be ex-
ported all over the world, not least to China (Hult, 2015).
Hence, critically examining the main claims of this de-
velopment provides relevant insights not only for the
Swedish planning context per se, but indirectly also as
part of an increasingly global urban sustainability dis-
course and practice.

Looking at how the design of urban living environ-
ments is regulated, there are a number of targets, reg-
ulations, and recommendations to consider at local, re-
gional, and national levels of governance. Sustainability
programs for urban development projects typically also
include their own sets of targets. In addition to this, the
socio-technical imaginary can also be identified in calls
for research and innovation projects aimed at support-
ing sustainable urban development at a national or lo-
cal level, as well as those reproduced in planning con-
ferences and professional networks. The empirical basis
for the discourse analysis conducted here is a combina-
tion of primary and secondary data. The former primarily
consists of our study of documents from ongoing urban
development projects and urban policies in Sweden in
the form of plans, programs, and municipal policy doc-
uments, while the latter primarily comes from previous
research outlining discursive structures that re-emerge
across cases in different geographical contexts. Through
this reading of documents and previous research, we
identify recurring themes that we then categorize into
what we call three cornerstones of an eco-modern imag-
inary of urban sustainability.

Examples of projects and policies analyzed in-
clude what are considered ‘showcase developments’
of Swedish urban sustainability located in the three
largest cities—Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmo—
derived from our own and other primarily qualitative
research on urban development and discourses on sus-
tainability in these contexts (Bradley, Hult, & Cars, 2013;
Hagbert & Femenias, 2016; Hagbert et al., 2013; Isaksson
& Heikkinen, 2018; Tahvilzadeh, Montin, & Cullberg,
2017; Wangel, 2013). These include the developments of
Hammarby Sjostad and the Royal Seaport in Stockholm,
Vastra Hamnen and Hyllie in Malmd, and Kvillebacken
and the larger RiverCity development in Gothenburg—
representing some of the largest urban development
projects in Northern Europe. Yet previous research also
includes case studies of mid-sized cities that tend to
echo the same type of developments, albeit often with a
more limited financial range (Storbjork & Hjerpe, 2014;
Storbjork, Hjerpe, & Isaksson, 2018). This, in addition
to previous overarching research on the prerequisites
for sustainability transitions in Swedish housing develop-
ment, planning, and policy (Hagbert & Malmqvist, 2019;
Isaksson & Hagbert, 2020), provides a broad basis for our
reading of imaginaries of urban sustainability in Sweden.

3.2. Critical Speculative Design

In order to critically examine how historical and con-
temporary norms have shaped urban development, as
well as to re-imagine and materialize alternatives, we
have used—in addition to the critical discourse analy-
sis approach outlined above—a design-driven research
methodology commonly referred to as research-through-
design (Frayling, 1993; Seago & Dunne, 1999). Central
to a design-driven approach is the making of artefacts,
through which general and abstract phenomena can be
translated to the particular and everyday, and vice versa.
For this article we used a specific type of design-driven
research, namely critical speculative design, which is an
approach in which design is used as an explorative and
problem-probing tool, rather than as a tool for problem-
solving (Dunne & Raby, 2013). Through critical specu-
lative design, traditions and ideals that have become
normalized to the extent of becoming ‘invisible’ can be
brought to the surface and called into question. Here,
the development of artefacts is central, since it is by be-
ing confronted with a ‘novum’ that productive cognitive
dissonance can be reached—what Debaise and Stengers
(2017) discuss as increased friction in the present. By ma-
terializing ideals and assumptions, the design specu-
lations act as mediators and amplifiers of these, af-
fording critical engagement and reappraisal of ideas
and relations previously taken for granted (Koskinen,
Zimmerman, Binder, Redstrom, & Wensveen, 2011).

For this article, we have used speculative design as
a vehicle for deconstructing and reconstructing urban
sustainability. To exemplify what an alternative under-
standing of urban sustainability could entail, we use ex-
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amples from two critical speculative design projects—
Sensing Energy (Broms, Wangel, & Andersson, 2017) and
Beyond Efficiency. These projects are situated in the con-
temporary sustainable urban development discourse in
Sweden, and particularly address different urban typolo-
gies within what is understood as different conditions
for transformation.

