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Abstract
Sweden has been praised for its achievements, and promoted as a  
role model, in sustainable urban development. This thesis, comprising  
five separate articles and a cover essay, is a critical study of the 
Swedish urban sustainable imaginary. The first article examines how 
this imaginary is produced. Using an actor-network theory approach, 
I view the Swedish pavilion at the World Expo in Shanghai in 2010 
as a node in a wider network, arguing that the notion of decoupling 
GDP growth from CO2 emissions constitutes a central storyline. 

The second and third papers study the circulation of this imaginary in 
practice, specifically examining two cases of exporting Swedish sustain-
able urban planning to Chinese eco-city projects. Few of these plans, 
I note, were materialised in built form; rather, they contributed to the 
circulation of a repetitive model of sustainable urbanism, reinforcing a 
paradoxical idea of urban sustainability as “green islands of privilege”. 

The storyline of decoupling – and the circulating business of sustain-
able urbanism into which it feeds – is based on a deficient territorial 
view of space. In this research, I advocate a political ecology perspective 
and relational view of space, wherein there are no such things as 
sustainable or unsustainable cities. Rather, planning should aim for 
more just socio-environmental relations within and across urban 
borders. The fourth and fifth papers address the wider question of 
how planning can foster more socio-environmentally just forms of 
urban sustainability. Here, I emphasise a consumption perspective 
on greenhouse gas emissions as an important counter-narrative 
and analyse two Swedish municipalities’ efforts to lessen citizens’ 
consumption through policy and planning practice. 

This research highlights the need to continuously develop and contest 
imaginaries and planning practices of sustainability, of who is perceived 
as “sustainable” and what a socio-environmentally just perspective might 
mean in practice for policy makers and planners alike.

Key words: Urban sustainability; Sweden; Eco-cities; GHG calculations; 

Political ecology; Actor network-theory
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Sammanfattning på svenska
Sverige har hyllats för sitt arbete med hållbar stadsutveckling och 
lyfts ofta fram som en förebild. I denna avhandling undersöker jag 
hur den svenska hållbara staden marknadsförs utomlands och visar 
att bilden på den graf som illustrerar hur Sverige har frikopplat sina 
koldioxidutsläpp från BNP-tillväxt fungerar som en central berättelse

1 
i vad jag kallar den svenska urbana hållbarhetsföreställningen

2. I den 
rådande dominerande ekologiska moderningsdiskursen passar 
det väl in med en bild av att Sverige åstadkommit frikoppling av 
koldioxidutsläpp och BNP-tillväxt. Men i den här avhandlingen 
visar jag att paketeringen av ”svensk hållbarhet”, med frikoppling 
som en central berättelse, har skapats på ett sätt som legitimerar 
och förstärker en problematisk och motsägelsefull föreställning av 
hållbar stadsplaneringspraktik och vem den hållbara staden är till för. 
 
Det här är en sammanläggningsavhandling som innehåller fem 
artiklar. I den första artikeln ”packar jag upp”3 marknadsförings-
bilden av svensk hållbarhet genom att analysera hur vissa associa-
tioner synliggörs och andra osynliggörs i den svenska paviljongen 
på världsutställningen i Shanghai 2010. I den andra artikeln följer 
jag två projekt där Sverige i praktiken exporterat hållbar stadspla-
nering och i artikel tre sätter jag sedan dessa projekt i en vidare 
kontext. I artikel fyra lyfter jag fram ett konsumtionsperspektiv på 
koldioxidutsläpp som en motberättelse till den svenska hållbarhets-
berättelsen och i både den fjärde och femte artikeln analyserar jag 
sedan arbetet med att planera för minskad konsumtion i kommunal 
planeringspraktik i Sverige. 

Intentionerna bakom svensk export och marknadsföring av den 
hållbara staden har varit att kombinera export av svensk miljöteknik 
med hållbar stadsplanering. För att analysera vad som händer när 
den svenska urbana hållbarhetsföreställningen exporteras och 
översätts till stadsplaneringspraktik följer jag två fall där svenska 
konsultbyråer planerat ekostäder i Kina. Genom att analysera planer, 
byggd miljö och den vidare diskursen kring dessa två ekostadsprojekt 
visar jag att förhållandevis lite miljöteknik exporterades och mycket 

1. Fri översättning från engelska termen storyline, vilket är en term som används av Hajer (1995). 
2. Fri översättning av vad jag kallar the Swedish urban sustainable imaginary i avhandlingen. 
3. Fri översättning från engelska termen unpack, vilket är en term som här relaterar till Latours (1987) arbete inom 
materiell-semiotik och aktör-nätverksteori. 
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litet av stadsplanerna materialiserades i byggd miljö. I stället tycks 
huvudeffekterna i dessa två fall vara en diskursiv produktion av ett 
specifikt motsägelsefullt ideal av kommodifierad hållbar stadspla-
nering. Detta ideal exporteras inte bara till Kina utan cirkulerar 
även tillbaka till Sverige och den svenska stadsplaneringspraktiken.  

I avhandlingen pekar jag på hur den svenska urbana hållbarhets-
föreställningen och exporten av den hållbara staden förstärker och 
legitimerar en repetitiv och projektifierad planeringspraktik som 
underbyggs av berättelsen om frikoppling. Denna föreställning 
bidrar också till en motsägelsefull och generisk föreställning om 
vad hållbar stadsplanering är och vem den hållbara staden är till 
för. Sinnebilden av den hållbara staden blir territoriellt definierade 
områden där högteknologiska miljötekniska system är centrala. I 
praktiken blir dessa områden ofta segregerade enklaver som bebos 
av miljömedvetna över- eller medelklasskonsumenter. 

Vidare visar jag att detta ideal inte är specifikt svenskt. Snarare är det 
en produkt av ett visst branschsammanhang bestående av en liten men 
inflytelserik grupp av europeiska och nordamerikanska arkitekt- och 
stadsplanerarföretag4. Med hjälp av en större studie med intervjuer 
och dokumentstudier med över 50 företag inom denna bransch plac-
erar jag de två svensk-kinesiska fallen i en vidare kontext. Därigenom 
kan jag peka på hur den svenska exporten av hållbar stadsplanering 
medverkar till att reproducera en generisk modell av hållbar stadsut-
veckling som ofta underbyggs av en ekologisk moderniseringsdiskurs. 
Den svenska berättelsen om att ha frikopplat koldioxidutsläpp från 
BNP-tillväxt i kombination med att kunna uppvisa specifika byggda 
stadsmiljöer i form av Hammarby Sjöstad i Stockholm och Västra 
Hamnen i Malmö med tydliga hållbarhetsprofiler, passar väl in i 
denna typ av transnationell hållbar stadsplanering. 

Genom att följa två svensk-kinesiska planeringsprojekt bidrar jag 
till en ökad förståelse för de specifika politiska och finansiella 
övervägandena i dessa projekt och därmed vilket inflytande både 
statliga aktörer och privata byggbolag har för att påverka vad som 

4. Denna grupp kallas i avhandlingen för Global Intelligence Corps (GIC), vilket är en term som myntats av Olds (2001). 
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planeras och vad som faktiskt blir byggt. Genom att jag samtidigt 
sätter den svenska exporten i en bredare branschkontext så blir det 
tydligt att även om projekten inte byggs, så sprids konsultkontorens 
visualiseringar och planer på konferenser, universitetsföreläsningar 
och via nätet som bilder av den hållbara staden. Därmed förstärker 
dessa planeringsprojekt vissa normer kring vad hållbar stadsby-
ggnad är och vad det kan vara, oavsett om de förverkligas eller ej. 

I avhandlingen lyfter jag fram kritisk geografi och politisk ekologi som 
centrala teoribildningar. Med hjälp av dessa teoretiska perspektiv 
belyser jag vikten av att se det sociala och miljömässiga som tätt sam-
manbundna, betrakta rummet som relationellt och att ständigt ställa 
frågorna ”för vem?” och ”av vem?”. Grafen som illustrerar att Sverige 
har frikopplat bygger på en territoriell förståelse av rummet. I denna 
förståelse kan gränser dras runt ett specifikt geografiskt område (såsom 
en nation, en stad eller ett stadskvarter) och därefter går det att beräkna 
hur mycket koldioxidutsläpp som släpps ut inom detta område och om 
utsläppen inom detta specifika territorium ökat eller minskat. Detta sätt 
att beräkna utsläpp på hänger ihop med ett sätt att se på rumslighet. 
I den här avhandlingen pekar jag på vikten av att också ta hänsyn till 
rummet som relationellt. I det här fallet innebär det att också belysa 
utsläpp från ett konsumtionsperspektiv, det vill säga de utsläpp som 
aktiviteter på en plats ger upphov till även på andra platser. Utifrån 
ett konsumtionsperspektiv släpper en genomsnittlig svensk inte ut 5-6 
ton koldioxidekvivalenter per år, vilket i sig redan är för mycket för 
en globalt hållbar nivå, utan snarare 8-10 ton. Dessutom har Sveriges 
utsläpp inte minskat de senaste årtiondena, utan ökat. En beräkning 
utifrån ett konsumtionsperspektiv undergräver den mytiska berättels-
en att Sverige lyckats ”frikoppla” utsläppen från tillväxten. Ett sådant 
perspektiv visar också det paradoxala i att invånarna i exempelvis 
Hammarby Sjöstad eller Västra Hamnen skulle vara sinnebilden för en 
hållbar livsstil, med de utsläpp som de genererar utifrån flygresor och 
konsumtionsmönster. Ett konsumtionsperspektiv bidrar på så vis till en 
nödvändig motberättelse och problematisering av den marknadsförda 
bilden av svensk hållbarhet och belyser frågor kring ansvar, fördelning, 
rumslighet och konsumtion.
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I avhandlingen undersöker jag vidare hur stadsplanering skulle 
kunna arbeta utifrån både ett territoriellt och relationellt förhållnings- 
sätt till utsläpp och rumslighet. Jag följer hur ett konsumtions- 
perspektiv vuxit fram som ett alltmer vedertaget förhållningssätt 
till utsläppsberäkningar i Sverige. Mer specifikt analyserar jag hur 
Göteborgs stad i praktiken arbetat in båda typerna av utsläpps-
beräkningar i sitt klimatstrategiarbete. Intentionerna med att 
förorda ett konsumtionsperspektiv är dels att peka på att Sverige 
inte är så hållbart som det marknadsförs som, dels att problema-
tisera ansvarsfrågan och styrka ett rättviseperspektiv i relation till 
miljöfrågor. I kommunens arbete avspeglas också intentionen att 
lägga vikt vid en miljörättvisediskurs, såväl på global nivå, mellan 
nationer, som på lokal nivå mellan olika grupper i staden. Dock 
finns en tendens till att ökat fokus på ett konsumtionsperspektiv 
på utsläpp förstärker en form av livsstilspolitik med fokus på ett 
individualiserat miljöansvar, där den ansvarstagande konsumenten 
görs till det önskvärda subjektet i den hållbara staden. Jag argu-
menterar för att om hållbar konsumtion inom stadsplaneringen 
verkligen ska bli möjlig, så behöver andra typer av subjektsposi-
tioner utöver den ”ansvarstagande konsumenten” ges utrymme. 
Jag lyfter fram hur planeringen skulle kunna främja andra former 
av subjektspositioner i relation till minskad konsumtion genom att 
analysera hur Malmö stad arbetar med att öka delande av resurser 
genom att skapa offentliga platser för reparation, återvinning och 
delande av verktyg. 

Göteborg stads och Malmö stads arbete tjänar här som exempel 
på hur det offentliga har möjlighet att agera proaktivt. Dessa fall-
studier pekar dock också på svårigheterna för den lokala offentliga 
nivån att gå före. Stöd från den nationella politiken är viktig, och 
finansieringen är ofta beroende av externa projektmedel. Det 
finns en risk att ett konsumtionsperspektiv på utsläpp förminskar 
hållbarhetsfrågan ytterligare till statistiska beräkningar av utsläpp. 
Likaså riskerar delningsekonomi och cirkulär ekonomi bli de nya 
termerna för en i stort sett oförändrad praktik, där verktygspooler, 
bilpooler och cykelkök riskerar att användas som ytterligare 
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marknadsföringsgimmickar för att legitimera frånvaron av större 
satsningar för en miljörättvis planering. Med tanke på dessa po-
tentiella problem försöker jag peka på vikten att ständigt utmana 
föreställningar och praktiker kring vad en hållbar stadsplanering 
bör och kan vara. 

I denna avhandling visar jag på vikten av att bryta den binära 
förståelsen av städer eller stadsdelar som antingen hållbara eller 
ohållbara och därmed göra upp med idén om ”hållbara städer” 
som geografiskt definierade enheter. Denna forskning visar på 
vikten av att istället arbeta med en territoriell och en relationell 
förståelse av rummet. Vidare pekar avhandlingen på vikten av att 
ständigt utveckla och ifrågasätta föreställningar och planerings- 
praktiker kring hållbar stadsplanering samt att undersöka vad det 
kan innebära i praktiken att arbeta för mer miljörättvisa relationer 
inom planering.
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1. Introduction



2 INTRODUCTION

“You care for the environment. You try to use your car less, 
and you buy your food from the local farmers’ market. You 
keep your ecological footprint under control, and become 
vegetarian. You regard yourself as a progressive one […].

You read lots of newspapers, and the Internet. Suddenly you 
discover that GMOs and nuclear energy are good for the 
atmosphere, and your new Toyota Prius is not so sustain-
able as you thought. Perhaps those biofuels are not so bio, 
and [name of U.S president] starts his war (yet another one) 
against global warming, while the best eco-cities look like 
gated communities in the Emirates, or in China. 

That’s too much. It is clear that something, somewhere, went 
terribly wrong. You need to take a break, and start to re-think 
the whole thing from the beginning.”

(Blogpost, Volume, 2008)



3INTRODUCTION

In November 2008, the headline of an article in the Stock-
holm newspaper Metro announced: “Sweden becomes a 
model for a sustainable China”. At the same time, the World 
Urban Forum was taking place in Nanjing, China; Sweden 
sent 150 delegates and occupied a fifth of the international 
exhibition space. As a participant in the World Urban Forum, 
I frequently encountered the same reaction from the Chinese 
participants when I said I was from Sweden: “Ah, you are 
from Sweden – you are so good at sustainability!”. Always 
struck by this reaction, not knowing exactly how to respond, 
I developed an urge to delve deeper into the questions of 
why the Swedish representation was so large at the forum, 
why the Chinese participants perceived Sweden as so good at 
sustainability, what image is it that Sweden projects abroad 
and what are the effects of exporting Swedish sustainable 
urban planning services to China. 

Two years later, in 2010, the World Expo took place in Shang- 
hai with the overall theme “Better City, Better Life”. Sweden’s  
participation reflected an investment in the image of Sweden  
to an extent not previously seen in Swedish history. Some-
where there, this PhD project began and I started to examine 
the story of Swedish urban sustainability.
 
   (See Paper I5)

5. This text paraphrases parts of the introduction to Paper I and gives a more general introduction to how this whole PhD 
project began.
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Figure 1
Figure 2 

The main restaurant at the Stockholm Exhibition in 1930, press image.
The Swedish pavilion at the World Expo in Shanghai in 2010. (Photo by author September 2010).



5SWEDISH URBAN SUSTAINABILITY AS BEST-PRACTICE

In this introductory chapter, I first (in 1.1) introduce the subject of 
the research and its relevance in this present time. Second (in 1.2), 
I present the aim and research questions. Third (in 1.3), I provide a 
summary of the five papers that are included in this compilation 
thesis. Finally (in 1.4), there is a reading guide in order to guide the 
reader through the seven chapters of this cover essay. 

1.1 Swedish urban sustainability as best-practice 
Sweden has a history of claiming to be, and being perceived as, one 
of the most progressive, modern, equal and environmentally friend-
ly countries in the world. At different times in history, in different 
places, this narrative has played out in different ways.

In 1930, the event of the so called “Stockholm exhibition” (figure 1) 
marks a significant time and space in the history of Swedish architec-
ture, establishing functionalism as the dominant architectural style 
in Sweden and placing Sweden as a central nation internationally in 
modernism and functionalism (Rudberg, 1999). The exhibition was 
held by the City of Stockholm together with the Swedish craft society 
and Swedish artists, craftsmen, architects and companies in related 
fields displayed their latest products, together with new housing 
alternatives. The exhibition’s slogan was Acceptera! (Accept!), which 
was literally a call for acceptance of functionalism, standardisation 
and mass production as facets of progress and part of a modernised 
way of living. The exhibition ran from May to September 1930 in 
eastern-central Stockholm, and was visited by about four million 
visitors (ibid.). All of the buildings were temporary and torn down 
after the exhibition. However, the ideas of the exhibition lived on 
and influenced the shape of Swedish housing, functionalism and 
modernism for years to come (see Mattson and Wallenstein, 2010).

In 1972, around 40 years later, another major event took place in 
Stockholm that would place Sweden as a central figure in interna-
tional environmental affairs and, later, in sustainable development. 
This was the first UN summit on the environment, also referred to as 
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“The Stockholm Conference”. This conference has since been cited 
as the start in establishing a framework for international environ-
mental affairs (see Egelston, 2006; Grieger, 2012). Thus Stockholm, or 
Sweden, is often referred to as central in the history of international 
environmental affairs and sustainable development. As the German re- 
searcher in environmental diplomacy, Andreas Grieger (2012: 1) 
writes, “it was the initiative of a small country in Scandinavia 
that laid the foundation for international cooperation on environ- 
mental matters”.

The work of this thesis takes its departure, at the World Expo in 
Shanghai in 2010 (figure 2), a major event where Swedish government 
bodies together with private actors came together to promote Sweden 
under the banner of the expo; “Better city, Better life”. At that time, 
Sweden was aspiring to be a role model within urban sustainability. 
The exhibition ran from May to September 2010 in south-central 
Shanghai, and was visited by about 70 million visitors (Barboza, 
2010). In the same year, Stockholm became the first city to receive 
the European Green Capital award from the EU Commission, for 

“leading the way towards environmentally friendly urban living” (City 
of Stockholm, 2016a). One main aim in giving out this award was 
formulated as: “By giving the European Green Capital award to one 
chosen city each year, the designated city becomes a role model for 
environmental standards” (ibid.). Thus, in 2010 Stockholm was in 
several ways both promoted and perceived as being an international 
role model in sustainable urban development – the grand challenge 
of its time. In this thesis, I unpack and contest the notion of Sweden 
as a role model of urban sustainability for the present age. 

This research began with a sense of unease on receiving the reac-
tion “Ah, you are from Sweden, you are so good at sustainability!” 
This is a reaction that I still encounter sometimes and during this 
PhD work I have been struggling to find a response to it. My aim 
in this thesis is to contribute to a more nuanced and complex idea 
of Swedish sustainability than previously nested together through 
marketing efforts.

INTRODUCTION
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The importance of problematising Swedish urban sustainability 
as a role model 
First of all, I would argue that Sweden is considered a prime example 
of sustainability much thanks to that the current dominant main-
stream discourse on urban sustainability suits Sweden very well. 
When progress is reduced to gross domestic product (GDP) growth 
and environmental concern is reduced to calculations of territorial 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, i.e. when sustainable development 
has become decoupling of GDP growth from GHG emissions, Sweden 
is able to show great data6. Moreover, as I show in this research there 
have been very conscious efforts by Swedish government bodies 
and private companies to brand Swedish urban sustainability, in 
order to combine export of Swedish clean-tech products and urban 
planning services. In this branding, governmental bodies and private 
companies have identified decoupling as a selling storyline of Swedish 
urban sustainability, a storyline that has been deliberately linked to 
urban flagship districts such as Hammarby Sjöstad in Stockholm and 
the Western Harbour in Malmö. In the Swedish urban sustainability 
imaginary identified in this thesis, the storyline of decoupling is black-
boxed into a selling image and promoted together with the flagship 
urban districts of Sweden through e.g. the platform SymbioCity7. 
However, this thesis shows that the premise on which this Swedish 
urban sustainable imaginary is built does not hold and also has 
problematic effects as this imaginary circulates and produces real 
political effects in urban spaces in Sweden and beyond. 

In this thesis these problematic effects are addressed specifically 
as I examine the export of Swedish urban planning services to 
Chinese eco-city projects and the wider circulation of that prac-
tice. Through the research in this thesis I point to the importance 
of addressing the premise upon which the storyline of Swedish 
decoupling is built and clarify why it is true in one way, but at 
the same time could be regarded as a myth. In this research I 
further identify a consumption perspective on GHG emissions as 
absent present in the promotion of Swedish urban sustainability 

6. Gases that trap heat in the atmosphere are called greenhouse gases. At the global scale, the main greenhouse gas emitted 
by human activities is Carbon dioxide (CO2), which stands for 76% of the GHG emissions, the other 24% comes from Methane 
(CH4), Nitrous oxide (N2O) and Fluorinated gases (EPA, 2016). In this thesis I mainly use the term GHG emissions, however 
when specifically relating to the promoted graph of Swedish decoupling I only refer to CO2 emissions, since this is the what 
is stated in the promoted graph.
7. The platform of SymbioCity is further introduced on page 11 and in Paper I.

SWEDISH URBAN SUSTAINABILITY AS BEST-PRACTICE
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and point to the need to work with this perspective in order to 
seriously address a more nuanced and complex idea of Swedish 
sustainability. In doing so, I aim to address the urgent need to 
continuously develop and contest imaginaries and planning 
practices of sustainability, to ask who is rendered as sustainable 
and what a socio-environmentally just perspective might mean for 
policy makers and planning practice.

Urban sustainability as a complex solution
The human influence on the environmental conditions of the 
planet is clear. Reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) show that emissions of GHG increased 
by 70% over the period 1970-2004 and today emissions caused by 
human activity are the highest in history (Bulkeley, 2013; IPCC, 
2014). Assessments of climate change by the IPCC draw on the 
work of hundreds of researchers from all over the world that state 
that most probably global temperatures will continue to rise for 
decades to come, largely due to GHG produced by human activities. 
Moreover, there have already been observable effects on the environ- 
ment due to global warming; glaciers have shrunk, ice on rivers 
and lakes is breaking up earlier than before and plant and animal 
ranges have shifted (NASA, 2016). At the same time, during the past 
30 years the size of the global economy has more than doubled 
(World Bank, 2015). There has been clear progress on reducing 
poverty in the world over recent decades. It is widely stated that 
the first Millennium Development Goal – to cut the 1990 poverty 
rate in half by 2015 – was reached five years ahead of time (ibid.). 
Yet, importantly, global inequality is still reaching new extremes. 
The Credit Suisse Global Wealth Report (2015) showed that the 
richest 1% have more wealth than the rest of the world combined. 
There is also a spatial inequality in the distribution of wealth in 
the world. Today, wealth is still predominantly concentrated in 
Europe and the United States, but the growth of wealth in so-called 
emerging markets has been most striking, including a five-fold 
rise in China since the beginning of the century (Oxfam, 2016), 

INTRODUCTION
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8. As the name suggests, “global warming” refers to the long-term trend of a rising average global temperature, “Climate 
change” refers to the changes in the global climate which result from the increasing average global temperature. Thus, human 
greenhouse gas emissions are causing global warming, which in turn is causing climate change. For an interesting discussion 
on these terms, see the Skeptical Science website: https://www.skepticalscience.com/climate-change-global-warming.htm, 
posted July, 2015, retrieved April 26, 2016. 

but also an uneven distribution of wealth among income groups 
in all parts of the world. The distribution of wealth also relates 
to responsibility and vulnerability to global warming8. For exam-
ple, Oxfam recently demonstrated that while the poorest people 
live in areas most vulnerable to global warming, the poorest half 
of the global population is responsible for only around 10% of 
total global emissions (Gore, 2015). The reality is too messy and 
complex to label these general development trends as an either 
purely positive or negative development. However, what I argue 
needs to be addressed is that human activity needs to find ways to 
progress that cause less harm to the planet and distribute wealth 
more evenly than today. The approach to doing so is often called 
sustainable development. 

Sustainable development was famously coined as a term in the Brundt-
land report as “development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 
(UN, 1987: 41). The Brundtland report was the result of international 
negotiations that had begun decades earlier, with some referring to 
the Stockholm conference in 1972 as the starting point (see Egelston, 
2006; Grieger, 2012). Since then, the world’s governments have come 
together frequently, with ever greater reason to agree on the need for 
change. Following the Brundtland Commission, the ideas of sustain-
able development strongly influenced the Earth Summit in Rio de 
Janeiro, Brazil, in 1992, the World Summit of Sustainable Development 
in Johannesburg, South Africa, in 2002 and, most recently, the UN 
Climate Change Conference (COP21) in Paris in 2015. In 2015, world 
leaders also adopted the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) of 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which call for action 
by all countries, poor, rich and middle-income, to promote prosperity 
while protecting the planet: “Over the next fifteen years, with these 
new Goals that universally apply to all, countries will mobilise efforts 
to end all forms of poverty, fight inequalities and tackle climate change” 
(UN, 2016). One of the 17 goals is specifically called “sustainable cities 
and communities” (ibid.). The entity of the city is often perceived as 

SWEDISH URBAN SUSTAINABILITY AS BEST-PRACTICE
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the arena for solutions in these international partnership programmes 
and strategies. The specific sentence “Cities offer a unique opportu-
nity to tackle climate change” can be found e.g. on the websites of 
the World Bank (2013), UN-Habitat (2014) and the global partnership 
programme Connect4Change (2015) and urban sustainability has been 
given a major role in the political process of achieving an improved 
environment through UN and other globally induced political and 
planning processes (see Keil, 2003). It has been widely reported that 
2008 was the year in which more than half the world’s population lived 
in urban areas and an additional 2.5 billion people are predicted to live 
in urban areas by 2050 (UN, 2014). This is often used in arguments on 
why urban sustainability is important to address. 

Addressing sustainable development through UN summits is often 
considered to be mainly a global problem requiring global solutions 
(Bulkeley, 2003: 6). Climate researchers Johan Rockström et al. (2016: 465) 
write that the Paris agreement to limit temperature rise to under 2°C, 
with the ambition to “pursue efforts to limit the temperature increase 
to 1.5°C above pre-industrial” is fully aligned with climate research but 
there is at the same time a worrying lack of clarity in how this will be 
achieved. There are many ways of viewing sustainable development 
and the ways in which it could be addressed. If, instead of focusing on 
the global commons of the atmosphere, one considers how, why, by 
whom and where GHG emissions and other environmental damage 
are produced, and where and by whom the risks of flooding, droughts, 
storms or exhaustions of natural resources may be felt, a different set 
of processes, actors and possibilities come to mind. It is important 
to note that global GHG emissions do not arise from some uniform 
and invisible source, but rather are the product of the ways in which 
energy is used in our homes and cars and to make the things we 
consume and the goods we use, and the product of our management 
of the land and forests. It is these processes, taking place in a highly 
uneven manner across different national contexts, that create both 
the existing atmospheric conditions and the so called “common, but 
differentiated, responsibilities” for acting on global warming (Bulkeley, 
2013). Considering global warming in this sense also demonstrates that 

INTRODUCTION
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it is possible to think about global warming not as a global issue in the 
sense that it occurs in the same way across the world, but as an issue 
that has very different histories and geographies, varying across time 
and space, and differing implications for economies and societies (ibid.). 
It is in this view of global warming, as shaped by diverse processes 
that vary not only between different nation states but also within and 
across national boundaries, that the city as both a territorial and rela-
tional space comes into view. Geographer Harriet Bulkeley writes that 
(2013: 13): “Utopian visions of social and technical responses to global 
warming are often created through different imaginings of the future 
city”. In this thesis, I examine the kinds of imaginings of the future city 
that the promotion of Swedish sustainability is reinforcing and what 
is included and excluded in the perceived idea of Sweden as a role 
model for sustainable urban planning. This has particular relevance 
since Sweden is praised for its sustainability efforts and held up as a 
model for others to follow.

The Swedish sustainable city as a (paradoxical) role model
Ahead of the Johannesburg conference in 2002, the Swedish govern-
ment launched an initiative entitled The Sustainable City, suggesting a 
specific integrated planning approach as a conceptual framework to 
support sustainable urban development in low and middle income 
countries. Already at an early stage, Sino-Swedish collaboration was 
mentioned as an important part of the concept (SIDA, 2010, 2007). In 
2007, the semi-government Swedish Trade Council, together with large 
Swedish private companies, developed the idea of “the sustainable 
city” into the more marketable concept of “The Symbio City”. The 
initial purpose of SymbioCity was to act as a marketing platform for 
Swedish clean-tech companies. The defined purpose of the “Symbio 
City” concept came to serve as a communication platform for diss- 
emination of Swedish environmental technology in close co-linkage 
with sustainable urban development, including institutional arrange-
ments and planning processes (SIDA, 2010). The urban districts of 
Hammarby Sjöstad in Stockholm and the Western Harbour in Malmö 
were cited as central flagship projects to demonstrate best-practice 

SWEDISH URBAN SUSTAINABILITY AS BEST-PRACTICE
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in sustainable urban development. The urban district of Hammarby 
Sjöstad was also central in the European Comission decision to give 
Stockholm the Green Capital Award: “Hammarby Sjöstad is a model 
green community, focused on urban development, climate-friendly 
living and innovative energy technology”(City of Stockholm, 2016b). 
More specifically, the judges’ justification for presenting the award to 
the City of Stockholm included three main points: i) That the City has 
an integrated administration system that guarantees that environmental 
aspects are considered in budgets, operational planning, reporting and 
monitoring; ii) that the City has cut carbon dioxide emissions by 25% 
per inhabitant since 1990; and iii) that the City has adopted the objective 
of being fossil fuel free by 2050 (City of Stockholm, 2016a). Since then, 
the City of Stockholm has shown even greater ambitions and targets 
regarding these aspects. For example, in 2015 the City agreed on the 
aim to become a fossil-free city by 2040 instead of the earlier goal of 
2050 (formulated in 2005), while in 2016 the City of Stockholm put up 
posters around the city showing figures demonstrating how the environ- 
ment in Stockholm has improved, in a campaign called “The Pride 
City” (City of Stockholm, 2016c). A central component in this campaign 
was illustrating how the city is becoming even more environmentally 
friendly, with GHG emissions having already decreased by 47% per 
person during the past 25 years (figure 3). 

INTRODUCTION

Figure 3 Advertisement posted by the City of Stockholm, bearing the text “-47% In the last 25 years the greenhouse gas 
emissions per capita in Stockholm have been reduced by half.” (Photo by author, Stockholm, Sweden, April 2016).
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Having high ambitions on lowering GHG emissions is laudable. How-
ever, in this research I examined the premises on which the figures 
presented for Sweden, and the City of Stockholm, are constructed. 
I also investigate how it is possible that the Swedish nation and its 
capital, Stockholm, are presented as role models of sustainability, 
when at the same time the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) has pointed 
out that the ecological footprint of the average Swede in 2015 is over 
six global hectares (gha) per person, while the global space available 
is only 1.7 gha. Moreover, the Swedish footprint per capita has been 
growing and Sweden has now been placed amongst the 10 worst 
countries on the WWF’s global ranking (WWF, 2014). WWF (2016: 1) 
states: “Sweden’s ecological footprint needs thus to reduce considerably 
to approach a sustainable and fair level”. In addition, according to a 
report on inequality and poverty in OECD member countries, Sweden 
is the country where the gap between low and high income groups 
is increasing fastest (OECD, 2013). During the past century, Sweden 
as a nation has had a history of comparatively low levels of income 
inequality, but has dropped from holding the proud first place to now 
being only among the 10 to 15 most equal OECD member countries9. 
These inequalities have become particularly apparent in larger cities, 
where the inequalities between groups and neighbourhoods have 
grown and segregation has increased in the past decade (the City of 
Stockholm, 2015). 

Depending on the questions asked, the perspectives highlighted 
and the way in which numbers are calculated, there may be different 
ideas of whether or not Sweden can be considered a role model 
in sustainability. In this thesis I do not aim to evaluate, or define, 
how sustainable Sweden or Stockholm is. Rather, my aim is to 
unpack the contemporary promotion of Swedish sustainability, 
how this promotion translates to urban planning practice and ways 
of contesting a problematic imaginary of best-practice sustainable 
urbanism, in order to highlight complexities and paradoxes that 
are necessary to resolve in order to seriously address issues of just 
socio-environmental urban planning.

SWEDISH URBAN SUSTAINABILITY AS BEST-PRACTICE

9. The news of fastest growing inequalities made it to the front page of the newspaper and was written about in the article 
“Klyftor växer snabbast i Sverige” where it was also written: “In Sweden, the proportion of poor in 2010 (9 percent) was more 

than twice as high as in 1995 (4 percent). Corresponding changes have not occurred in any other OECD country.” (Svenska 
Dagbladet, 2013). The senior analyst Michael Forster at the OECD, one of the report’s authors, was cited in the newspaper 
article saying: “If this trend continues for five or ten more years, then Sweden will no longer be a display window for equality 
among OECD countries.”
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1.2 Aim and research questions
The aim of this research is to unpack and contest the notion of 
Sweden as a role model of urban sustainability for the present age. 
The research is divided into three main parts. First, I seek to unpack 
how contemporary Swedish urban sustainability is being promoted 
abroad and what is included and excluded in this promotion. Second, 
I examine the intentions and performative effects in two specific cases 
where Swedish planning practice is exported to Chinese eco-city 
developments. Third, I examine what I identify as issues problem-
atically excluded from the official promotion and discuss whether 
a counter-narrative on Swedish urban sustainability could work 
productively in addressing the complexities and paradoxes inherent 
in the identified imaginary of Swedish urban sustainability. These 
three parts correspond to a set of overarching research questions, 
which I examine in five different papers in this compilation thesis: 

1. How is the Swedish urban sustainable imaginary produced? What is included 
and excluded in the promotion of Swedish urban sustainability? (Paper I)

2. How does this imaginary circulate and with what performative effects? 
For whom are the so called sustainable urban spaces built and at what 
cost (social and ecological)? (Paper II and III)

3. How can planning foster more socio-environmentally just forms of 
urban sustainability? (Paper IV and V)

In addressing these questions I seek to contest contemporary circula- 
ting ideas of Swedish best-practice urban sustainability and notions 
of who are envisioned as living sustainable lifestyles. I also seek 
to identify possibilities, and problems, in working towards more 
socio-environmentally just forms of planning practices that high-
light issues of uneven geographies, social equity and consumption. 

In this cover essay I discuss these overarching questions, whereas each 
of the papers examines more specific, but related, research questions. 
Paper I sets the basis, by discussing: How is Swedish urban sustainability 

INTRODUCTION
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promoted abroad and on which premises is this promotion based? Departing 
from this initial question, Paper II follows the translation of Swedish 
promotion of urban sustainability into planning practice, considering 
the question: What are the intentional logics and performative effects 
of exporting Swedish sustainable planning practice to Chinese eco-cities? 
Paper III contextualises the Swedish planning of eco-cities in China 
in a wider “export” business of sustainable urbanism, in order to 
analyse the wider circulation of international urban planning ideals 
and practices which the Swedish practice is part of. 

Papers IV and V examine issues identified as problematically excluded 
from the official promotion and seek to analyze a counter-narrative 
of Swedish urban sustainability that could work productively in 
addressing the complexities and paradoxes inherent in the notion 
of Swedish urban sustainability as a role model. And instead foster 
more socio-environmentally just forms of urban sustainability. Here, 
I identify a consumption perspective on GHG calculations as possibly 
productive counter-narrative to the dominant storyline of Swedish 
decoupling. Paper IV then traces how a consumption perspective on 
GHG calculations has emerged in Sweden and the discursive effects when 
this perspective translates to local municipal policy. It concludes that 
this perspective strengthens an environmental justice discourse, but 
on the other hand, it reinforces an individualised environmental 
discourse putting too much emphasis on individual consumer 
behaviour as the route to change for sustainable development. Build-
ing on this conclusion, Paper V analyses how planning for sharing 
infrastructure might be a way to provide spaces for other subjectivities 
than the responsible consumer to act as sustainable subjects.

Together, Papers I-V all discuss how associations to Swedish urban 
sustainability (as narratives and through planning practices) are being 
made and how they could be re-made. And which environmental dis-
courses, notions of space and subject positions that are being reinforced 
and legitimised through these different narratives and practices. Thus, 
together the different empirical investigations in the papers work as a 
series of contestations towards the Swedish urban sustainable imaginary.

AIM AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS



16

1.3 Summary of papers
Each paper is here summarised on basis of the individual abstracts.

Paper I
In this paper I examine the way in which notions of progress and a 
better city life were presented to Chinese audiences in the Swedish 
pavilion at the World Expo in Shanghai in 2010. Using Actor-network 
theory, the Swedish pavilion is here regarded as a node in the ex-
port of a wider network of Swedish sustainable urban planning 
services. In this paper I explore the production of imaginaries at 
play in the performance of the Swedish pavilion and the concept of 

“SymbioCity.” I argue that the imaginaries that Sweden produces 
through activities associated with the SymbioCity platform and 
coreographed in Swedish pavilion underlines a view that equates 

“progress” with the notion of “decoupling” of economic growth and 
CO2-emissions. I identify an image that illustrates this decoupling 
graph as a key agent the wider network of exporting Swedish 
sustainable urban planning services. In presenting an image of 
decoupling as a Swedish experience possible to transfer to China, 
it also establishes views of progress as linear and space as static. In 
using the term absent-present, I open up a counter narrative, which 
turns decoupling as a Swedish experience into a myth and raises 
the need for urban imaginaries based on a relational view of space.

Paper II
In this paper I explore the effects and underlying intentions of Swedish 
practices of exporting sustainable urban planning to Chinese eco-cities. 
I specifically address the export of the “sustainable city” as a commodity, 
supported by the Swedish government and seen as especially suited to 
the Chinese eco-city market. Two cases are examined, where Swedish 
architecture firms have been commissioned to masterplan Chinese 
ecocities: the Caofedian and Wuxi Eco-cities. In particular, I examine 
three kinds of “effects”: first, the planning discourse manifested in 
the planning documents; second, how these plans materialise on the 
ground; and, third, the circulation of this exported planning practice 
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on Swedish policy and practice back home. The paper further adds to 
the field of planning mobilities by examining not only the discourse 
and diffusion of transnational master planning but also how the 

“export” circulates and returns back home. I argue that the two inten-
tional logics of exporting the Swedish “sustainable city” – to shape a 
better world and to export clean-tech products – could both be seen as 
having failed in these two cases. Instead, the naming and branding of 
the eco-cities seem to boost a certain repetitive problematic idea and 
practice of sustainable urban development. I further argue that the 
Swedish exported practice strengthens and legitimises a circulating 
narrative establishing a sustainable urban planning practice fostering 
a paradoxically generic image of upper-middle-class consumers as 
eco-city inhabitants in China as well as in Sweden.