4. Three Cornerstones of an Eco-Modern Imaginary of
Urban Sustainability

4.1. An Eco-Modern Imaginary

The sustainable urban development discourse in
Sweden, as it comes across in our study of ongoing urban
developments in major Swedish cities, underlines what
previous research has identified as an institutionaliza-
tion of ecological modernization ideas in Swedish policy
and planning (Lidskog & Elander, 2012; Lundqvist, 2004).
Sweden here comes across as a prime example of the in-
stitutionalization of ecological modernization ideas, char-
acterized by the promotion of efficient or ‘green’ technol-
ogy and urban densification, and by the foregrounding
of financial and market-based incentives as drivers for
sustainability (Isaksson & Heikkinen, 2018). When look-
ing at some of the largest projects, including the Royal
Seaport in Stockholm and RiverCity in Gothenburg, the
imaginaries of urban sustainability are already made ex-
plicit in the early visions, and are then unfolded in the
subsequent development of programs and plans, as well
as in the formulation of specific policies to enable de-
velopment in line with these ideas. This includes setting
environmental targets but also shaping the story of ur-
ban renewal, modernization, and prosperity.

Through a critical discourse analysis approach, we
can identify a number of recurring problem representa-
tions that fit within this storyline of eco-modernization.
Several of these incorporate the notion of efficiency,
which appears as a prevailing theme throughout differ-
ent urban development and renewal projects, and in a
multitude of policies. First of all, a lack of efficiency is
represented as a problem in relation to the use of (ur-
ban) space, in building performance, in the way inhabi-
tants use buildings and the urban environment, and in
the planning process per se. Supported by indicators,
partly to support desirable outcomes, but also to allow
for benchmarking to ensure measurable and comparable
outcomes and definitions, the notion of efficiency is then
used to guide decision-making and investments in public
and private organizations alike.

Another problem representation is the conflation of
development, innovation, and commercialization, align-
ing governance and industry interests in the market-
ing of ‘Swedish Sustainability’ (Hult, 2015). In such ‘en-
trepreneurial urbanism’ (Franzén, Hertting, & Thorn,
2016), the role of urban planning becomes to provide
new commodities and/or increased land values, and thus
construct planners and urban designers as providing ser-

vices to entrepreneurs, rather than being bureaucrats or
advocates (Fridlund, 2017).

Yet another problem representation relates to ideas
of ‘the urban’ and to urbanization. ‘Urbanity’ is increas-
ingly framed as central to ‘sustainability, with density
(of buildings and population) being seen as key for re-
source efficiency, social interaction, creativity, and inno-
vation (Glaeser, 2011). Urbanization is seen as uncontrol-
lable and inevitable (Syssner, 2018). The UN’s New Urban
Agenda as well as the global Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) further underline a deterministic assump-
tion of urban growth. If the future is urban, and we want
our future to be sustainable, then the only option is to
make the urban sustainable, and conversely, sustainabil-
ity must become urban—paradoxically positioning cities
as both the nexus of ecological crises and as a precondi-
tion for their solutions (Brenner & Schmid, 2015).

These problem representations are not exhaustive,
in the sense that multiple other representations exist
in parallel and as subsets of the ones identified here,
and could be labeled and categorized in different ways.
However, from the main problem representations that
we see emerge both in our own empirical material and
in previous research, we can further order these as a
scaffold for our exploration of how an eco-modern imag-
inary plays out in urban sustainability. In the following,
we flesh out these problem representations in the form
of three cornerstones—aspects that we see as central to
the upholding of certain imaginaries and practices of sus-
tainable urban development. In relation to these corner-
stones, we also present a selection of alternative prob-
lem representations, developed through critical specula-
tive design.

4.2. Scales and System Boundaries

The first cornerstone concerns which scales and system
boundaries are constructed as relevant, and how this
results in some modes and places of production and
consumption being constructed as more efficient—and
sustainable—than others.