Paper III
In this paper I set the Sino-Swedish eco-cities in a wider professional 
context. Here the international travels of ideas about sustainable 
urban planning and design are examined through a focus on private 
sector architecture, planning and engineering consultants. In this 
paper I bring the two specific cases studied in Paper II in relation to 
a wider study carried out by my co-authour Elizabeth Rapoport. In 
the paper we identify a striking consistency in this travelling model 
of sustainable urbanism. Importantly, rather than a defined model 
of urban form, we identify that this model could be said to include 
a very similar “menu of options”. In this paper, we wish to comple-
ment case study oriented research on policy transfer and policy 
mobilities that often more explicitly explore why certain policy or 
planning practices are taken up in real world projects and some are 
not. The empirical starting point for this paper is rather the industry 
of consultants who mobilise ideas. Focusing on the architecture and 
planning firms, which we here refer to a Global Intelligence Corps 
(GIC), provides insight into the way that the travelling model of 
sustainable urbanism is developed, standardised and disseminated 
internationally, and, more broadly, how norms are established and 
models emerge and circulate in international urban planning practice.

SUMMARY OF PAPERS
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Paper IV
In this paper, we examine how a consumption perspective on GHG 
emissions has gained ground in Sweden, on a national level and 
also more specifically in the new Strategic Climate Program of the 
City of Gothenburg. In the second part of the paper we discuss what 
municipal strategies and environmental discourses this perspective 
enhances. In this paper we state that a consumption perspective on 
GHG emissions provides new outlooks on sustainability. Swedish 
researchers and the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency 
propose that the production perspective should be complemented 
with a consumption perspective to describe more fairly who is 
responsible for what emissions. Applying actor–network theory, 
we find three common features of importance for Sweden, and the 
City of Gothenburg, supporting the consumption perspective to gain 
ground. One is the existence of long-term environmental goals that 
facilitate this perspective. The other features are the existence of civil 
servants as drivers and the use of calculations from legitimate “fact 
builders.” We conclude that a consumption perspective strengthens 
an environmental justice discourse (as it claims to be a more just 
way of calculating global and local environmental effects) while 
possibly also increasing an individualised environmental discourse 
(as many municipal strategies aim to inform and influence the 
public to make lifestyle changes on their own). In this paper, we 
argue that a consumption perspective is necessary in order to fully 
address environmental problems and to highlight issues of justice 
and responsibility in planning for urban sustainability. At the same 
time, we point out that this kind of eco-governmentality might lead 
to individualised self-governed climate subjects with outlooks that 
are too limited to foster change of dominant everyday practices.

Paper V
In this paper we explore how local authorities can develop infrastruc-
ture for collaborative consumption – sharing amongst citizens of tools, 
spaces and practical skills. The City of Malmö is used as a case study 
to illustrate the work with what we refer to as “sharing infrastructure”. 

INTRODUCTION
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In this paper we discuss the possibly of providing spaces that have 
another take on the issue of sustainable consumption than favouring 
the “responsible consumer” subject. This paper points to a role for 
local public planning to play in relation to collaborative consumption, 
in the sense of creating what we call sharing infrastructure – providing 
access to shared tools and spaces for making and repairing – enabling 
citizens to act in the city, not only as consumers, but also as makers 
and sharers. The findings of this paper contribute to discussions 
on how collaborative/sharing economy practices can become more 
inclusive and the potential role of local government in this. In this 
paper we argue that it is not only grassroot groups that are to build 
up alternative parallel “infrastructures of provision”, but also local 
public authorities can, and should, play a key role in reshaping infra- 
structure and routes of provision to encompass possibilities for 
citizens to organise, make, repair and share resources, and doing so 
in a socially inclusive manner.

1.4 Reading guide
As described earlier, this thesis consists of a cover essay and five 
papers. The role of the cover essay is to discuss theoretical, method- 
ological and empirical choices made in the papers and also to 
bring together the five papers in a wider discussion. In doing so 
the cover essay highlights the wider contribution of this research, 
both theoretically and empirically.

This is a rather extensive cover essay. I have therefore written each 
chapter in a manner that makes it possible to read them separately 
depending on the interest of the reader. At the same time, the seven 
chapters of the cover essay do of course follow a certain logic that 
evolves from the introduction to the concluding reflections. 

Chapter 1 introduces the subject matter and relevance of the 
research. I also clarify the research questions in each paper and 
in the research as a whole. This is followed by a summary of the 
five papers. In Chapter 2, I situate the research in relation to both 
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previous published research and research that has been published 
parallel to the process of writing the papers. Therefore this Chapter 
is called “situating the research” instead of the commonly used 

“previous research”.

In Chapter 3, I present the theoretical approaches that have informed 
my research position across the papers and I also discuss the central 
theoretical concepts used. In Chapter 4, I more explicitly discuss 
the research design and the onto-epistemological considerations. 
Fjärde stycket, ersätt tredje meningen med : For the sake of clarity, I 
here provide a summary table of all the empirical material gathered 
in the papers (table 1). In Chapter 5, I make the research process 
visible and more thoroughly discuss how I gathered the empirical 
material. Here, I also discuss my decisions in what to include and 
what to exclude within this research. 

In the three parts that make up Chapter 6, I discuss the main findings 
from the papers in three different parts. These three parts corre-
spond to the overarching research questions presented in Chapter 1 
and to the different areas of research outlined in Chapter 2. Finally, 
in Chapter 7, I present the main conclusions of the research and 
reflect upon directions for future research.

INTRODUCTION
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“Environmental action and environmental discourse, when 
carried on in the name of “sustainable development” implicitly 
or explicitly position themselves with respect to the crisis 
of justice and the crisis of nature. Different actors produce 
different types of knowledge; they highlight certain issues 
and underplay others. How attention is focused, what implicit 
assumptions are cultivated, what hopes are entertained, and 
what agents are privileged depends on the way the debate 
on sustainability is framed.”

(Sachs, 1999: 77-78)
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Sustainable development has been a key term in environmental 
politics and policy making ever since the Brundtland report. Coming 
to prominence in the 1980’s and becoming a global concern in 
the 1990’s, “sustainable development” has become a catch-phrase 
within an overwhelming majority of policy documents, as well as 
in vision documents of various political parties world-wide (Dryzek, 
1997). However, while the term has, as urban planning scholar Scott 
Campbell formulates it (1996: 312): “won the battle of big public 
ideas”, there is no consensus on the exact meaning of the concept. 
Thus sustainability is rather the axis around which discussion 
revolves (Kreuger and Gibbs, 2007; Dryzek, 2005). Geographers 
Rob Kreuger and David Gibbs (2007: 5) write that:

as sustainability approaches critical mass as a development 
strategy in communities and nations around the world, it 
requires more scrutiny: /…/what has come to define the bulk 
of sustainability literature range from outright sanguine to 
cautiously optimistic in tone.

However, as they also mention, there is a growing literature of critical 
writings in relation to sustainability, which is where the work presented 
in this thesis is positioned. In this chapter, I identify four different 
strands of relevant research for this thesis. First (in 2.1), a bulk of the 
academic literature in which the present research takes its departure 
from is used to situate the work. I chose to call this strand of research 

“best-practice urban sustainability research”. I then identify three 
different kinds of more critical approaches to sustainability research, 
within which I position the work of this thesis and to which I make a 
contribution. These three areas are: i) (critical) discourse analysis of 
sustainability, where much work has been done within environmental 
policy studies since the 1990’s (see 2.2); ii) an emerging strand of research 
that is currently growing, which I chose to call “critical eco-city research” 
(see 2.3); and iii) research that contests mainstream approaches of 
best-practice urban sustainability through exploring relational views 
of space that highlight more radical concepts of the social production 
of (urban) nature, both in theory and through empirical case studies 
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(see 2.4). Here I call this “contesting urban sustainability research”. 
When writing a monograph this kind of chapter is often called “previous 
research” but in this chapter I also relate to research that has been 
published after some of my published papers. Therefore this chapter 
is called “situating the research”. All sections in this chapter consider 
both previous research and contemporary research that has been 
published previous or paralell to the papers included in this thesis. In 
the end of every section I shortly describe how this research relates to 
the different areas of research identified in this chapter. 

2.1 Best-practice research on urban sustainability
In the broad literature that has emerged on sustainable urban plan-
ning, much of the focus is on what constitutes successful practice 
(see for example Beatley, 2000; Birch and Wachter, 2008; Wheeler 
and Beatley, 2009; Fitzgerald, 2010; Slavin, 2011). Much of this research 
within urban sustainability is performed through case studies 
(Kreuger and Gibbs, 2007). In this field of literature, researchers are 
seeking to show, through case studies, how sustainability plays out 
in different places and under different policies. In this approach, 
case studies offer a “pick and mix” set of policies – often in terms 
of e.g. bicycle lanes, high-density zoning, transport-orientated 
development, urban green space preservation – that are seen as 

“best-practices” and could be adapted to different local circumstances. 
This approach relates to the idea that:

case studies are useful because they share unproblematic 
information among various localities, a sort of policy measure 
and processes from which local authorities can choose in order 
to implement their own forms of sustainable development.

(Kreuger and Gibbs, 2007: 3)

Several volumes have been written to present such practical examples 
of so-called sustainable urban planning (e.g. Beatly and Manning, 
1997; Pierce and Dale, 1999; Beatly, 2000; Portney, 2003). Within 
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this strand of literature, case-studies of urban sustainability range 
between various scales, pointing out whole cities, nation states or 
urban-distrcits as best-practcie. Some cities are more frequently 
mentioned than others, for example Portland in the US, Freiburg in 
Germany and Malmö in Sweden (Kreuger and Gibbs, 2007). Kreu-
ger and Gibbs (2007) point out that whole nations have sometimes 
been identified as best-practice examples, for example the Nether-
lands and Sweden (or the whole Scandinavia). In addition, urban 
scholars Joan Fitzgerald and Jennifer Lenhart (2016) point out that 
three of the most celebrated European eco-districts are Hammarby 
Sjöstad in Stockholm, Western Harbour in Malmö and Vauban in 
Freiburg. Sweden as a nation, the cities of Stockholm and Malmö 
and specifically the two examples of Hammarby Sjöstad and the 
Western Harbour are frequently mentioned within the urban sus-
tainability literature as success stories and best-practice examples to 
replicate and learn from. In a sense, it is from this kind of academic 
sustainability debate that the present research springs. Through an 
urge to problematise and politicise those best-practices and, more 
specifically, how Sweden (in association with the urban districts 
Hammarby Sjöstad and the Western Harbour) is being portrayed 
as a model of sustainability (and sustainable urban planning) for 
the rest of the world to follow. 

Furthermore, several systems for rating cities on being “green” or 
“sustainable” have been developed. These often rank cities based 
on different indicators, assessment schemes or measureable goals 
in renewable energy adoption, building efficiency, public and 
non-motorised transportation, sustainable land use, waste man-
agement, water consumption and wastewater management. So-
called “successful” cities are often defined by articulating goals and 
implementing programmes in each of these areas (Fitzgerald and 
Lenhart, 2016). There is also a body of literature discussing differ-
ent sets of urban sustainability indices (see for example Mori and 
Christodoulou, 201110). The present thesis is not situated within the 
academic debate regarding different sets of definitions, rankings or 

10. In their well-referenced article, they discuss conceptual requirements for a City Sustainability Index (CSI) and in order to 
do so review existing major sustainability indices/indicators in terms of: Ecological Footprint (EF), Environmental Sustain-
ability Index (ESI), Dashboard of Sustainability (DS), Welfare Index, Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI), Index of Sustainable 
Economic Welfare, City Development Index, emergy/exergy, Human Development Index (HDI), Environmental Vulnerability 
Index (EVI), Environmental Policy Index (EPI), Living Planet Index (LPI), Environmentally-adjusted Domestic Product (EDP), 
Genuine Saving (GS).
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sustainability indices, nor do I aim to find a new or better definition 
of what is “sustainable”. Neither do I aim to define if Sweden (as a 
nation) or Hammarby Sjöstad (as an urban district) are sustainable 
or unsustainable. Rather, the aim is to move away from the binary 
idea of nations or urban districts as sustainable or unsustainable 
and instead discuss the performative effects of different ways of 
doing sustainability.

Within the academic literature on sustainability, a number of ways 
and conceptual terms have been developed in order to describe and 
analyse the use and “stretchiness” of “sustainability” (for example as 
a “floating signifier”, see Laclau and Mouffe, 1986 or as a “boundary 
object” see Hajer, 1995). As Kreuger and Gibbs (2007: 5) put it, “Sustaina- 
bility is so ambiguous that it allows actors from various backgrounds 
to proceed without agreeing on a single action”. Planning researcher 
Adrian Parr (2009) argues that the meteoric rise of the concept 
of sustainable development is much likely due to the fact that it 
can be hijacked for other means. She means that what began as 
a grassroots movement to promote responsible development has 
now become a bullet point in corporate eco-branding strategies. 
In addition, she states that the more popular sustainable develop-
ment becomes the more commodified it becomes (ibid). According 
to Marxist political theory11, commodification takes place when 
economic value is assigned to something not previously considered 
in economic terms; for example when ideas, services, identities or 
people are transformed into commodities, or objects of trade. Thus, 
it describes a modification of a relationship previously untainted 
by commerce into commercial relationships. Further, geographer 
Eric Swyngedouw (2010) states that the mainstream choreograph-
ing of global warming is one of the arenas through which a post-po-
litical frame and post-democratic political configuration have been 
mediated. In this sense, sustainability could be said to be caught 
in a post-political condition, where the political conflicts of the 
definitions of the undefined term of sustainability, are silent. In this 
thesis, in line with these arguments I do not regard sustainability 
as an ontologically fixed term. Agreeing with geographer Doreen 
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11. See Karl Marx theory of “commodity fetishism”, see Marx, K. (1887) Capital: A critique of political economy, Vol. 1, first English 
edition, (first published in German 1867; Das Kapital: Kritik der politischen Ökonomie), Hamburg: Verlag von Otto Meissner.
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Massey’s (2005) (amongst others) point of departure that human 
society is essentially political, sustainability is first and foremost a 
set of political questions about who benefits, who gains and who 
loses from sustainable development.

2.2 Discourse analyses of sustainability
Much of the debate on urban environmental futures has come to be 
dominated by work on ecological modernisation and sustainability 
discourses (Keil, 2003). Since the 1990’s, many theorists in environ-
mental politics and policy have critically discussed the discursive nature 
of sustainability (e.g. Hajer, 1995; Harvey, 1996; Dryzek, 2005). Maarten 
Hajer (1995, 1996) argues that sustainable development could be said to 
be a central storyline for policy discourses such as ecological modernisation. 

The conceptual term of storyline is interesting for the research of this 
thesis, as I identify decoupling as a central storyline in the Swedish 
urban sustainable imaginary. Hajer (1995: 56) defines storylines as “the 
generative sort of narrative that allows actors to draw upon various 
discursive categories to give meaning to specific physical or social 
phenomena”. Moreover, Hajer (1995) suggests that storylines perform 
a number of roles. First, they help to reduce the complexity of an 
issue or a problem and thereby also help agreement to be reached. 
Second, they can become ways to invoke a complex argument amongst 
stakeholders without recourse to a larger debate. Finally, a storyline 
provides a narrative that can link different expertise together. Hajer 
(1995) claims that sustainability works as such a generative narrative 
for policy discourses such as ecological modernisation. In this thesis 
I more specifically claim that decoupling works as a generative nar-
rative for the Swedish urban sustainable imaginary, which in turn is 
largely underpinned by the discourse of ecological modernisation. 

Ecological modernisation as discursive point of referencce
Ecological modernisation is a field within environmental studies that 
has gained support amongst both academics and decision makers 
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within recent decades. (e.g. Spaargaren, Mol and Buttel, 2000; Redclift 
and Dickens, 2004; Mol, Sonnenfeld and Spaargaren, 2009). It is viewed 
as an analytical approach, a theory, a policy strategy and an environ-
mental and political discourse (Hajer, 1995; Lidskog and Elander, 2012). 

The theory of ecological modernisation is based on a belief in 
decoupling of material and economic flows and asserts that eco-
nomic growth is possible without unsustainable exploitation of 
natural resources (Lidskog and Elander, 2012). Thus, it assumes 
that it is possible to have increased economic growth and de-
creasing carbon dioxide emissions, for example. Importantly for 
the present context, within ecological modernisation this belief 
is a key fundamental assumption. Ecological modernisation as a 
theory was established in the 1980’s by a group of academics at the 
Free University and Social Science Research Centre in Berlin, and 
the school of thought of ecological modernisation should also be 
understood in terms of the previous environmental debates. In the 
decades before that, in the 1960’s and 1970’s, the conflict between 
industrialism and environment was often at heart of the discus-
sion. Ecological modernisation was then launched as a theory 
that argued that this conflict was not necessary. While theorists in 
ecological modernisation acknowledge that industrialism has been 
an important cause of the current environmental problems, they 
also suggest that industrialism in terms of “green industrialism” is 
the solution. Ecological modernisation claims that environmental 
improvement can take place in tandem with economic growth. At 
the foundation of the theory is the thought that we do not need a 
systemic shift in society to solve environmental problems. In this 
sense, ecological modernisation is closely related to the concepts 
of “green industrialism” and “sustainable growth”.

Within the ecological modernisation framework, the problem of 
combining economic growth and environmental concern is solved 
by explicitly describing environmental improvements as being 
economically feasible; entrepreneurial agents, economic/market 
dynamics and technological innovation are seen as playing leading 
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roles in bringing about needed ecological changes (Spaargaren and 
Mol, 1992; Fisher and Freudenberg, 1999, 2001). The environmental 
sociologists Arthur Mol and Gert Spaargaren are two of the central 
scholars who developed the school of thought of ecological 
modernisation as a theory about societal change, but also as a 
political discourse. The main ideas within ecological modernisation 
are that through a transformation of discourses, institutions and 
practices and technological innovation, the industrial society will 
gradually become greener. The role of science and technology will 
be strengthened in solving and preventing environmental problems 
and market dynamics will be utilised to launch environmental 
reforms. Through making industrialism and technology green, 
with an environmental focus, economic growth can continue to 
increase and the comfortable modern lifestyles of consumption can 
continue – but consuming ecological and green products from the 
green industries. Thus, ecological modernisation is based on the 
assumption that existing political, economic and social institutions 
can internalise care for environment (Hajer, 1995).

Ecological modernisation as dominant in Swedish environmental politics
Earlier research has recognised the central position of ecological 
modernisation within Swedish environmental policy and politics. 
Lidskog and Elander (2012) claim that the framing of sustainable 
development provided by ecological modernisation is easily recog-
nised within Swedish policy documents and (environmental) politics. 
It is easy to understand the popularity of ecological modernisation 
in policy making and environmental politics; it has a very practical 
character with the focus on problem solving and a solution that makes 
it possible to have increasing economic growth and environmental 
concern at the same time. Moreover, ecological modernisation does 
not require any dramatic changes within current economic markets 
and institutions in society. Thus, politicians do not need to suggest 
any major changes to people’s everyday lives. The role of the state is 
then to enable and encourage technological innovations and increase 
efficiency in resource use, rather than previous command and control 

DISCOURSE ANALYSES OF SUSTAINABILITY



30

solutions. The solution to external effects caused by industries is to 
increase and improve modernisation of society (see Lundgren, 1995). 
The contemporary field of environmental policy in Sweden is broadly 
characterised by a certain storyline, briefly summarised by Lidskog 
and Elander (2012: 417) as: 

[…] a hegemonic discourse proclaiming that sustainable 
development must be approached by a strategy character-
ized by market orientation, collaboration and consensus 
between economic, environmental and social values and 
interests in society. 

One important question is what this theory or discourse of eco-
logical modernisation does? Politically, today this is a very practical 
approach, because it does not challenge much. One may wonder if 
sustainability has become a key strategy in sustaining what is known 
to be unsustainable? (Swyngedouw, 2010; Lidskog and Elander, 
2012). It has become a dominant discourse of sustainability that in 
many ways is keeping needed socio-environmental change from 
happening and problematically shadows important issues, such 
as inequality and uneven geographies. Importantly, in this thesis 
(in line with Hajer, 1995 and Lidskog and Elander, 2012) ecological 
modernisation is not used as an explanatory theory, but as a discursive 
point of reference. However, an explicit discourse analysis approach 
is not applied. Rather, a material-semiotic approach is used or, more 
specifically, a so-called actor-network theory approach, to trace (dif-
ferent) discourses, or modes of ordering, of Swedish urban sustain- 
ability. However, in the discussion of main findings in Chapter 6, 
I relate the findings in the papers to this wider area of previous 
research within environmental discourse theory.

2.3 Critical eco-city research 
Today, the sustainability concept can be seen to greatly influence the 
transnational flow of planning ideals, taking shape in the form of 
eco-cities or eco-districts. As eco-city researcher Simon Joss (2011: i) 
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notes “Efforts to innovate in urban sustainability have in recent 
decades culminated in a new phenomenon: eco-cities.” These eco-
city projects have no common sustainability indicators, and in the 
contemporary literature on eco-cities there is no common definition 
of the concept of the eco-city (Roseland, 1997; Joss, 2011a; Keeton, 
2011; Rapoport, 2013). However, attempts to formulate definitions of 
what constitutes an eco-district are plentiful. There is a large body 
of literature aiming to provide more or less specific definitions of 
what constitute eco-cities (See Fitzgerad and Lenhart, 2016). The 
most comprehensive survey, so far, of contemporary eco-cities was 
carried out in 2009-2010 by Joss (2011). He acknowledges that the 
conceptual diversity and plurality of initiatives using the term make 
it difficult to develop a meaningful definition of eco-cities (Joss, 
2011). Instead of seeking to formulate a universal definition of the 

“eco-city”, in this thesis work I instead explore the kind of urban 
sustainability that is practised in the name of eco-cities. 

In a sense, the phenomenon of eco-cities is not new at all, as the 
term eco-city has been around for decades. However, in line with 
e.g. eco-city researchers Simon Joss (2011), Elizabeth Rapoport (2014) 
and Julie Sze and Miriam Greenberg (2015), I argue that what is 
new is the specific characteristics of the eco-city as an ideal, which 
has developed certain features since the 1980’s and 1990’s. With the 
tendency for planning ideas to reflect broader societal concerns of 
their time, eco-cities represent materialisations of contemporary 
ideals of good development, in an age often said to be marked by 
globalisation, neoliberalism, urbanisation and climate change. 
Recently, eco-cities or eco-districts have received attention as an 
effective way for cities to advance their sustainability plans. In 
addressing both urbanisation and climate change, planning for 
eco-cities or eco-districts has become a popular solution (e.g. Fraker, 
2013; Fitzgerald et al., 2014; Fitzgerald and Lenhart, 2016). In the 
quote provided at the start of this section, Joss (2011) refers to a study 
where he mapped 79 current eco-city initiatives and concluded that, 
judging from the main characteristics of those initiatives, one may 
call these eco-cities a new phenomenon. When analysing these 
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characteristics, it becomes clear how the eco-city, both in theory 
and practice, has evolved gradually along with broader trends in 
environmental thought (Joss, 2010; Joss, 2011; Rapoport, 2014a).

Evolution of the “eco-city” discourse 
The term “eco-city” is said to have been first coined by Richard 
Register in the 1980’s in his book Ecocity Berkeley: Building Cities for 
a Healthy Future (1987) (Rapoport, 2013; Sze and Greenberg, 2015). 
Register was an American architect and environmental activist who 
founded the organisation Urban Ecology at Berkeley, California in 
1975 and defined the eco-city as “an urban environmental system 
in which input (of resources) and output (of waste) are minimized” 
(Register, 1987). He in turn cites the significant influence of Paolo 
Soleri on the conception of the eco-city. Soleri, an Italian archi-
tect who designed his dream community, Arcosanti, in Arizona, 
described his fusion of architecture and ecology as “Arcology” 
(Soleri, 1969). Register was part of the movement Urban Ecology 
when it published the journal The Urban Ecologist and hosted 
the first international eco-city conferences, in 1987 and in 1990. 
Thus, the intellectual genealogy of the term eco-city originates 
from the particular countercultural context of San Francisco, 
USA, in the 1970’s. Ideologically, eco-cities signified ecologically 
orientated sustainability, combined with vernacular approaches 
to architecture and landscape design12 (Sze and Greenberg, 2015). 
Eco-cities were originally conceived of as small-scale interventions 
in existing built environments, that were to be developed through 
a bottom-up process led by citizens and architects motivated by 
concerns about ecological limits and social equity (Rapoport, 2013). 
In this sense, the ideological roots of the eco-city have historically 
been anti-corporate and suspicious of science and technology, 
based on bottom-up, decentralised developments that seek to 
unite people and ecology. 

Since then, the term eco-city has had a much wider span of meanings 
associated with it. Sze and Greenberg (2015) state that the growth of 

12. Vernacular architecture is associated with architecture that is based on local needs and local construction materials 
and reflecting local traditions, and also mainly relies on the design skills and tradition of local builders and not 
formally-schooled architects.
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the term and usage of “eco-city” have been relatively steady in the 
past three decades, and that two distinct features have shaped the 
eco-city discourse in the past 10 years. First, in response to growing 
awareness of the problems of global climate change, eco-cities 
have increasingly become touted as a “solution” to environmental 
crisis. Second, the concept of the eco-city has been what Sze and 
Greenberg (ibid.) call “globalised” In this thesis the focus is on the 
transnational large scale planning of so called “global” eco-cities. 
The characteristics that unify these contemporary global eco-city 
projects, especially those in Asia and the Middle East, are that, in 
contrast to the early understandings of the eco-city, they are instead 
more likely to be large-scale, ambitious, technologically driven 
projects led by state and private sector actors (Sze and Greenberg, 
2015; Rapoport, 2014b; Joss, 2011). 

While environmental concern remains a driver of these 
projects, they are at the same time mobilized in the pursuit 
of larger aims and objects which are as likely to be political 
or economic in nature as environmental.

(Rapoport, 2014b)

While the early focus of the eco-city was on community development, 
the current high profile “globalised” examples highlight the role of 
profit in sustainability projects. Importantly to note here though 
is that there are today many different forms of eco-city practices, 
where for example the Transition Town Movement13 respresent 
ideals much closer algined to those earlier definitions in the 1970’s, 
than the kind of eco-city projects in focus of this thesis. 

The circulation of planning in the name of “global” eco-cities
The urban developments called “eco-cities” today are no longer a purely 
North American or northern European phenomenon. High profile eco-
city projects have been proposed and/or built in China, South Korea, 
South Africa, Singapore, India and United Arab Emirates, to name 

13. See the offical website of the Transition Town Movement, www.transitionnetwork.org, retrieved November 20, 2016. 
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just a few locations. Many of these projects (although not all) share 
politically authoritarian governance structures (Sze and Greenberg, 
2015). Many of these eco-cities are also inspired or influenced by the 
celebrated eco-districts (Hammarby Sjöstad in Sweden or Freiburg 
in Germany) or high-profile sustainable cities (Vancouver in Canada, 
Portland in the US, Hamburg in Germany or Copenhagen in Denmark) 
located in countries in the so-called Global North or the West. Those 
emerging high-profile eco-cities being planned in the Global South or in 
the East (for example Dongtan eco-city in China and Masadar eco-city 
in Abu Dhabi) are often planned with the involvement of American 
or Northern European firms. Within these developments, American 
and northern European architectural and planning firms are often 
invited to contribute with “best-practice” experience. It is important to 
note here that there is a clear geographical power dynamic embedded 
within the contemporary eco-city concept. At the same time, we are 
also seeing new geo-political relations emerging in eco-city planning 
projects, such as the rather famous high profile Sino-Singapore Tianjin 
eco-city. Here, the Singaporean government has made considerable 
investments in order for the Tianjin eco-city to be built in China (see 
De Jong et al., 2015). When Sze and Greenberg refer to the eco-city 
discourse being “globalised”, they mean this contemporary kind of 
flagship high-profile transnational eco-city development. 

Sze and Greenberg (2015) write that the contemporary global eco-city, 
is structured with a tight interweaving of political and technocratic 
elites. Policy-mobility theorist Stephen Ward (2005) claims that an 
important element of our time, and the project of globalisation, has 
been the existence of transnational professional communities sharing 
and applying knowledge and expertise. These have sometimes been 
called epistemic communities (Haas, 1992) or Global Intelligence Corps 
(GIC) (Rimmer, 1991; Olds, 2001). The term epistemic communities 
refers to expert groups sharing transnational epistemologies, showing 
common understandings and methodological approaches, while GIC 
additionally refers more specifically to expert practitioners operating 
across national boundaries (Ward, 2005). The term GIC therefore 
expresses more precisely the sense of globally practised professional 
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expertise and the export business of sustainable urbanism scrutinised 
in this thesis, where particular attention is paid to the practice of these 
global engineering and architecture firms as one form of GIC that 
are key players in shaping the so-called global eco-cities.

An emerging field of critical eco-city research: asking for whom
At the time of this research, a growing body of literature has identified 
similar tendencies in the eco-city discourse and planning practice 
as highlighted in this thesis (Papers I-III). Starting from seeking to 
understand what was presented as urban sustainability best-practice 
(in research, in planning for urban sustainability, in policy reports 
and in graduate courses at KTH), by the end of the research process I 
am able to situate my research partly in an emerging field of critical 
eco-city research. 

There is an emerging strand of literature analysing contemporary 
eco-districts in North America and in Europe, which suggests that 
the publicity they have generated is not supported by actual outcomes 
(Fitzgerald and Lenhart, 2016). One strand of critique focuses on the 
failure of these districts or cities to live up to their environmental goals 
and targets. For example, Jonathan Rutherford (2008) and Sofie Pandis 
Iveroth (2014) claim that there is more environmental discourse than 
actual performance measurement of Stockholm’s Hammarby Sjöstad 
(see also Wangel, 2013). Moreover, Cornelia Sussman (2012), who eval-
uated Vancouver’s widely acclaimed Southeast False Creek eco-district, 
suggests that it has made limited progress toward GHG reduction. 

Another line of criticism focuses on eco-districts as environmental 
gentrification, which refers to development that in the name of sustain- 
ability, or eco-city development, either drives out low-income 
residents for high-end housing and related uses (Dooling, 2008; 
Quastel, 2009; Checker, 2011; Lockhart 201314) or expands exclusively 
middle-class housing into previously undeveloped areas or post-in-
dustrial areas, such as in the Stockholm, Malmö and Vancouver 
eco-districts. This kind of research often refers to specific detailed 

14. Geographer Andrew Lockhart (2013) has made a useful review of the eco-gentrification literature where he argues that, 
while there are differences in the eco-gentrification literature, there are six interrelated commonalities and tropes to be 
drawn out which define eco-gentrification. These are very well described and capture much of the processes going on in 
many of the contemporary eco-cities.
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case studies of so-called eco-districts that point towards similar con-
cerns. For example, Noah Quastel (2009) explores the possibilities 
of a political ecology of gentrification and argues that Vancouver’s 
eco-density policy has brought ecology and gentrification together 
as explicit government policy. He points to the city council drop-
ping a requirement in the South East False Creek eco-district that 
one-third of the development be designated low-income housing. 
Similarly, in relation to the flagship sustainable urban districts in 
Sweden, Rutherford (2008) points out that a change of government 
in Sweden shifted the split in private and municipal housing for 
Hammarby Sjöstad from 50-50 to 70-30, ensuring that it would be 
a green middle-class enclave. Critics of Malmö’s Western Harbour 
argue that it has transformed a post-industrial landscape into a 
middle-class enclave built mainly to meet economic development 
goals (Baeten, 2012; Sandberg, 2014). 

This critique of eco-districts in terms of eco-gentrification is 
mainly found within American and Canadian studies, and some-
times within a European context. However, a similar critique is 
also emerging concerning eco-city projects in China, South East 
Asia and the Middle East. This critique has emerged both from 
North American and northern European researchers and from 
researchers in Asia and the Global South. The research in the 
present thesis could more specifically be situated in relation to 
the critique that has emerged in relation to North American or 
northern European involvement in planning eco-cities in China, 
South East Asia or the Middle East. In these works, many have 
also identified ecological modernisation as the dominant win-win 
discourse that underpins the transnational planning of flagship 
eco-cities and address the need for further critical research on 
contemporary eco-cities. 

There seems to be an emerging strand of critique of these trans- 
national eco-city developments in terms of favouring economic 
growth objectives and technological innovation to the exclusion 
of concerns regarding social equity and for whom these cities are 
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actually built. Eco-city researcher Federico Caprotti (2015) writes 
that one key issue that repeatedly raises is the question of how to 
make sure that new-build eco-cities are not just experiments with 
new technologies and ways to enable flow of capital but also concern 
socio-economic viability, diversity and equity. Today, these new built 
high-profile eco-city projects run the risk of deepening rapid and 
global processes of segregation and of the worsening of inequalities.

Some of the academic literature published during the time of this thesis 
work that bring forth similar issues include writings by Catherine I-C 
Chang and Eric Sheppard (2013) on the plans of Dongtan Eco-City and 
Chongming Eco-Island in China; by Martin De Jong, Dong Wang and 
Chang Yu (2013) analysing Shenzhen Sino-Dutch Low Carbon City; 
by Sofia Shwayri (2013), who addresses the political process of plan-
ning the South Korean international eco-city of Songdo; by Federico 
Cugurullo (2013), who critically explores the development of Masdar 
city; by Elizabeth Rapoport (2014b), based her dissertation on the inter-
national consultants working in British and American firms involved in 
planning eco-city projects in different parts of the world and Caprotti 
(2014; 2015), who brings attention to the Sino-Singaporean Tianjin eco-
city as an “eco-encalve” and the millions of workers that move from 
one city to the next in building Chinese eco-cities; and by Chang et 
al. (2016) who analyse the failure of Dongtan eco-city targeted to the 
wealthy influenced the branding of public housing in the Sino-Singa-
pore Tianjing project, but which in the end only accounted for 20% of 
the project. Caprotti et al. (2015:  i) make the interesting argument that: 

“the eco-city is discursively constructed as ecologically beneficial for its 
inhabitants rather than for the broader socio-envionmental landscape”.

Through case studies of the Sino-Swedish eco-cities, I seek to con-
tribute further empirical insights on these processes15. Drawing on 
writings within political ecology, one of the central questions is For 
whom? Who are, and who are not, envisioned as eco-city inhabitants? 
In this thesis I examine the environmental discourses, notions of space 
and subjectivities that are reinforced and legitimised through the 

15. Previous research that specifically exmaine these cases are Joss and Moella (2013) and Yin (2014). Joss and Moella (2013) 
have written in detail about one of the Sino-Swedish eco-city cases. They analyse the Caofedian International Eco-city as 
a “techno-city” and point to many similar contradictions and tensions in the planning of the city as identified in this thesis. 
However, their article focuses on the whole Caofedan Eco-city planning projects, whereas the research in this thesis focuses 
on the particular Sino-Swedish eco-city projects. Yin et al. (2015) has written about the institutional fits and misfits in the 
planning of these two eco-city projects and more specifically address local institutional conditions in China.
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planning of these Sino-Swedish eco-cities, which can be viewed as 
part of a larger business of transnational planning of so-called global 
eco-cities. Much of the academic literature concering the transnational 
planning of these eco-cities is also positioned theoretically within a 
policy-mobility/policy-transfer debate. In examining the Swedish 
export of planning to China I make use of these theories and also 
aim to contribute to theoretical development regarding the aspect 
of analysing policy and planning when circulating back home again.

2.4 Contesting urban sustainability research
As the criticism of sustainability as dominated by ecological modern-
isation and corporate interest has grown, at the same time, more 
radical concepts of the social production of (urban) nature provide 
contesting views of urban-nature relationships (Swyngedouw, 1997; 
Keil, 2003; Agyeman, 2013). Within this body of literature, often 
associated with environmental justice and political ecology, there 
is both a strong critical tradition and also an emphasis on pushing 
counter-hegemonic perspectives. For example some of this work has 
found expression in the influential and widely practised ecological 
footprint analysis (Keil, 2003). This strand of research often also works 
through empirical case studies, in mainly two different ways. There is 
both a radical and critical strand of research that points towards the 
uneven geographies of today’s sustainability discourse and practice, 
and a more optimistic tone that aims to raise important conceptual 
questions about the ongoing project of sustainability and highlight 
empirical examples and perspectives that could foster social change 
and different kinds of policy mechanisms in urban and local contexts 
(Kreuger and Gibbs, 2007). In this thesis, the writings in political ecology 
are used both as a critical research approach within eco-city research, 
in asking for whom these cities are envisioned, and as a contesting 
perspective on sustainability towards ecological modernisation that 
instead proposes a more relational view of space and ways of working 
towards more just socio-environmental relations in planning. More 
specifically this research address a consumption-perspective on GHG 
calculations as a way of pushing counter-hegemonic perspectives 
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and working towards just socio-environmental relations in planning 
practice. In this sense, this thesis also feeds into contemporary research 
concerning planning for sustainable consumption, in terms of taking 
into account the three main GHG emitters; housing, transport and 
food, but also in terms of consumption of goods and services. Even 
more specifically the research, in Paper IV, touches upon writings 
within accounting and, in Paper V, on research concering less material 
consumption with focus on sharing-and circular economy initiatives. 