Urban sustainability is often perceived primarily as
an issue of sustainability in the city, rather than of the
city. This ‘internal’ sustainability focus implies a territo-
rial system boundary that only considers environmen-
tal (and social) impacts that take place within the ur-
ban area—such as local emissions from cars—and dis-
regards environmental and social ramifications of urban
consumption that plays out in other places. The assump-
tion of an available hinterland beyond city limits de-
pends on extractivist practices located in other parts of
the world, or in a national or even regional periphery.
New urban districts are portrayed as eco-rational islands,
disconnected from their territorial context (Brenner &
Schmid, 2015). Moreover, mainstream urban sustainabil-
ity projects typically take the form of spatially delimited
and project-based interventions, creating enclaves in an
otherwise unchanged urban fabric.
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Besides constructing new flagship areas, sustainable
urban development in Sweden today also involves trans-
forming other, existing urban typologies through techni-
calimprovements in building performance, densification
and re-branding—effectively reproducing contemporary
norms of what constitutes ‘sustainable’ and ‘urban’ both
materially and discursively. Neighborhoods exposed to
‘renewal’ projects are typically found in modernist ar-
eas that were planned with plenty of green space be-
tween the buildings, open or semi-open courtyards, and
traffic separation. In light of the idea of a sustainable
and proper city being characterized by a dense ‘city-like’
urban environment, many of these characteristics are
now represented as problems, such as an inefficient use
of urban space, and are blamed for driving segregation.
Yet, upholding a sense of core and periphery spurs geo-
graphical inequalities between what is considered urban
and what is represented as suburban or rural (Ericsson,
Molina, & Ristilammi, 2002; Jansson, 2013).

The idea of the dense city is based on the notion of
optimizing systems of provision, where efficiency of scale
is considered essential. Large-scale infrastructures have
been very effective in providing a ‘convenience revolu-
tion” (Pettersson, 2008), bringing sanitation, electricity,
and communication to the masses, but it has also locked
us into linear resource flows, made us dependent on fast
and far-reaching mobility, and put the power over these
systems and flows into the hands of just a few actors (see,
e.g., Mitchell, 2011). At the same time, these large-scale
infrastructures can also be seen as vulnerable to every-
thing from system failures and external shocks, to insti-
tutional shortcomings.

One example is waste management. Today, many mu-
nicipalities in Sweden have implemented systems for col-
lecting and taking care of organic waste. With a few ex-
ceptions, these systems tend to be based on ideas of ef-
ficiency of scale. Organic waste is collected, transported

to large-scale treatment facilities, and then transported
off again. As illustrated in Figure 1a, the everyday inter-
faces of this system—i.e., where inhabitants meet and
engage with the system—are reduced to inlets. This is
especially the case for the increasingly popular domes-
tic waste vacuum systems being implemented in new
‘green’ districts, where inhabitants do not even get to
see a truck picking the waste up. The consequence of
this admittedly-convenient system is that ecological and
social conditions and impacts of waste management are
obscured, as they happen outside the ‘horizon of the
everyday.” This horizon is not necessarily only a matter
of geographical distance (as in far-away treatment facil-
ities) but is also a result of panels and covers that hide
local processes.

That large-scale waste management systems can be
constructed to be efficient (and sustainable) is very much
a matter of what system boundaries are used, what
time horizons are considered, and what sustainability as-
pects are recognized. Juxtaposing the eco-modern idea
of efficiency suggests an alternative problem represen-
tation that revolves around the super-local and small-
scaled, and where resource flows are within the hori-
zon of the everyday. Translating this to material form
resulted in the compost bench (Molander, 2018; see
Figure 1b), designed to resemble a radiator that can eas-
ily be moved around. The composting process serves sev-
eral purposes, the most obvious being the transforma-
tion of leftovers into soil that can be used for growing
new food locally. This process however also generates
heat (up to 75 °C)—a resource that in Swedish urban
areas is typically produced through incinerating waste.
This design speculation thus affords a much more direct
relation to waste—heating and soil for householders—
helping to shift the perceived value of certain resource
flows and what is considered waste.

Figure 1a. A vacuum system for waste management in Kvillebdcken, Gothenburg. Photo credits: Pernilla Hagbert. 1b. Super
Local Heating. Photo credits: David Molander.
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4.3. Resources and Technologies

The second cornerstone has to do with what resources
and ways of using resources (including mediating tech-
nologies) are foregrounded and constructed as more im-
portant than others in relation to sustainability.