Analytics of carbon accounting
Carbon accounting concerns the ways in which carbon can be 
measured, quantified and statistically aggregated. Deserai et al. 
(2014: 193) point out that in recent years there has been increased 
attention among scholars to subjectifications around climate change 
and carbon, “as well an explosion of initiatives precisely focused 
on shaping subject positions and practices” (see also Rutland and 
Aylett, 2008; De Gode & Randalls, 2009; Paterson & Stripple, 2010; 
Rice, 2010). Lövbrandt and Stripple (2011) developes an analytics of 
carbon accounting that draws attention to the calculation practices 
that turn stocks and flows of carbon into objects of governance. In 
their work, they outline three different regimes of carbon account-
ing – “the national carbon sink”, “the carbon credit” and “the per-
sonal carbon budget” – to illustrate how accounting of carbon is 
constructed as administrative domains that enable certain forms of 
political and economic rationality, such as government regulation 
and self-governance by responsible individuals. This strand of work 
also draws upon Foucault’s thinking on governmentality and the 
notion of self-government (which is a much larger discussion to delve 
into than I do in this research, see for example Foucault, 1991; 2011). 
In this thesis (in Paper IV) I relate to this area of research when ana-
lysing how a consumption perspective on GHG emissions translate 
to local policy-making. I use the notion of eco-governmentality to 
further address the subject formation of certain subject positions 
that are attributed as sustainable or less sustainable through local 
policy-making. The research (in Paper IV and V) also addresses 
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issues of percieved and actual agency of local authorities concer-
ing the issue of sustainable consumption, or in planning for less 
consumption. 

Planning for less material consumption 
Planning practice and planning research for sustainability have generally 
focused on facilitating a more eco-friendly life for citizens in terms of 
their housing, modes of transport, waste flows and use of green space, 
but generally not trying to influence citizens’ consumption of other 
material goods. (See, for instance, writings on urban sustainability by 
Wheeler and Beatley (2014), Haas (2012) or Farr (2008)). In relation to 
urban theory and planning, there are mainly two strands of research 
that deal with material flows and consumption issues in relation to 
urban planning practice: First, writings closely related to the field of 
industrial ecology with a focus on urban metabolism and integrated 
urban technical systems in terms of waste, waster, energy; and second, 
writings within geography closely related to sociology that address 
geographies of consumption, consumption culture and the identity 
of the city (see Zukin, 1991; Mansvelt, 2005). Today, concepts of sharing 
economy, collaborative consumption and circular economy are emerging 
within planning practice, but little research has been done in the 
planning field in terms of how these concepts translate into planning 
practices. The present thesis, especially Paper V, seeks to make a 
contribution in this regard by discussing less material consumption 
in relation to urban planning and addressing how local planning 
authorities could play an active role in providing public inclusive 
infrastructure for sharing resources. Thus, specifically Paper IV could 
be situated in the research area of analytics of carbon accounting 
and Paper V into litterature concering sustainable consumption and 
sharing economy. However, more broadley in this thesis, the wider 
aim is to contribute to a discussion on ways planning can (or cannot) 
foster more socio-environmentally just forms of urban sustainability.
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“… the way we imagine space has effects …”

(Massey, 2005: 4) 
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A combination of theoretical approaches is used in this thesis 
work. In this chapter I first (in 3.1) address my position based on a 
relational understanding of space, which is foremost informed by the 
writings of geographer Doreen Massey (1999, 2005) and the later work 
of planning theorist Patsy Healey (2009, 2013). This relational under-
standing of space, which stands in contrast to an Euclidean spatial 
understanding, goes in line with a wider post-structuralist position 
within critical geography (see Murdoch, 2006). Massey (1999, 2005) 
is important as she emphasises the political in our understandings 
of space and the importance of viewing space both as territory and 
as relational. Healey (2009, 2013) also advocates a relational view of 
space, bringing this understanding closer to the research of exporting 
planning and circulation of best-practices, which is one of the particu-
lar planning practices studied in this thesis. Healey (2009, 2013) more 
specifically addresses the literature on the circulation of planning 
practice within the work of policy transfer and policy mobility-theory, 
which I do as well in this thesis (in Paper II and Paper III). 

Then (in 3.2), I discuss the use of a material-semiotic approach and 
the central concepts of black-boxing, absent-present and imaginary. 
The post-structuralist and relational approach called actor-network 
theory is used as a theoretical approach in order to unpack the 
associations made in the promotion of Swedish urban sustainability 
(Paper I) and to trace the emergence a counter-narrative in Sweden 
(Paper IV). Here, I foremost build on writings by sociologists Bruno 
Latour (1987, 2004, 2005) and John Law (1994, 2000, 2004). The choice 
of this approach impacts the onto-epistemological considerations of 
the research (discussed in Chapter 4) and also the view on discourse, 
which is thus treated as an effect of material-semiotic relations.

Finally (in 3.3), I elaborate on how I use a political ecology perspective 
in this thesis, the meaning of the term just socio-environmental relations 
and the use of the analytical term eco-governmentality. When 
examining urban planning in the name of sustainability, I find a 
political ecology perspective to be a fruitful way to analyse and 
work with issues of sustainable urban planning. Mainly drawing 
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from writings in political ecology by Eric Swyngedouw, Nicolas 
Heynen, Maria Kaika, Roger Keil and Paul Robbins (Swyngedouw, 
1997; Swyngedouw et al. 2002; Swyngedouw and Heynen, 2003; 
Heynen et al. 2006; Heynen et al. 2007; 2000, 2003; Keil, 2003; 2007 
and Robbins, 2012). In this research, the perspective of political 
ecology does two things. First, it works as a theoretical perspective 
that asks questions about who wins and who loses, and about who 
is made desirable and who is excluded from different practices of 
planning for urban sustainability. Thereby, this perspective helps 
to address for whom the so called sustainable urban spaces are 
built and at what cost (social and ecological) and to highlight the 
subject positions that are being reinforced and legitimised through 
different practices of (Swedish) urban sustainability. Second, it 
works as a relational theoretical understanding that makes the 
political visible and at the same time proposes a focus on just 
socio-environmental relations in planning for urban sustain- 
ability. In this sense, a political ecology perspective also helps to 
identify ways of thinking differently around sustainability and 
how planning could possibly foster more socio-environmental 
just forms of urban sustainability. This theoretical perspective 
informed my choice in examining consumption-based carbon 
accounting as an important “absent-present” in the associations 
to Swedish sustainability.

Thus, a relational post-structuralist position, a material-semiotic 
approach and a political ecology perspective could be seen as 
guiding theoretical approaches throughout the work of this thesis.

3.1 Relational understanding of space
Healey (2013: 1511-1512) writes that “the dominant idea which infused 
the urban and regional planning field, broadly understood, in the 
mid-twentieth century, was of a linear, human-centered world of 
societal progress”. Epistemologically, this conception of a universal, 
linear and hierarchical pathway to “development” was underpinned 
by a celebration of scientific and expert knowledge, conceived in a 
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positivist mode. Essentialist geography and its planning manifesta-
tion generally treat time as a linear trajectory from less-developed 
to more-developed states. Such a conception has by now received 
much criticism in the field of geography and in the environmental 
and development literature for its privileging of certain place 
qualities (such as the large Western metropolis) and certain societies 
(especially affluent Western countries) as the apex of development 
(Healey 2004; Huggan and Tiffin, 2010). Healey (2013) writes that the 
legacy of the “modernist” perspective had, by the mid-20th century, 
become confidently embedded in modes of thought in the different 
social-science and urban planning disciplines, in institutionalised 
practices, in organisational forms and in the expectations of citizens 
and politicians. “It would take much longer and require a major 
philosophical shift before the bastions of modernisation were more 
generally undermined” (Healey 2013: 1513). 

The analysis in this thesis builds upon notions of space and so-
cial progress that have developed as an alternative to positivist 
social science and to linear notions of social progress associated 
with the twentieth century impetus to “modernisation”, in other 
words what are sometimes labelled “post-structuralist perspec-
tives”. Geographer Jonathan Murdoch (2006) writes in his book 
Post-structuralist Geography how post-structuralist theory and 
human geography have much in common, as they both examine 
nature-society interactions and concern themselves with the 
(spatial) consequences of these interactions. Post-structuralism 
and human geography also share an interest in “relationalism”. 
Murdoch (2006: 4) writes that “it is shown that space cannot longer 
be seen simply as a “container” of heterogeneous processes; rather 
space is thought of something that is (only provisionally) stabilized 
out of such turbulent processes, that is, made by heterogeneous 
relations”. Massey (1999, 2005) presents one of the most thorough 
analyses of a relational understanding of space, which served as 
a major source of inspiration for the work in this thesis and for a 
possible relational understanding of sustainable urban develop-
ment. Massey has written extensively on how space is rendered 
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static in modernist assumption and how co-existing heterogeneity 
is rendered as (reduced to) place in the historical queue. 

Massey states that the implications of spatialising/globalising the 
story of modernity are profound (2005: 62). One of the effects of 
modernity was the establishment of a particular power/knowledge 
relation, which was mirrored in a geography that was also a 
geography of power (the colonial powers/the colonised spaces). 
Not only should the European trajectory be “decentred”, it should 
also be recognised as merely one of the histories being made at the 
time, which implies a different view of space itself, according to 
Massey. This represents a move away from the imagining of space 
as a continuous surface that the coloniser, as the only active agent, 
crosses to find the to-be-colonised simply “there”. A re-narrativisation 
displaces the “story” of capitalist modernity from its European 
cantering to its global “peripheries” or, as Massey (2005: 64) puts 
it “from peaceful evolution to imposed violence”. It is this singu-
lar narrative of progress that reduces simultaneous coexistence 
to place in the historical queue. From the very earliest days of 
Western philosophy, the capturing of time in a sequence of numbers 
has been thought of as its “spatialisation” (ibid: 27). Moreover, in 
brief, spatial differences were converted into temporal sequences. 
Different places were interpreted as different stages in a single 
temporal development based on the belief that Western Europe is 
advanced and some other parts of the world are some way behind, 
while others are backward. The turning of the world’s history is 
implicit in many versions of modernist politics. It is a world being 
made through relations, and therein lie the politics. Instead of e.g. 
essentialising approaches to “local” knowledge or “local” people, 
it is more important to ask how, and by whom, each is defined as 

“local” (or “global”). What Massey is concerned with is the way 
space is imagined, “if time unfolds as change, then space unfolds 
as interaction” (Massey, 2005: 15). In that sense space is the social 
dimension, not in the sense of exclusively human sociability, but 
in the sense of engagement within a multiplicity. It is the sphere 
of the continuous production and reconfiguration of heterogeneity 
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in all its forms – diversity, subordination, conflicting interests. As 
the argument develops, what begins to be addressed is what must 
be called forth: “a relational politics for a relational space” (Massey, 
2005: 61). Agreeing with Massey (1999, 2005) and Healey (2013) that 
because architecture and urban design involve transformations in 
the ways we frame life, because planning visualise and materialise 
the imagination and production of the future, the field cannot claim 
autonomy from the politics of social change. Thus, as researchers 
and practitioners in planning we need to ask ourselves what kind 
of space we are constructing, and for whom. 

In this thesis I consider urban policy both as produced by and as 
producing global relational geographies (Massey, 2005). Policy- 
mobility theorist Eugene McCann (2008: 5) writes that, “in order to 
understand how the apparently mundane practices […] of contem-
porary urban policy making that shape policy actors’ interactions 
at wider scales, a discussion of the role of expertise and truth must 
be accompanied by an analysis of the practices, representations, 
and actors that constitute urban policy as mobile”. In this thesis I 
agree with McCann (2008; 2011) in that this necessitates an analysis 
which emphasises situated practices that shape and are shaped by 
a relational geography focused on flows and circuits of knowledge 
(Olds, 2001; Massey, 2005; Roy, 2010).

Specifically, I discuss the export of Swedish sustainable urban 
planning that interacts with global circuits of policy knowledge that 
shape the development of a certain idea of sustainable urbanism. 
Through a focus on the practices of actors who carry the sustain-
able urbanism model, and a series of mediating institutions in 
and through which these policy mobilities operate, I in this thesis 
examine the spatialities of sustainable urban policy mobilities and 
raise questions about the power relations involved in mobilising 
certain policies, planning practices and forms of expertise, while 
reinforcing the immobilities of others. In Papers II and III, I discuss 
more explicitly my use of policy transfer or policy-mobility litera-
ture in relation to previous writings in this specific theoretical field. 

RELATIONAL UNDERSTANDING OF SPACE
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3.2 Material-semiotic approach to unpack 
and trace associations
The actor-network (ANT) theory approach is used in order to 
examine how associations to Swedish sustainability are made and 
could be re-made. Here I refer to ANT as a theoretical approach, as 
ANT is neither traditional theory nor traditional method.

What has become known as ANT emerged from work being done 
within science and technology studies (STS) during the 1980’s by a 
group of scholars, notably the sociologists Bruno Latour, Michael 
Callon and John Law (see Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987, 1988, 1993; Law, 
1991, 1992). Since then, ANT has evolved, transformed and been applied 
in a number of ways. Gregory et al. (2009) point out that with its 
combination of a transferable toolkit of methods and far-reaching 
conceptual implications, perhaps it is no surprise that ANT has begun 
to travel widely, beyond the laboratories where it started to fields 
such as art, law and economics. In the 1990’s, geographers begun to 
take note of developments around issues of spatial relations through 
an ANT approach (for the reception of ANT within geography see 
Bingham 1996; Hinchliffe, 1996, 1997; Thrift, 1996; Murdoch, 1997, 
1998; Whatmore, 1997). In Law’s view (2007), ANT shows that space is 
not itself a container but is contained (in networks). Thus, this runs 
counter to the notion that there is a single bounded space in which 
things simply happen. Murdoch (2006: 86) writes that “actor-network 
theory has been deployed in order to show the complexity of spatial 
relationships and multiplicity of spatial types”. In this sense ANT 
could be said to be a research approach that takes a relational 
understanding of space as a precondition. 

Since the 1990’s, ANT has evolved and transformed to what is 
often referred to as material-semiotic approaches. Actor-network 
theory could be said to be more of a material-semiotic toolkit than 
a traditional theory (Law, 2007; Åsberg et al., 2012). It is a disparate 
family of material-semiotic tools and methods of analysis that 
treat everything in the social and natural worlds as continuously 
generated effects of the webs of relations within which they are 
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located. It assumes that nothing has reality or form outside the enact- 
ment of those relations. Its studies explore and characterise the 
webs and the practices that carry them. Like other material-semiotic 
approaches, the actor-network approach thus describes the enact-
ment of materially and discursively heterogeneous relations that 
produce and reshuffle all kinds of actors, including objects, subjects, 
human beings, machines, animals, “nature”, ideas, organisations, 
inequalities, scales and sizes, and geographical arrangements 
(Law, 2007). Åsberg et al. (2012: 16) describe material-semiotics as “a 
method of close reading in order to unwind and trace genealogical 
roots of meaning and materiality that constitutes phenomenon 
that are about to be translated”. This form of analysis could have 
very varied study focuses that overlap and span several critically 
orientated fields of research (ibid.).

Approaching the material as having normative effects
In ANT, discourse is treated as effect, as modes of ordering (Law, 
2004). This is also how discourse is treated within this thesis. What 
mainly distinguishes ANT and material-semiotic approaches from 
other discourse analysis approaches, such as environmental policy 
discourse, is the so-called “symmetry principle” or the treatment of 
the material. Actor-network theory is often associated with the equal 
treatment of human and non-human actors and with an assumption 
that all entities in a network can, and should, be described in the 
same terms. This is called the principle of generalised symmetry. Much 
debate and criticism has focused on this principle of symmetry. To 
insist on symmetry is to assert that everything deserves explanation 
and, in particular, that everything one seeks to explain or describe 
should be approached in the same way. Thus, importantly this is a 
methdolodological principle, not an ontological principle in ANT. 
Law (1994: 9-10) writes that this is important because one does not 
wish to start any investigation by privileging anything or anyone, 
and also that one does not want to start by assuming that there are 
certain classes or phenomena that do not need to be explained at 
all. He also states that one should not start by assuming different 
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categories that define the issue under analysis, but rather try to get 
into the situation and follow and trace associations that might lead 
to different kinds of analysis. In this respect, I found the aspect of 
symmetry rather problematic within ANT. It could be interpreted 
as the researcher being able to describe everything in the same way, 
with no prior baggage or understandings of the world, which of 
course is a contradiction in itself if one believes that the social world 
is relational and performatively enacted. Therefore, in my view the 
principle of symmetry can be regarded as a principle to strive for, 
in the sense of acknowledging the material and non-human and 
trying to treat those in a similar manner as speech-acts and humans. 
However, it is not possible to treat everything as equal and with no 
prior assumptions. The strength with the symmetry principle is that 
it enables acknowledgement of the material as political. Callon (1986) 
asks why we explore the creation of social, natural and technical 
phenomena using different kinds of vocabularies and explanatory 
principles. Why do we distinguish, a priori, between human actors 
on the one hand and technical and natural objects on the other? 
Law (1994: 10) points out that the fact that this question sounds 
ridiculous should give us pause for thought. What happens if we 
treat them as effect, a product of ordering, rather than distinctions 
given in the nature of things? If we do this, we can start to explore 
how it is that e.g. machines come to be machines. 

What the principle of symmetry helps to illustrate is that techno- 
logical innovation and devices also have normative effects and cannot 
be separated from politics. In line with science and technology 
scholar Noortje Marres (2012), I claim that recognising the arte-
factual nature of the politics of things is to adopt a particular type 
of “non-exceptionalism”: “rather than suggesting that it is wrong 
to privilege the human perspective over the non-human one in our 
account of politics and ethics, we say we should treat the politics of 
objects as we would treat other forms of politics” (Marres 2012: 104). 
Marres (2012: 105) writes that: “like other forms of politics, the 
politics of objects is best approached as performative politics. In 
order to grasp the politics of objects, we must pay attention not just 
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to objects, but also to the technologies and settings which enable 
them to operate”. Furthermore, this means investigating how 
particular devices make possible the investment of things with 
political capacities. Rather than concerning ourselves with the 
general question of the political and moral agency of non-humans, 
it invites us to examine the investment of things with specific 
normative capacities (ibid.). In the planning field, and specifically 
for this research, within the worldwide spread of best practices in 
urban sustainability, not only language, but also devices, enclose 
imaginative options and, importantly, may also open up new ways 
of imagining socio-material change.

The use of the term “black-boxing” 
An ANT approach is useful in that it follows how issues emerge, 
evolve and spread (Latour, 2005). This is also how it is applied in 
this thesis work, to follow how the notion of Swedish urban sustain- 
ability as a role model has emerged, evolved and spread (Paper I) and 
how a counter-narrative to that notion also has emerged, evolved 
and spread in Sweden (Paper IV). Latour (2005) suggests that the 
construction of facts is a collective process: nothing inherent in a 
statement makes it a fact; rather, it is the future processes of others 
who accept, support, ignore and challenge it that determine the 
destiny of a statement, i.e. whether it becomes a fact or an artefact. 
When a claim is believed by one more person, when an argument 
is incorporated into one more article or textbook, then the incipient 
fact is “black-boxed” and encapsulated, spreading in time and space. 
Translations are, according to Latour, essential for the creation of 
new scientific knowledge – “I will call translation the interpretation 
given by fact-builders of their interests and that of the people they 
enrol” (Latour, 2005: 108). There is no way to objectively rationalise 
a translation; they can always be challenged. As said, only if turned 
into taken-for-granted facts, so-called black boxes, criticism fall silent. 
Latour (2005) argues that the main mechanism stabilising and 
immunising translations against criticism is black-boxing, which 
conforms with the view that the most pervasive, reliable, productive 
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and stable form of power is the absence of arguments, where an 
alternative cannot be seen or imagined because it is regarded as 
natural and unchangeable (Dovey 1999: 11). The term black-boxing is 
used in this thesis to illustrate how certain associations to Swedish 
urban sustainability are being made and how unpacking the black-
box opens up the possibility for critique and re-making of other 
associations (see Paper I).

The use of the term “imaginary”
An important concept in this thesis is the imaginary. This concept 
was not formulated before the analysis of the Swedish pavilion, but 
emerged as a highly suitable concept in order to describe what is 
being black-boxed in the promotion of Swedish urban sustainability. 
The term imaginary helps to emphasise that the promoted image 
of Swedish urban sustainability is shaped through performative 
processes that have wider associative effects of imagining what 
Swedish urban sustainability is. 

The concept of the imaginary has its roots in Lacanian psychoanal-
ysis. In the 1970’s, Cornelius Castoriadis introduced “the imaginary” 
to French discourse beyond the narrow psychoanalytical meaning 
Lacan had given the term. He states that the imaginary that society 
creates for each historical period reflects its singular way of living, 
seeing and making its own existence (Castoriadis, 1975). In urban 
studies, the term “urban imaginary” has been used in a number of 
ways. The argument on the urban imaginary is sometimes used for 
the recognition of non-material, symbolic and psychological dimen-
sions to the constitution of cities (Weiss-Gussex and Bianchini, 1994). 
As geographer Andreas Huyssen (2008) writes, the notion of urban 
imaginaries has become quite commonplace. However, there are 
many different usages of the term. Some focus on the media images, 
cyberspace and global popular music that connect cities with each 
other and thereby shape forms of urban imaginaries. Others focus 
on translocal social movements around land rights, squatting and 
housing, or transnational web-based grassroots efforts concerned 
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with human rights or ecological issues, as key for shaping urban 
imaginaries (Huyssen, 2008). Interestingly urban researcher Maria 
Kaika (2011) uses Castoriadis’ analysis of the “(radical) imaginary” 

“to conceptualise architecture as the narrativisation of the desire of 
elites at any given era” (2011: 968). Kaika (2011) refers to the Castoriadis 
distinction between “actual” and “radical” imaginaries. The actual 
imaginary refers to the ability of society to produce images and 
symbols to express an already constituted collective identity. The 
radical imaginary refers to the ability of a society to institute new 
images and symbols for something that does not actually exist yet; 

“something that is still in the making, which is considered essential 
for any collective identity to transcend the field of the ‘potential’ and 
enter ‘the field of the actually existent’”(Castoriadis 1987: 147 in Kaika 
2011: 7). Kaika (2011) uses the term radical imaginary as she refer to 
iconic architecture as means of expressing existing elite power, but 
also as one of the most effective means for instituting power, and con-
stituting new authority or new social relations as real or naturalised 
during moments of social, economic, or political change. She states 
that (2011: 5) “the race across the world to build the next architectural 
global icon is linked to the need to institute a new ‘urban imaginary’ 
for a new generation of elite power”. In Paper I, I only use the term 

“imaginary”. However, the distinction between “actual” and “radical” 
imaginaries is interesting and something I return to in Chapter 6.

In this thesis, “imaginary” is used as a term for the specific Swedish 
branding of its expertise within sustainable urban planning, as 
well as the specific imaginary of “exported sustainable urbanism” 
produced in the work of internationally active architectural and 
planning firms. Importantly, imaginaries also have effects, as imagined 
futures help justify new investments in science and technology, while 
innovation in science and technology in turn confirm the state’s 
capacity to act as responsible stewards of the public good. Thus 
imaginaries serve as both the ends of policy and the instruments of 
legitimation. This definition implies that actors might consciously, 
intentionally, shape imaginaries, which could be a powerful way 
of promoting and legitimising certain agendas. 
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Actor-network theory tries to analyse how material-semiotic networks 
come together to act as a whole. An ANT approach therefore often 
examines explicit strategies for bringing different elements together 
into a network so that they temporarily form an apparently coherent 
whole. In Paper I, I examine the Swedish pavilion formed through 
material-semiotic relations and choreographed associations, aiming 
to form a temporarily coherent whole of Swedish urban sustainability. 
This network of relations is in turn what shapes wider associations 
to what I in this thesis call a “Swedish urban sustainable imaginary”.

The use of the term “absent-present” 
One of the criticisms directed towards ANT, in relation to space, is that 
it leaves no room for alternatives and allows nothing to stand outside 
the relations that it orders through its description of space (network) 
(Hetherington and Law, 2000). Lee and Brown (1994) suggest that 
ANT is colonial in its pretensions to inclusion, creating a new grand 
narrative around the issues of relation and difference, and the cost 
of this is the exclusion of “otherness” and its less certain, but equally 
important, spatiality. Similar concerns have also emerged within 
feminist writings, for example anthropologist Marilyn Strathern (1996) 
has noted that the notion of “relation” itself draws on European-US 
understandings which have much to do with kinship, and which 
tend to emphasise similarity and continuity rather than difference 
and discontinuity. These points of criticisms need to be taken into 
account when making use of ANT. Furthermore, Hetherington and 
Law (2000) write that a network works well as a spatial “imaginary” 
when it is the relations between the different actors that are being 
sought, whereas to recognise otherness as “inside” rather than leave 
it out requires other ways of thinking about space. 

In order to address this issue, I find the notion of absent-present 
(Callon and Law 2004; Law 2004) helpful in revealing what is 
made absent or excluded in the network, or in the production of 
an imaginary, but at the same time also constitutes the network, or 
the imaginary, without being visible. In this theis I examine how 
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the Swedish urban sustainable imaginary hangs together and how 
associations are made present and other are made absent in the 
promotion of Swedish sustainability. I examine how the notion of 
absent-present can help to highlight counter-narratives in order 
to open the way for generative controversies. In the anthology 
Actor Networks of Planning – Exploring the Influence of Actor Network 
Theory I contribute with a chapter discussing the use of the term 
absent-present. The editors Yvonne Rydin and Laura Tate (2016: 20) 
write that:

One particular challenge that ANT yields – which some of 
our contributors such as Hult and Goulden accept – is the 
potential to analyse absences. This is often very difficult, as 
we tend to focus on the visible, on what we can see happening, 
on the presence of actants. But the invisible, the hidden 
and the absences are also significant and deserving more 
attention with ANT.

Here, I aim to make a contribution to the field of ANT and material- 
semiotics in exploring how ANT can be used both to trace the 
making of networks and to highlight counter-narratives and that 
which is excluded from the associations shaping dominant networks.

The need to complement ANT with other theoretical positions
Gregory et al. (2009) point out a number of standard criticisms of 
ANT that have emerged over the years. These include the point 
that ANT ignores the structuring effects of classic sociological 
categories such as race, class and gender and that it underplays 
the influence of power in society. These concerns should be taken 
seriously. Importantly, however, many of the recent studies within 
so-called ANT research have begun to address such criticisms. See 
for example “cosmopolitical thinking” (Stenger, 2000), “the politics 
of what” (see Mol, 2002) and feminist material research (see Barad, 
2003). Gregory et al. (2009) note that this possible “turn” is prompted 
in part by contemporary work around the edges of ANT. These works 
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are not only concerned with how the world is made, unmade and 
remade, but also with the better and worse ways in which the social 
is and might be reassembled. This is sometimes called a “normative 
turn” for ANT (Gregory et. al. 2009). In relation to planning studies, 
urban scholar Jonathan Metzger (2011) shows how central ANT 
scholars have been engaging themselves in approches of norma-
tive interference, for more than a decade. The work in this thesis 
is positioned within the later work on ANT in that it not only aims 
to examine how the world is made, unmade and remade, but also 
to discuss my understanding of better and worse ways in which the 
social currently is and might be reassembled. Much of the writing 
in material-semiotic literature has been moving in this direction 
and acknowledges the normative and performative aspects within 
material-semiotic approaches (see Åsberg et al., 2012).

A material-semiotic ANT approach can answer well to the question 
how. As stated, ANT is a helpful approach in order to trace how 
issues evolve and emerge. However, in order to address what needs 
to change, there is a need to turn to other theoretical approaches. 
In this thesis I chose to work with a political ecology perspective, 
since it helps me to critically highlight unjust socio-environmental 
relationships and to ask the important question “For whom?”. Even 
though the ontological position within a material-semiotic approach 
and within a (radical) political ecology perspective may differ, I in 
this thesis argue (in line with Thrift, 2009) that the approaches of 
critical geography and ANT do not have to stand in opposition to 
each other, but could rather be seen as complementary in examining 
different kinds of research questions.

3.3 Political ecology to make matters present
Political ecology is one school of thought that encompasses a rela-
tional view of space and lies close to the fields of critical geography 
and science and technology studies. A political ecology perspective 
is applied in this thesis to enable a different thinking concerning 
space and progress and also sustainability.
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Characteristics of a political ecology perspective
Political ecology as a theoretical field could in general terms be 
described as research concerned about the relations between 
social and environmental conditions and uneven power relations 
(see Bryant, 1998; Keil, 2003; Robbins, 2012). The term political 
ecology has been widely used foremost in human geography and 
human ecology and the origins of the field in the 1970’s and 1980’s 
have been related to the emergence of development geography 
and cultural ecology (Bryant, 1998: 80). Historically, much of the 
work within political ecology has focused on phenomena in and 
affecting the so-called “developing” or “third” world; “research 
has sought primarily to understand the political dynamics sur-
rounding material and discursive struggles over the environment 
in the third world” (Bryant 1998: 89). Forsynth (2003: 13) writes that 

“much debate in political ecology has focused on the social justice 
of environmental disputes and resource struggles in developing 
countries and the global South” (e.g. Watts, 1983; Blaikie, 1985; 
Escobar, 1995). However, political ecologist scholar Roger Keil 
(2003) writes in his “progress report” that political ecology has 
recently had increased applications and theoretical redefinitions 
in the so-called West.

In this thesis, writings within political ecology are not used in order 
to bring forth “local” struggles or “local” knowledge within so called 

“developing” or “third” world countries. Instead, political ecology is 
used as a perspective to draw attention to a relational approach that 
helps untangle the interconnected economic, political, social and 
ecological processes (specifically of a perceived “Swedish” but also 

“global” sustainable urbanism) that together form highly uneven 
and deeply unjust urban sustainable developments, currently in 
the so-called West and in other places of the world, such as China. 
Entangling these relations is also highly relevant in regard to 
understanding the political dynamics surrounding material and 
discursive struggles over the environment in the so-called Global 
North and countries like Sweden. Importantly, a political ecology 
approach, no matter where it plays out, aims to reveal that ecological 
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problems are not solely a subject of natural science, but are deeply 
associated with political actions and more precisely with questions 
about space and power (Bryant, 1998). It it in this sense that I use a 
political ecology perspective in this theis. In the anthology Political 
Ecology, Paul Robbins (2012: 6) points out that there are two common 
characters of diverse political ecological texts; they stress winners 
and losers and they simultaneously stress the politicised state of 
the environment and the politicised nature of accounts about the 
state of the environment. While this makes a rather good (and very 
concise) summary of what the similarities are between different 
writings associated with the field of political ecology, there are also 
important differences to point out.

Different strands of political ecology
There are some distinctions between different post-structuralist 
notions of political ecology, for example between the way Latour (see 
foremost 2004), and other so called post-humanist scholars approach 
and discuss political ecology and more critical-realist discussions 
of urban political ecology. Both these strands of political ecology 
serve as influential theoretical writings within this thesis work on 
how to develop a thinking of sustainable urban development other 
than that associated with ecological modernisation and instead 
associated with a socio-environmental perspective where notions 
of space and progress are viewed as relational. 

According to Latour’s understanding, the theoretical field 
of political ecology concerns itself with the means by which 
socio-economic arrangements, politics and environments are 
interrelated (Latour, 2004). The focus is thereby placed on under-
standing flows that could be considered both local and global, 
and on interdependencies and power relations between humans 
and the non-human world. Latour (ibid.) stresses the importance 
of breaking free from the notion of mono-naturalism and the 
divide between nature and culture. Latour (2004: 4) makes the 
statement that “political ecology has nothing at all to do with 

THEORETICAL APPROACHES



59

16. Latour calls “nature” theatrically a blend of Greek philosophy, French Cartesianism and American parks.

nature”16. He challenges the link between political ecology and 
nature and claims that, as its name indicates, ecology has no 
direct access to nature as such; it is a “-logy” like all the scien-
tific disciplines. Latour says that (2004: 6) “under the pretext of 
protecting nature, the ecology movements have also retained the 
conception of nature that makes their political struggle hopeless.” 
In contrast, Latour (2004) suggests that political ecology does not 
speak about nature and has never sought to do so. It has to do 
with associations of beings that take complicated forms – rules, 
apparatuses, consumers, institutions, calves, cows, pigs – and it 
is completely superfluous to include an inhuman and ahistorical 
nature. Nature is not in question in ecology: on the contrary, 
ecology dissolves nature’s contours and redistributes its agents. 
Political ecology has never claimed to serve nature for nature’s 
own good, for it is absolutely incapable of defining the common 
good of a dehumanised nature. According to Latour (ibid.), 
political ecology rather suspends our certainties concerning the 
sovereign good of humans and things, ends and means. Latour 
(2004: 48-49) makes a clarifying comparison to the contribution 
of feminist writings, where nature is an unmarked category, while 
culture is marked: “Political ecology proposes to do for nature 
what feminism undertook and is still undertaking to do for man: 
wipe out the ancient self-evidence with which it was taken a bit 
too hastily as if it were all there is”. However, Latour does not 
stress the aspect of uneven power relationships and the ques-
tion of who gains and who loses as explicitly as theorists such 
as Eric Swyngedouw (1997, 2000, 2002, 2006), Nikolas Heynen 
(2006, 2010, 2011) or Roger Keil (2007). These researchers are 
often associated with what is more specifically termed radical (or 
sometimes critical or Marxist) urban political ecology. Radical 
political ecology has a clear relational approach that emphasises 
the need to adress uneven and unjust urban developments. It  

“[…] provides integrated and relational approach that helps untangle 
the interconnected economic, political, social and ecological 
processes that together go to form highly uneven and deeply 
unjust urban landscapes” (Swyngedouw and Heynen, 2003: 914).
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The meaning of the term “just socio-envionmental relations”
This thesis is especially concerned with the way that political 
ecology addresses space and the question “for whom”, in a similar 
way as much writing within critical/ post-structuralist geography. 
Forsynth (2003: 15) points out that:

an important challenge in this approach is to integrate 
the structural focus on state, society, and industry, and the 
poststructuralist attention to how interactions between such 
actors co-construct environmental discourses and narratives 
about environmental change, and who should be represented 
as victims and villains. 

This is a challenge touched upon in this thesis by combining the 
more radical approach to political ecology, in asking who gains and 
who loses, with a post-structuralist relational approach, examining 
the situated practices of specific empirical cases. In doing so I discuss 
how discourses and narratives are being reinforced through certain 
planning practices  and also produces certain practices, and who 
is portrayed as the desirable sustainable subjects through these 
different discourses, narratives and practices.

A political ecology perspective builds upon a relational view of space 
and therefore there are no such thing as a “sustainable city” or an 

“unsustainable city” in general. Rather, there are a series of urban 
and environmental processes that benefit some social groups while 
negatively affect others (Swyngedouw and Heynen, 2003: 901). A just 
urban socio-environmental perspective therefore means to always 
consider the question of who gains and who loses and to ask serious 
questions about the multiple power relations through which deeply 
unjust socio-environmental conditions are produced and maintained 
(ibid.). Swyngedouw and Heynen (2003: 910) formulate this in a rather 
concise way when they state that: 

Urban political-ecology research has begun to show that 
because of the underlying economic, political and cultural 
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processes inherent to urban landscape production, urban 
change tends to be spatially differentiated and highly uneven. 
Thus, in the context of urban environmental change, it is likely 
that urban areas populated by marginalized residents will 
bear the brunt of negative environmental change, whereas 
other, more affluent parts of cities will enjoy growth in, or 
increased quality of, environmental resources. While this 
is in no way new, urban political-ecology perspectives are 
starting to contribute a better understanding of the intercon-
nected processes that lead to uneven urban environments. 

A political ecology perspective can help researchers and practitioners 
in urban planning to move from the binary idea of sustainable cities 
and unsustainable cities, i.e. from the idea of “sustainable cities” 
as static, best-practice entities, and instead towards a just urban 
socio-environmental perspective that asks who gains and who loses 
and through which (power-) relations and associations current 
conditions are produced and maintained. The work in this thesis is 
driven by questions springing from a political ecology perspective, 
including: How are associations to sustainable urban development 
made and how could they be re-made? and, importantly, Which 
kind of development is regarded as desirable and sustainable, by 
whom and for whom?

A political ecology perspective also lies closely to writings within 
Environmental Justice (See Bullard, 1993; Dobson, 1998; Agyeman and 
Evans, 2004; Agyeman, 2013). Compared to the concept of sustainable 
development, which emphasises inter-generational justice and justice 
relating to the global North-South divide, “the concept of environmental 
justice is more centred on intra-generational and intra-regional justice” 
(See Bradley, 2009: 53). This focus on intra-generational and intra- 
regional justice is also important for this thesis work. In this thesis 
though I refer to environmental justice as a discursive point of reference 
(in Paper IV we identify environmental justice as a prevalent discourse 
in the use of a consumption perspective on GHG emissions) and 
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not as an approached used. This approach often focuses on environ- 
mental justice movements and the distribution of environmental goods 
and bads. According to (Heynen et al 2006b), urban political ecology 
is a school of critical urban political-environmental research which 
complements the view of Environmental Justice. Swyngedouw and 
Heynen (2003) state that urban political ecology has paid less empirical 
attention to environmental justice movements and placed more weight 
on questions of social struggle with emphasis on the questions: How 
are socio-natural relations produced?, By whom?, For whom?. These 
questions are also central to this thesis and in defining the use of the 
term “just socio-environmental relations”. In this thesis I do not dig 
deeper into discussions of the specific meanings of the terms “justice”, 

“the environment” or “the social”. Rather, in using a political ecology 
perspective I wish to contribute to further discussions on how these 
three terms could be seen as relationally interlinked. I emphasise the 
need for more just socio-environmentally forms of urban planning, 
which means a normative notion towards trying to prevent highly 
uneven spatial distribution of wealth and of environmental goods and 
bads, and constantly asking how socio-environmental relations are 
being produced and maintained, by whom and for whom, and how 
they could be reproduced differently. 

What political ecology does for urban sustainability 
So what does political ecology do? In which sense does it help  
researchers and practitioners in the field of urban planning? As stated 
above, a political-ecology perspective can help to identify intercon-
nected processes that lead to current uneven urban environments. 
In addition, political ecology helps to formulate other meanings for 
sustainability. For example, Keil (2007) calls for an “urban political 
ecology”, in which he indicates that a fundamental re-evaluation of 
underlying economic value judgments is required, and pointing to 
sustainability as an elusive goal, as long as fundamental processes 
of uneven developments are not brought under control.