In sustainable urban development in Sweden, there
is a clear emphasis on environmental sustainability, in
the development of both new and refurbished areas.
This can also be seen in how Swedish urban sustainability
is showcased abroad. The foregrounding of environmen-
tal aspects can be found in targets, regulations, and rec-
ommendations for the design of living environments, as
well as in sustainability programs for urban development
projects, and takes place both through environmental as-
pects having more specific targets and indicators than
social sustainability, and by being regulated through de-
mands rather than recommendations.

The bias towards environmental sustainability can
also be seen in socio-technical imaginaries identified
in calls for research and innovation projects aimed at
supporting sustainable urban development. Here energy
and climate are framed as dominating issues, and in ways
that make it possible to ‘solve’ them through different
types of ‘greentech.’ Projects such as Hammarby Sjostad
and the Royal Seaport in Stockholm, Vastra Hamnen in
Malmo, and Kvilleb&cken (as part of the larger RiverCity
development) in Gothenburg, have all emphasized the
integration of technological solutions, with an emphasis
on low-energy and ‘smart’ buildings, and low-carbon mo-
bility systems that challenge car-dependent urban devel-
opment. Issues related to ecosystem services are increas-
ingly taken into consideration, but have so far been less
highlighted in the branding of new districts, and are also
typically addressed through ‘greentech’ (as opposed to
just ‘green’): green roofs and other ‘nature-based solu-
tions. The term ‘green bling’ or ‘eco-bling’ has been used
in this context to signify such add-on solutions that some-
times appear more cosmetic rather than fundamentally
challenging systems of provision or building concepts
themselves (Liddell, 2013).

‘Inefficient’ behaviors are also to be addressed
through technology. In the home, this means an in-
creased number of ‘smart’ devices which deliver com-
modities with the press of a button (or even better, with
no button at all—hence the smartness). An eco-modern
imaginary seeks to make the machinery more efficient
without questioning the socio-material fabric. If any in-
volvement is encouraged, it is through the distributed
management of technology aimed towards the ‘resource
man, an incarnation of the eco-modern ideal, control-
ling and making optimal decisions through smart apps
(Strengers, 2014).

One example of this eco-modernist understanding of
resource flows and mediating technology is the approach
to drinking water. As with waste, the resource flow of wa-
ter lies outside the horizon of the everyday for most ur-
ban dwellers in Sweden; the origin of the water is largely

unknown, as is the amount of water used and where it
goes afterwards. However, in contrast to waste manage-
ment, which is often considered a key issue for sustain-
able urban development in Sweden, water is very rarely
addressed as an issue at all. The mediating technology,
the tap (Figure 2a), is an archaic form undergoing only
minor cosmetic changes, while the inner workings of a
water-saving faucet might offer the same pressure but
with lower water demand. A touchless sensor faucet fur-
ther minimizes the actual engagement with the technol-
ogy, while providing the same—or improved—comfort
and convenience.

An alternative problem representation would be to
address not the efficiency of the tap, but rather the
engagement with the resource (water) altogether. One
way in which this could take material form is the design
speculation illustrated in Figure 2b. This design specula-
tion suggests an alternative infrastructure for collecting,
managing and distributing water. Both the technology
of cleaning the water (filtering) and the amount of wa-
ter available is clearly visible. The filtering process uti-
lizes materials that often can be retrieved locally (such
as gravel, sand, and biochar), and the collected raw wa-
teris cleaned in a two-stage process: the first fraction be-
ing suitable for household chores while the last fraction
produces drinking water. Apart from problematizing the
amount of water used (limiting household use to a daily
ration rather than a seemingly unlimited supply), this de-
sign speculation thus also challenges the notion of using
clean drinking water for all household functions, which
is standard in Sweden today.

4.4. Subjectivities

The third cornerstone concerns the construction of sub-
jectivities. This includes how inhabitants are addressed
in sustainable urban development—including what type
of agency they are and are not supposed to have—as well
as what types of subject positions (primarily related to
class, gender, and ethnicity) are constructed as being in
line with eco-modernist ideals.

An eco-modernist understanding of sustainability
foregrounds subject positions that embrace the basic
tenets of this discourse: green-tech, market-based finan-
cial incentives, and an interest in ‘green’ consumption.
The previously introduced ‘resource man’ (Strengers,
2014) is one such example which highlights the intersec-
tion of eco-modernism and masculinity norms (Hultman
& Pulé, 2018). In contemporary sustainable urban devel-
opment in Sweden, there is a dominance of problem rep-
resentations characterized by an emphasis on subject po-
sitions in which inhabitants are seen as unwilling and/or
unaware in regard to changing their lifestyles to more
sustainable ways of life. Thus, automation, persuasion,
and nudging are needed, by means of which it is made
‘easy to do the right thing.’