I here bring forth five ways in which the field of political ecology can 
offer perspectives that help to break the notion of several of those 
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ideas (and perspectives) identified in this thesis as problematic in 
today’s circulation of best-practice sustainable urbanism. These 
perspectives could help researchers and practitioners in urban 
planning in working towards just socio-environmental urban develop- 
ments. A political ecology perspective helps to break the ideas: i) of 
environment, economics and social issues as separate, and instead 
acknowledges socio-environmental perspectives; ii) of artefacts and 
technologies as apolitical, and instead acknowledges the political effects 
of artefacts and technologies; iii) of one best-practice sustainable 
urbanism, and instead acknowledges the idea of several situated 
kinds of sustainable urbanisms; and iv) importantly, of cities and 
urban districts as separate entities defined by territorial borders, and 
instead acknowledges space as relational and therefore cities and 
urban districts as part of wider landscapes and socio-environmental 
flows. Moreover, v) political ecology helps ask the critical question 

“for whom?”. This is a simple, but central, question within this thesis, 
and I would argue, for all work concerning urban sustainability. In 
this thesis, I primarily focus on the discursive construction of “who” 
through the envisioning and formation of “sustainable subjects”. 
To further address the formation of subject positions I in this thesis 
also make use of the analytical term of “eco-governmentality”.

Eco-governmentality to analyse subject formation
The conceptual term eco-governmentality move the central question
of “for whom?” further by examining how certain subjectivities are
produced though sustainability policies and technologies.

Eco-governmentality is sometimes referred to as part of the broader 
area of political ecology (see Idorachi and Van Assche, 2015). In 
the beginning of the 1990’s political scientists and other social 
scientist began to apply the Focualdian discussion of techno- 
logies of power and self to analyse different understanding of “the 
environment” (Mulvaney and Robbins, 2011) . The analytical term 
of eco-governmentality, focuses on how government agencies, in 
collaboration with various producers of expert knowledge, construct 
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“the environment” and “environmental subjects” (ibid.). It empha-
sises how technologies of power and self have been extended to 
the biophysical world, creating subjects concerned about the 
environment and it is often used to analyse how the production of 
specific types of expert knowledge (statistical models for example) 
coupled with specific technologies of government (assessment 
regimes or special councils) can bring individual interests in line 
with those of the state (Idorachi and Van Assche, 2015). 

A central aspect is examining environmental subject formation, or 
the creation of environmental subject positions. Definitions of these 
subject positions vary from for example construction of the environ- 
mental subject as a site for resistance to consumerism (Darrier, 1999) 
to arguments about the inclusion of eco-governmentality perspec-
tives regarding identity formation in the field of human geography 
(Dowling, 2010). Urban researcher Robyn Dowling addresses the 
diverse scholarship on identity and subject formation that focuses 
on the practices of development professionals, ethical consumption 
activities and climate change activism. An emerging sub-field of 
eco-governmentality studies is analysing the discourses of global 
warming using eco-governmentality as an analytical tool. This subfield 
though mainly uses eco-governmentality in analysing national and 
international climate regimes, identifying categories, methodologies 
and technologies that work especially well for climate change issues 
(see Henman, 2002; Jagers and Stripple, 2003; Blok, 2014).

In the present research, I only briefly touch upon the rich literature 
concerning eco-governmentality. I specifically use eco-governmen-
tality as an analytical term to analyse local climate strategies in 
the work of Gothenburg City and especially to discuss the issue 
of subject formation. I only use the term eco-governmentality in 
Paper IV, but it is an interesting theoretical field for further research, 
in relation to local climate strategies planning and the formation of 
subjects. In Paper IV, the empirical material was what drew me to 
use the analytical term eco-governmentality, as I found it suitable 
to give further insights to the tendencies I identified in interviews 
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and document studies. Interestingly for this research, there is a 
significant critical debate regarding ANT approaches and gover 
mentality approaches. Both approaches do emphasise the role of 
subject formation, the performativity of discourse, the emergence 
of specific types of practice and notable forms of calculation and 
of technologies and non-humans as actants, and the interpretive 
practices of actors (see Descheneau and Paterson, 2011). However, 
as mentioned, ANT works well to describe how issues, objects or 
politics evolve and hang together, but in order to further emphasise 
the neo-liberal steering through climate policies that form certain 
attributes to sustainable subject, the analytical notion of eco-gov-
ernmentality is helpful.

In addition, what the analytical term eco-governmentality helps 
emphasise is the kind of steering of these subjects and that, even 
though the idea of who is rendered sustainable has been destabi-
lised, there is a way of steering how to become sustainable, which 
can be considered problematic. In this research I specifically 
relate eco-governmentality to issues of carbon accounting. The 
is an emerging literature (which I just open up for here, but do 
not dig deeper into) around the issue of exploring the processes 
of subjectification around carbon (Crow and Boykoff, 2014). For 
example through exploring the different ways in which subjects 
are constituted through contemporary climate change policies, 
from the “neurotic citizen” to the “conscious consumer” (De Goede 
and Randalls, 2009), and by showing how local governments 
engage individuals in their climate change policies by appealing 
to “the good carbon citizen” (Rice, 2010). In Paper IV we identify 
how a consumption perspective has emerged much as a counter- 
narrative in Sweden to the idea of decoupling as a Swedish experi-
ence. However, within climate policies, there is a tendency for the 
criticism and concerns about environmental justice to be translated 
to sustainable lifestyle politics, where individual consumer behavior 
is to take the responsibility for achieving urban sustainability. Here 
we relate to the subject-formation of the “conciouss consumer” or 

“responsible consumer”. In Paper V we attempt to find other ways 
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for local authorities to plan for sustainable subject formations 
beyond the idea of “the responsible consumer”. As environmental 
politics researcher Carl Death (2010: 165) points out: “forms of eco- 
governmentality may be used to foster docile and responsible  
individuals, or neoliberal economic rationalities, but they could also 
be used to ferment more socially just and ecologically sustainable 
forms of behavior.”.
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“If the world is relational then so too are texts. They come 
from somewhere and tell particular stories about particular 
relations.” 

(Law, 2008a: 142)



69RESEARCH DESIGN (ONTO-EPISTEMOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS)

In this chapter I first (in 4.1) discuss how my onto-epistemological 
position relates to the research design, of this thesis. I then (in 4.2) 
discuss my approach of working with qualitative research and 
empirical case studies. In a table on page 76 I briefly summarise 
the different qualitative methods used and the empirical material 
analysed in Papers I-V. Finally (in 4.3), I address the importance 
of making the research process present, which is then done in 
Chapter 5. Thus, Table 1 serves the purpose of providing a general 
overview of material and methods, while I in Chapter 5 discuss 
more thoroughly the basis of the chocies of material and methods 
made in the papers.

4.1 Research design 
(onto-epistemological considerations) 
In this thesis I examine the contemporary topics, concepts, projects and 
discourses that were present and evolving while this thesis was being 
written. This reflects an urge in me to understand the contemporary 
world around me, but also to contribute to change towards more just 
environments and societies, in other words urban planning that is 
heading in the direction of making people’s lives better and more just 
within the limits of the planet’s resources. This thesis does not provide 
the answer of how to do so, but hopefully provides some insights into the 
complexity of working with so-called sustainable urban development 
and raises notions that might help to contest dominant narratives and 
practices and to scrutinise other narratives and practices. The narratives 
unpacked and brought together in this thesis could be used in turn by 
someone else to unpack, pick apart and shape other narratives and 
practices from. In this sense I see this research as contributing to a 
constant struggle to find different ways to think and act.

There are many ways of engaging in change through research, of 
doing normative research. Gibson-Graham (2008: 3) writes that to 
acknowledge the activism inherent in knowledge production installs a 
kind of scholarly responsibility (referencing Butler, 1993; Law and Urry, 
2005). Since each story weaves further webs, researchers never simply 



70 APPROACH TO RESEARCH

describe but rather enact realities and versions of the better and the 
worse, the right and the wrong, the appealing and the unappealing. 
There is no innocence. In this sense, the good is being done as well as 
the epistemological and the ontological. If methods are not innocent, 
then they are also political – they help to make realities. Law and Urry 
(2005) write that if methods also produce reality, then whatever we 
do, and whatever we say, social science is in some respect involved 
in the creation of the real, which brings forth the issue of ontological 
politics. According to Law (2008b: 13), science and technology studies 
(STS) inhabit, in their (feminist and actor-network) material-semiotic 
forms, the same conceptual space as Michael Foucault’s archaeology 
(1969) or Judith Butler’s (1993) feminism, not to mention a great deal of 
contemporary political theory, cultural studies and human geography. 

It is about performativity. It is arguing that realities (in-
cluding objects and subjects) and representations of those 
realities are being enacted or performed simultaneously. It 
is, post-structuralist in inclination, albeit in a particular and 
materially-oriented mode.

(Åsberg et al., 2012: 15)

In this lies what Barad (2007) calls onto-epistemologic ethics. “With such 
a performative point of departure it becomes important to creatively 
write that change one wants to see in the world.” (Åsberg et al., 2012: 
15). In writing research there is a simultaneous responsibility both to 
the real and to the good. Such is the challenge faced by the diverse 
material semiotics; to create and recreate ways of working in and on 
the real, while simultaneously working well in and on the good (Law, 
2007). Thus, descriptive, empirically grounded stories should never be 
seen as objective or neutral, as they are carrying their own intentions 
and effects. Therefore it becomes important for the researcher to con-
sider how to relate to onto-epistemologic ethics and ontological politics. 

In the research presented in this thesis, I do not take an activist stance 
or act as a reflexive practitioner or action researcher. Rather, I see 
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my role as that of a critical reviewer of current modes of sustainable 
urbanism, but also as searching for other ways of thinking and making 
realities for more just socio-environmental change. In this work, the 
questions posed by Gibson-Graham (2008: 4) are important: “How 
can our work [as researchers] open up possibilities? What kind of 
world do we want to participate in building? What might be the 
effect of theorising things in this way rather than that?”. These 
questions are also closely related to those stated by Law and Urry 
(2005: 69): “Which [realities] do we want to help to make more real, 
and which less real? How do we want to interfere (because interfere 
we will, one way or another)?” and served as important questions 
that guided my work. 

During the process of this research, I constantly reflect upon my 
scholarly responsibility in terms of regarding which realities I could 
help to make more real and which I could help make less real. These 
considerations also influence the research design, in that I aim to 
critically unpack associations being made in the promotion of Swedish 
sustainability and also to take stock of what I identify as absent-present 
in that network of exporting Swedish sustainable planning. I am 
aware that in identifying a network of Swedish urban sustainability, 
I reinforce the existence of that network. Moreover, since I view this 
network as problematic, it is important to take stock of what is 
excluded and made absent, through making another parallel network 
and counter-narrative present as well. These two different research 
strategies are deployed in different ways to contest the promoted 
idea of Swedish urban sustainability; one more critically examining 
how associations to Swedish sustainability are being made and the 
other one highlighting an example of how they are also actually 
being re-made in practice today. In doing so, I also explore how two 
competing narratives of Swedish sustainability are built up around 
different associations, and in a sense make different hinterlands visible. 
Both these narratives could be said to be “true”, but an important task 
in this research is to discuss on what premises they are based, what 
is excluded and included, and what the different narratives do, the 
intentions behind them and the performative effects they produce.
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4.2 Reworking theory through empirical 
(case study) research 
Healey (2013: 1515) writes: “Within the different social-science fields, 
many who have made inspirational contributions to more struc-
tural analyses of social dynamics now argue for more empirical 
research on micro-practices.” In this thesis work I examine situated 
micro-practices through different empirical studies and, based 
on these specific empirical studies, I aim able to discuss wider 
political and economic processes. The actor-network approach is 
useful in exploring the strategic, relational and productive char-
acter of particular, smaller-scale, heterogeneous actor-networks. 
In addition, the division between empirical research and social 
theory makes little sense in STS, which develops its theoretical 
arguments through case studies (Law, 2008b). This is because 
theory is not first created and presented as a framework through 
which to test empirical material in STS; rather, theory and em-
pirical material are written and created together. So, for instance, 
Latour’s argument about the way in which scientific facts circulate 
through laboratories into other sites was worked up in a series of 
case studies, including his work on the “Pasteurisation” of French 
agriculture (1988). In this sense, theory is made through case 
studies. Law (2008a: 7) writes that “actor-network theory can be 
understood as an empirical version of poststructuralism”. Thus, 
using an STS/ANT/material-semiotic approach one also writes 
theory through describing cases. In this research I did not use 
a material-semiotic approach in all papers, but work through 
empirical case studies in all papers. 

One book commonly referred to in social sciences and planning 
studies when discussing case studies is Robert K. Yin’s Case Study 
Research: Design and Methods. He writes that a case study is relevant 
to you reserach if you seek to explain some present circumstances, 
or if the research questions require an “in-depth” description of 
some kind of social pehnomena. In this sense, case study research 
was a relevant approach in the present thesis. Case study research 
can involve single and multiple case studies, can include qualitative 
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and quantitative evidence, relies on multiple sources of evidence, 
and benefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions 
(Yin, 2014). Yin (ibid.) claims that doing case studies could also be 
defined as a “research strategy”, an empirical inquiry that investi-
gates a phenomenon in depth within its real-life context. In this 
sense, a case study is an empirically researchable manifestation of 
an on-going phenomenon. A central concern within the method 
therefore is to define what kind of phenomena the cases represent 
and which wider concerns and questions the defined “cases” can 
be said to illustrate.

Empirical research – cases of what? 
Five different empirical studies were performed in this thesis 
work, one of which formed the basis of Paper I. Another, where I 
examine two specific Sino-Swedish eco-city cases, forms the basis 
for Papers II and III. The third and fourth empirical investigations 
are discussed in Paper IV, while the fifth and final empirical study 
forms the basis for discussion in Paper V. Together, all these em-
pirical studies forms a series of different contestations of Swedish 
urban sustainability as a role model. However, they also respond 
to more specific questions. Here follows a brief summary of how 
the different empirical investigations could also be defined as cases 
(or examples) of different on-going phenomena and thereby also 
how they contribute to slightly different areas of research, both 
thematically and theoretically. 

Paper I is based on one particular emperical investigation with an 
actor-network approach. The Swedish pavilion at the Shanghai 
World Expo in 2010 serve as the empirical basis for discussing 
how Swedish urban sustainability is promoted abroad. Thus, the 
Swedish pavilion at the World Expo could be defined as a case of 
contemporary promotion abroad of Swedish urban sustainability. 
The research in this paper contributes to previous research in ana-
lysing discourses of sustainability, with the focus on promotion of 
Swedish urban sustainability in the early twenty first century.

REWORKING THEORY THROUGH EMPIRICAL (CASE STUDY) RESEARCH
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Paper II and III are based on the same empirical examination of 
two Sino-Swedish eco-city case studies. However, in Paper III the 
empirical material is complemented with two additional more recent 
interviews and my co-author, Elizabeth Rapoport, also contribute 
with substaintial empirical research. In the different papers, the 
two Sino-Swedish eco-city projects are analysed as cases of two 
different on-going phenomena. In Paper II, the cases are analysed as 
translations of the Swedish urban sustainable imaginary to planning 
practice, i.e. the export of Swedish planning practice. In Paper III, 
they are analysed in a wider context of the specific transnational 
business of sustainable urbanism carried out by private consul-
tancy firms. Both these papers are situated within wider academic 
policy-mobility debates and critical eco-city research. 

Paper IV is based on two different empirical investigations. The first 
of these is an actor-network analysis of how a consumption perspec-
tive on GHG emissions has gained ground in Sweden. This analysis 
springs from the identification of a consumption perspective on GHG 
emissions as an “absent-present” in the Swedish urban sustainable 
imaginary in Paper I. In this instance, the consumption perspective 
on GHG emissions is a case of a counter-narrative to the Swedish 
urban sustainable imaginary identified. This empirical investigation 
contributes to research on how parallel and competing sustaina-
bility discourses take shape and materialise. The second empirical 
analysis in Paper IV examines how a consumption perspective on 
GHG is translated into local policy and specifically the local climate 
strategy in the City of Gothenburg, through tracing environmental 
discourses and using eco-governmentality as an analytical tool. 
This second part of the paper contributes to discussions around 
the agency of the local authority in consumption issues, analytics 
of carbon accounting and eco-governmentality studies.

Paper V builds on the finding in Paper IV that a consumption 
perspective on GHG easily translates to an individualised envi-
ronmental discourse, where responsible consumer subjects are 
attributed much agency of change. The empirical research in 
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Paper V then seeks to find examples of practices that encourage 
other forms of sustainable subjects in planning, with the focus on 
work in the City of Malmö, specifically two specific sites of sharing 
infrastructure. The analysis draws on the literature within sharing 
economy and sustainable consumption to address possibilities and 
problems with planning for sustainable consumption. Both the 
work in the City of Gothenburg and the work in the City of Malmö 
are considered to represent cases of micro-planning practice in 
local municipalities dealing with consumption issues in urban 
planning, which are examined as attempts to plan for more just 
socio-environmental relations.