Looking at problem representations in relation to so-
cial sustainability shows that this is primarily represented
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Figure 2a. The abundance of water as experienced in a conventional water tap. Image credits: cottonbro. 2b. Household

Water Fraction System. Image credits: David Molander.

as matters of livability, social interaction, and attractive-
ness as opposed to tackling questions of justice. For ex-
ample, the notion of home life portrayed in ‘green’ new
urban districts is one of convenience and comfort, rather
than addressing the human right to adequate housing
or a distributive justice perspective on limiting consump-
tion (Hagbert, 2016).

Central to both of these problem representations is
the construction of an individualized subject position,
for which the main agency lies in being a conscious and
active consumer, expected to ‘vote with one’s wallet’/
Together with the fact that newly built ‘green’ neighbor-
hoods tend to be expensive, this means that a certain
income is needed in order to occupy the subject posi-
tion of a ‘green’ and ‘conscious’ consumer—effectively
making the possibility to live ‘sustainably’ a matter of
social class. However, contrary to this, several studies
point to income as a key indicator of ecological foot-
print (Andersson, Nassén, Larsson, & Holmberg, 2014;
Newton & Meyer, 2012).

Meanwhile, those with more limited means, and
thus generally smaller footprints, are more often sub-
ject to environmental education programs, ‘green’ re-
newal projects or ‘renoviction’ (Gustavsson & Elander,

2017; Mangold, Osterbring, Wallbaum, Thuvander, &
Femenias, 2016). Notions of environmental awareness
and being able to act in line with certain subject posi-
tions create a framing that at the same time exposes the
‘other’ as non-compliant (Bradley, 2009). Thus, it is not
only the neighborhoods targeted in such programs that
are said to be inefficient, but also their inhabitants.

The idea of the ‘green,’ conscious, and active con-
sumer is a key element in upholding the eco-modern un-
derstanding of urban sustainability. Thus, by suggesting
other subjectivities as legitimate, including outliers and
forerunner lifestyles, the understanding of urban sustain-
ability can also be challenged and pluralized. One exam-
ple of such an alternative subject position is to replace
the individualist focus with a communal one.

Taking cleanliness as example, there exists today
an abundance of smart shower technologies that ei-
ther limit or distribute water in different ways or en-
courage changed behavior through ‘smart feedback’
(Figure 3a). This way of making cleanliness more effi-
cient makes a lot of sense from an eco-modernist sub-
ject position. However, an even more efficient solution
(from a resource perspective) would be to have shared
bathing facilities, instead of every home having their
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Figure 3a. A ‘smart’ shower application ready for an informed user. Image credits: Loove Broms. 3b. A communal bathing
facility. Image credits: Patrik Rosén.

own. Emphasizing communal subject positions over indi-
vidual ones, this speculative design presents a commu-
nal bath house (Figure 3b). The building caters to sev-
eral rituals connecting to water and cleaning that are so-
cial rather than individualized. The structure and interi-
ors are designed to reduce water consumption but also
to enrich the experience of maintaining cleanliness.

5. Concluding Discussion

In this article we have explored contemporary sustain-
able urban development in Sweden. The analysis was car-
ried out by identifying and examining problem represen-
tations in both policy-in-practice and in socio-technical
imaginaries related to urban sustainability. Based on our
analysis, we can conclude that contemporary Swedish
sustainable urban development is characterized by an
eco-modernist discourse—seen primarily in the promo-
tion of ‘green’ technology, the reliance on market-based
incentives, the emphasis on ‘green’ consumption, and in
the foregrounding of efficiency.

That Swedish (sustainable) urban development is
characterized by eco-modernism is in itself not a new
finding, having been previously indicated by several
scholars (Bradley, 2009; Hult, 2015; Isaksson & Heikkinen,
2018). Apart from confirming this, our study contributes
to this body of research in two ways: by fleshing out this
eco-modernist discourse and its dynamics in more detail,
and by suggesting ways of breaking through the impasse,
both of which we believe are essential to strengthen
the ability of urban planning and design practice to en-
gage actively with issues of ethics relating to just ur-
ban transformations.

In order to flesh out the discourse and its dynam-
ics, we identified three cornerstones—characteristics of
eco-modernist representations of sustainable urban de-
velopment. Looking closer at these cornerstones allowed
us to see—and show—that it is neither efficiency, green
technology, nor green consumption per se that char-

acterizes eco-modernism, but rather the specific inter-
pretations of what this all means—the fine print of
the eco-modernist promise, so to speak. This fine print
includes, for example, the construction of scales and
system boundaries needed for an urban development
project to come across as sustainable, and the medi-
ating technologies that are assumed to uphold this. It
also includes the construction of people as consumers
rather than as citizens. Exposing this fine print and re-
vealing the obscured and often unproblematized side of
eco-modern urban sustainability is essential for the pos-
sibility of developing an urban ethics, because it allows
for de-stabilizing the false consciousness of what sus-
tainable urban development is—and what it could and
should be.

Taking a critical approach to the mainstream sustain-
ability discourse in urban development is essential if we
are to acknowledge the ethical implications of urban
planning and design in socio-material transformations.
An eco-modern understanding of efficiency is often por-
trayed as a ‘value-neutral’ concept, where distributive
concerns are dismissed as ‘normative.” The question is
what type of ethics (or lack thereof) an eco-modern
framing then brings. What is implied is often a rela-
tive improvement—more efficient than what?—rather
than an absolute understanding of what would define a
‘sustainable’ system. There is a need for a re-politicized
notion of urban sustainability that goes beyond simply
adapting to current system logics or ‘including’ perspec-
tives that are currently excluded without really challeng-
ing current power hierarchies (what Arnstein, 1969, de-
scribed as the lower rungs of the ladder of participation).
A just urban transformation instead entails completely
reconfiguring power relations, which demands an ac-
tive ethical debate and continuous reflexive engagement
among planners and urban designers, beyond mere com-
pliancy with certifications and established norms.

To shed even further light on the dynamics of the eco-
modernist discourse and practice, we juxtaposed eco-
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modernist ‘solutions’ within the three cornerstones with
a selection of critical speculative design explorations.
These design speculations also serve another aim: to re-
veal the scope of action available should ‘urban sustain-
ability’ be re-negotiated. They point toward the need to
envision new imaginaries that break with preconceived
socio-material conditions and sub-optimizations, in or-
der to afford new ways of being and doing.

Engaging in just transformations as an urban ethics
thus also includes recognizing the competences and
knowledge claims being foregrounded, and seeing which
actors and issues are or are not allowed at the table.
We here wish to make the point that unless we engage in
a fundamental discussion about how we conceive a sus-
tainable future society and the role of cities in this, effi-
ciency measures will continue to take the present situa-
tion as their starting point, rather than where we ‘ought
to’ or ‘want to’ be going. We recognize that this is only
a rough first analysis, revealing the discourse on urban
sustainability as it plays out in relation to the identified
problem representations, and that further research—
and developments in professional practice—are needed.
Particularly when addressing the power dynamics be-
hind the identified discourses, we see the need for an
expanded debate on the ethical considerations of all ac-
tors involved in order to inform a situated engagement
with a critical analysis of the assumptions and objectives
in sustainable urban development.

Eventually, this all comes down to the urban planning
and design practice. But rather than blaming the prac-
tice or practitioners per se, we need to understand what
conditions there are for urban planning and design to
engage in (more) just and sustainable urban transforma-
tions. While a false consciousness regarding urban sus-
tainability can certainly be found amongst urban practi-
tioners, there are also many practitioners who are well
aware of the shortcomings of their practice and who
are actively looking for ways to interrupt the reproduc-
tion of (eco)modernist socio-material relations. To sup-
port the development of an urban ethics, both as a socio-
technical imaginary and planning polity, we need to iden-
tify where and how this false consciousness has become
institutionalized. This includes critically examining what
interests and power structures shape the material prac-
tice, upholding the eco-modern myth of progress and ef-
ficiency, and thus stand in the way of an urban ethics that
can approach distributive justice and differentiated solu-
tions to just transformations.
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