Qualitative methods and empirical material
One term often used to describe the combination of theoretical 
positions and methods is “triangulation”. Triangulation refers to the 
use of more than one approach to investigate a research question, 
in order to increase confidence in the findings. Thus triangulation 
can add a sense of richness and complexity to an inquiry or study 
(Bryman, 2008). Triangulation does not necessarily lead to a deeper 
or wider understanding of the social world, as picking one theory 
or one method of investigating a specific social phenomenon might 
lead to a deeper understanding of the constraints and possibilities 
with that specific theory or method. However, much social research 
is founded on the use of a single research method and as such may 
suffer from limitations associated with that specific approach or 
method or from its specific application. In this context, triangu-
lation can offer the prospect of increased conviction (Lewis-Beck 
et al., 2004: 1142). In this research I make use of a set of theoretical 
approaches, discussed in Chapter 3 and I also combine different 
qualitative methods depending on the research questioned and 
case study exmined. In Papers I-V, in-depth qualitative interviews, 
document studies and site visits were combined in different ways. 
For the sake of clarity and ease of reading, the empirical material 
on which the papers are based is summarised in Table 1 under the 
headings of these different qualitative methods.
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TABLE 1: SUMMARY OF THE EMPIRICAL MATERIAL 
ON WHICH PAPERS I-V ARE BASED

Qualitiative 
methods

Paper I - One 1.5-hour interview 
with one of the 
initiators of 
SymbioCity, 2009

- One 1-hour guided 
tour by a tour guide at 
the pavilion (during 
which I asked  
questions), 2010

- Two 1.5-hour, 
in-depth interviews 
with urban planners 
of the Sino-Swedish 
eco-city projects in 
China, 2010

- Two 1.5-hour, 
in-depth interviews 
with the Swedish 
urban planners 
responsible for the 
Sino-Swedish eco-city 
projects in  
Sweden, 2012

(Based on the 
material in Paper II) 
+ Additional four 
1-hour, in-depth inter-
views with planners 
and architects at the 
Swedish firms, and 
one 1.5-hour interview 
at the Swedish govern-
ment, 2015

+ 50 interviews, car-
ried out by Elizabeth 
Rapoport, 2010-2012

- Six 1- to 2-hour, 
in-depth interviews 
with authors of 
different reports con-
cerning a consump-
tion perspective on 
GHG in Sweden, 2014

- Five 1-hour, in-depth 
interviews with civil 
servants at the City of 
Gothenburg, 2014

- Five 1-hour, in-depth 
interviews with civil 
servants at the City of 
Malmö, 2014-2015

- Five 1-hour, 
in-depth interviews 
with employees at 
Garget and STPLB, 
2014-2015

- The four documents 
handed out by the 
Swedish institute 
to the guides of the 
pavilion

- SymbioCity 
website material

- Document studies 
of five planning 
documents of 100-200 
pages each at the 
Swedish 
Architecture Office

- Official marketing 
material in the form 
of brochures, plans, 
models and drawings 
from the exhibition 
centres in China

(Based on the 
material in Paper II)
+ document studies of 
ten masterplanning 
documents by  
Elizabeth Rapoport

-Six reports advocating 
a consumption 
perspective on GHG 
emissions in Sweden

- The Strategic Climate 
Policy for the City of 
Gothenburg

The Swedish pavilion 
at the Shanghai World 
Expo, two times, three 
hours per time, in 
China, 2010

- The area where the 
two Sino-Swedish 
Eco-cities are planned 
to be built. 1-hour visit 
to each site in 
China, 2010 

- The respective exhi-
bition centre where 
plans, models and 
images are on display 
for the Sino-Swedish 
Eco-cities in China, 
2010

(Based on the 
material in Paper II)

No specific site 
studied

No specific site 
studied

- Two 4-hour visits to 
Garget and STPLB, in 
Sweden, 2014

Further discussed 
in 5.1

Further discussed 
in 5.2

Further discussed 
in 5.3

Paper II

Paper III

Paper IV

Paper V

Qualitative 
interviews

Document studies
(not literature 
reviews)

The section where this
is discussed

Site visits
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4.3 Making the research process present
Traditionally, scientific research has been associated with the two 
central concepts of reliability and validity. Reliability refers to the 
repeatability of findings. In some fields of research this means that 
other researchers must be able to perform exactly the same exper-
iment, under the same conditions, and generate the same results. 
Only then are the results accepted as reliable and part of established 
scientific “truth”. However, this cannot possibly apply for research 
within social sciences carried out with qualitative methods. In this 
field, reliability means instead ensuring that the reader is able to 
follow how the researcher has done the research. This, in turn, is 
closely related to the term “validity”, which refers to whether the 
research examines what it is said to examine, i.e. the credibility or 
believability of the research. Simply put, there must be good enough 
reason to believe what the researcher suggests.

Law (2008b: 6), coming from the field of sociology and science and 
technology studies (STS), asks a number of interesting questions 
in relation to research in social sciences in general: “What, indeed, 
is the scientific method? How might we distinguish between good 
scientific practice in sociology on the one hand, and poor practice 
on the other?” These are issues that always in different ways have 
preoccupied the social sciences. Especially, they have come to the 
foreground since the 1970’s with the “post-modern” erosion of episte-
mological certainties and they have been tackled both methodologically 
and politically and relate to the questions of how to distinguish 
science from ideology, i.e. how to offer critique. 

One of the main arguments put forward by Law (2004: 13) is “that 
in its practice science produces its realities as well as describing 
them”. He regards this as the cornerstone of his own argument 
and, importantly, he notes that for some it runs counter to common 
sense and is also easily misunderstood, “since it sounds as if it is 
a way of saying that anything goes and one can believe what one 
wants” (ibid.). However, as Law (2004) points out, that is not at all 
what he means. If new realities “out-there” and new knowledge of 
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those realities “in-here” are to be created, he claims that practices 
which can cope with a hinterland of pre-existing social and material 
realities also have to be built up and sustained. The term hinterland 
may not be obvious in this regard, but what Law means by hinter-
land is important and interesting and lies close to my ontological 
position as a researcher. Law uses the term hinterland to talk about 
the assemblage of pre-existing social and material realities, about 
which more or less routinised realities and statements have already 
been made. However, this implies that countless other realities are 
being un-made at the same time – or were never made at all (Law, 
2004). Law argues (2004: 34) that:

some kinds of standardized inscription devices and practices 
are current. Some classes of reality are more or less easily 
producible. Others, however, are not or were never cobbled 
together in the first place. So the hinterland also defines an 
overall geography – a topography of reality-possibilities. 
Some classes of possibilities are made thinkable and real. 
Some are made less thinkable and less real. And yet others 
are rendered completely unthinkable and completely unreal. 

The hinterland constrains the potential for new compositions, since 
they must be built from what is already composed. Thus, the hin-
terland determines what can and cannot be said/thought and what 
is real or less real. By this, Law (2004) does not mean that research 
can make any kind of realities. Importantly, research always starts 
from somewhere, from the reality that is already composed, which 
provides the materials (literally and metaphorically) from which 
new realities can be composed. Secondly, composing new realities 
takes time and is done little-by-little in practice, rather than all at 
once. Chapter 5 could be said to clarify the hinterland on which 
the discussion and conclusions in this thesis are based. 

Law (2004) means that methods do not exist in isolation, but are 
multiple and interrelated. He gives the example of when composing 
a new chemical, there are several different techniques involved, 
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including the written text and the peer-review process. Together, 
all of these form the method assemblage. Chapters 5 do not include 
all the influences and method assemblages involved in shaping 
the research described, as that would be an impossible task. The 
aim is rather to be as transparent as possible in order for the reader 
to trace the premises on which the research is built. Law (2006: 3) 
writes that “in post-structuralism (but also in common sense) /…/ 
presence necessitates absence. In research practice this suggests that 
some things (for instance research findings and texts) are present 
but at the same time other things are being rendered absent”. In 
the coming chapter I make present some dilemmas in the research 
process that were not visible in the papers. There is a fine line on 
where to draw the limits around what to make present and what 
to make absent in the research. 

In Chapter 5, the methodological choices and empirical material 
gathered are discussed in a way that hopefully makes it easy for 
the reader to assess the basis for the discussion and conclusions 
in the Chapters 6 and 7.

MAKING THE RESEARCH PROCESS PRESENT
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– We just came from the headquarters of Wuxi Taihu New 
City. Do you know it?

– Yes we know it, what do you want to know? 
– Will this area be part of the new city? 
– Yes it will be built soon, we have heard that.
– What do you think of the action of demolishing and re-
building this area? Is it good or not? 

– We are immigrants. If they ask us to leave we leave, we have 
to leave. And if the local people leave, we leave too. We are 
immigrant workers so we don’t have the choice.

– Are the local people still living here?
– Yes, some are still living here. But they must leave in three 
years. The construction was supposed to start this year. 
Now they have decided to start pulling down after the next 
Chinese New Year.

– Do people still farm this land?
– The local people don’t farm the land anymore. The land 
is now farmed by the immigrants. The local residents, they 
have their own business or they work in the city, but they 
don’t farm this land anymore.

– Do you rent the houses from the local people?
– Yes we rent and it’s expensive.
– Will you or the local people get the compensation from 
the government?

– We cannot get it. It will be given to the local people.
– What will you do? Will you look for another place?
– We will find another place to rent, but we don’t know where 
we will go yet. We will see after these houses are pulled down, 
maybe we go back to our hometown.

(Conversation between me and people living at the 
planned site of Sino-Swedish Wuxi eco-city, October, 201017)

17. This is a transcript from what was recorded on film (see Cohen and Hult, 2010: 19:30).
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The quote on the former page is a transcript from a conversation 
with people living at the planned Sino-Swedish Wuxi eco-city site, 
in October 2010. This conversation is not included in any of the 
papers in this thesis and it does not form any empirical material 
that this research is based upon. However, this moment of having 
this 15 minute conversation contributed to important insights during 
the research process. It strengthened my own conviction of the rele- 
vance of using a political ecology perspective in this thesis and the 
importance of bringing attention to for whom eco-cities are planned 
for, who is portrayed as “sustainable”, who is included or excluded 
from sustainable urban planning projects. This conversation is 
recorded on film and part of a movie project I carried out in 2010 
during a field trip to China (Cohen and Hult, 2010). Importantly, I 
regard this film project as a separate product from this thesis. The 
processes of making the film and of doing my empirical field studies in 
China for Paper I-III are though highly interlinked. In this chapter 
I further discuss the gathering of empirical material and the meth-
odological chocies made in this research. 

By making this conversation present in this cover essay I like to 
emphasise the importance of the subject matter – for whom the 
eco-cities are built – but also to bring attention to the fine line 
between what is made present and what is made absent in doing 
research. It is impossible to include everything that influences a 
research process and the chocies of theories, methods and empirical 
material. In this chapter I aim to make the research process visible 
in the sense of discussing the chocies of methods and materials in 
the different papers. 

First (in 5.1), I discuss the choice of the Swedish pavilion at the 
Shanghai expo as a site to analyse the promotion of Swedish urban 
sustainability, and the benefits and limitations of the material that 
the analysis in Paper I is based upon. Second, a large part of this 
chapter (in 5.2) discusses the two specific Sino-Swedish eco-city 
projects, on which basis they were choosen, the field trip to China 
in 2010 and more specifically the considerations and settings around 
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the interviews and site visits in China. And also why and how I 
have used the same empirical material in Paper II and III. Third, 
the final section (in 5.3) of this chapter relates to Paper IV and V 
and discuss the empirical basis of these papers and the decision 
to write about a consumption perspective on GHG emissions and 
the planning practices of the City of Gothenburg and the City of 
Malmö. The three different sections in this chapter corresponds to 
the overarching research questions outlined in Chapter 1. 

This chapter is illustrated with a number of images to provide a 
more rich reading and some clarifications to what I refer to in the 
text. All images are gathered on page 99-105 and together they also 
provide a collage of some of the different spaces, people, materials 
and illustrations that form parts of this thesis.

5.1 The Swedish pavilion at the World Expo 
as a node 
In order to examine the promotion of Swedish urban sustainability I 
(in Paper I) use the Swedish pavilion at the World Expo in Shanghai 
(figure 4) in 2010 as a node within a wider network in the export of 
the Swedish urban sustainability. The Swedish pavilion presented 
a great opportunity to examine how Swedish public and private 
partners together choreographed a representation of Sweden at a 
specific time and place under the overall theme “Better City, Better 
Life”. Viewing it as a node in a wider network made the Swedish 
pavilion an important and interesting site of analysis. The Swed-
ish pavilion consituted the starting point of the material-semiotic 
unpacking and tracing of further associations. 

Using an ANT approach, I examine how different associations 
were made and unmade in choreographing a specific narrative in 
the Swedish pavilion at the World Expo. The symmetry prinpciple 
helped uncover different type of translations and how a certain 
narrative was enacted through human actors, fictional characters, 
built environments, images, documents and illustrations. In this 
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unpacking, tracing and highlighting how associations are made 
and facts constructed, ANT served as a deconstructivist and 
critical approach. 

The unpacking in Paper I is based on two site visits to the Swedish 
pavilion at the World Expo in September 2010; once with a one-
hour guided tour round the pavilion by one of the official guides. 
During the visit, I scrutinised the displays (figure 5) and the four 
documents handed out to the guides for them to communicate what 
was called “the image of Sweden 2.0” (figure 6). In analysing the 
material in the pavilion, the speech acts of the guides and the text 
documents handed out to the guides, the ANT approach helped to 
highlight the politics in the materialities and artefacts.

SymbioCity was a central concept within the pavilion in relation 
to Swedish sustainable urban development. In order to examine 
the promotion of Swedish sustainability, I therefore also traced the 
wider associations of SymbioCity outside the pavilion (figure 7). This 
tracing was based on the website of SymbioCity (symbiocity.org) in 
2010 and an in-depth, semi-structured qualitative interview in 2009 
with one of the initiators of SymbioCity. This interview provided 
the background story to the establishment of SymbioCity, while 
examination of the official website complemented and confirmed 
much of what was expressed in the interview. A temporal limit was 
imposed in this tracing. The historical tracing went back to 2002, 
when Sweden first trademarked the idea of “Sustainable and Swedish” 
at the Johannesburg conference. It would have been interesting to 
trace further back in time and to a wider set of associations, but 
some starting point was needed and the conference in Johannesburg 
was mentioned as a starting point in the in-depth interview and 
therefore also in the tracing in Paper I. There are of course actors, 
ideas and materialities that had/have effects and were/are involved 
in creating the Swedish urban sustainable imaginary that are not 
mentioned in this research. The aim was to find the key actants 
within this network, rather than to map all of the heterogeneous 
elements involved. In this respect the Swedish pavilion provided a 
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great material opportunity in time and space to examine what was 
being black-boxed, what was made absent-present and who were 
the key actants in a wider network of promoting Swedish sustain-
able urban development. It can be argued that another limitation 
of the research in Paper I was that I made my own interpretations 
of what the pavilion made present and not, for example I did not 
interview the visitors and analyse their interpretations. This would 
have been an interesting study, but would have required a very large 
sample in order to draw meaningful conclusions. In Paper I rather 
sought to analyse the intentional associations choreographed by 
Swedish private and public actors in order to promote Swedish 
urban sustainability abroad, not to analyse how this image was 
perceived by the visitors to the pavilion.

5.2 Following two Sino-Swedish eco-city projects 
In order to follow how the Swedish urban sustainable imaginary trans-
lates to urban planning practice and materialises in urban planning 
projects, I examine two Sino-Swedish eco-city projects. These were 
the Sino-Swedish eco-city close to Wuxi City, outside Shanghai, and 
the International Tangshan Eco City Bay, located close to Tangshan 
City, outside Beijing. These were the only two major planning projects 
on-going in terms of Sino-Swedish eco-city projects at the time of my 
research, which made the selection of cases rather easy. There are 
many other ways in which I could have studied the translation of the 
Swedish imaginary, to planning practice. However, at the beginning 
of this research work, in 2010, these two eco-cities and targeting the 
Chinese market was a high priority for the Swedish parties behind 
SymbioCity and export of sustainable urban planning. The two cases 
were considered at the time to be examples where Swedish architects 
were to act as “door-openers of Swedish clean-tech export” (Associ-
ation of Swedish Architects, 2011). Today, in 2016, these two projects 
are no longer promoted as best-practice or the most high-profile 
within the SymbioCity framework. The direction of SymbioCity 
has also changed from being a platform for green-tech companies 
to being more of a multidisciplinary planning process-orientated 
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framework (Symbiocity.org). However, the Sino-Swedish cases still 
serve as interesting examples of a specific moment in time in the early 
twenty first century when Swedish politicians and private actors in 
the urban development sectors sought to export Swedish sustainable 
urban development together with clean-tech products. My research 
might actually give some hints as to why there has been a shift in 
the direction of SymbioCity. However, still today, in a google search 
using the terms “Sweden eco city” and “China eco city”, in the first 
respective 20 hits show images of the Sino-Swedish eco cities. The 
most apparent examples associated with Sweden was the Western 
Harbour, Hammarby Sjöstad, the Stockholm Royal Seaport and also 
the Sino-Swedish Wuxi eco-city. Those associated with China were 
mainly the Sino-Singaporean Tianjin eco-city, but also the Dongtan 
eco-city and the Tangshan eco-city (figure 8 and 9). Thus, this illus-
trates one way in which these Sino-Swedish eco-city projects still 
circulate in the idea world of eco-cities. 
 
It is important to note here that it is the Sino-Swedish eco-city 
projects that were the cases studied in this thesis. This means for 
example that the larger development of Tangshan City was not 
included, nor the development of those areas not associated with 
Swedish involvement. Paper II addresses the cases as part of the 
specific Swedish efforts to export clean-tech products together 
with urban sustainability in relation to the specific Chinese eco-
city context. However, Paper III addresses these cases as being 
part of a wider specific kind of transnational best-practice export 
business of sustainable urbanism. Thus, as said, the two projects 
served as cases of how the Swedish urban sustainable imagi-
nary translates to urban planning practice and also as cases of 
another wider phenomenon, namely the wider export business 
of sustainable urbanism.

Site visits at the sites of the future projects
While the Shanghai World Expo was taking place, I stayed for a 
period of one month in China, in September and October 2010. 

FOLLOWING TWO SINO-SWEDISH ECO-CITY PROJECTS
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After spending one week in Shanghai and at the World Expo, I went 
on to visit the sites where this imaginary was to be translated into 
practice in Sino-Swedish eco-city developments. 

The visits to the sites of the eco-city developments and interviews 
with planners at the exhibition centres of these developments were 
made by me in company with two collegues of mine, with whom I 
created a short film about the subject. Marie de France who recorded 
the sound and Jonathan Cohen who filmed.

During one week in October 2010, our research team made two site 
visits to the exhibition centre of Wuxi eco-city and one visit to the 
actual site. The first visit to the exhibition centre was organised by 
the Association of Swedish Architects, as part of their trip to the 
Shanghai Expo. Being part of a larger group of Swedish architects, 
we were able to compare how the Chinese guide from the Swedish 
consulate and the Chinese guides at the exhibition centre for Wuxi 
presented the development to Swedish decision-makers and archi-
tects. I took part in this site visit as a spectator, while other team 
members made sound recordings and film material that I analysed 
later back home in Sweden. Having material on tape helped a great 
deal in analysing how the Swedish and Chinese parties interacted 
and spoke of the eco-city development. During this visit, however, 
we were not allowed to visit the actual site for the future develop-
ment of Wuxi eco-city. Some Swedish architects requested this, but 
were refused due to “lack of time” and that there “was nothing to 
see”. This, of course, sparked my curiosity.

A few days later, I arranged our own field trip. Through the Swedish 
consulate, we were able to obtain a translator and through her we 
also managed to book an interview with an urban planner at the 
exhibition centre for Wuxi. We took the newly built high-speed 
train for two hours to get to Wuxi city from Shanghai and from there 
continued by taxi. We were allowed to film the 1.5-hour interview 
with the planner, but when we asked if we could visit the proposed 
site we got the same responses as earlier; lack of time and nothing 
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to see. However, the urban planner indicated on a map where the 
proposed site was located and we were able to show the map to 
our taxi driver, who took us there. The team (film recorder, sound 
recorder, translator and I) got out of the car and walked around the 
site, which at that time was intended to become the “Sino-Swedish 
low-carbon eco-city”. On leaving the main road, we walked along a 
path within a landscape of green bushes and a few shelters, with a 
view towards newly constructed 10-floor residential blocks. At first 
we did not see any people at all, but after a while we encountered 
two women with two small children on the pathway. I asked the 
translator to request if we could film and ask a few questions. I ex-
plained who we were and we had a conversation for 15 minutes or 
so (see page 82, see also figure 10). This conversation also pointed 
to much larger problems, typically the general urbanisation pro-
cess in China and how different groups of people are categorised 
differently and moved to different places.18

This conversation was not included in Papers I-V, as the aim was 
to focus on the “official stories” of the aims and practices of the 
planners involved, both from the Swedish and the Chinese side. 
However, I include this conversation here because it influenced 
my insight that a political ecology perspective is needed and the 
eco-gentrification process is situated, complex, messy and political, 
and deserves attention. 

When visiting the site of Tangshan Eco City Bay we did not have a 
translator with us, which made it more difficult to speak to people 
at the site. Looking back, it would have been valuable to have had 
a translator present, as we possibly could have collected many 
stories and gained insights from conversations with the workers 
who inhabited the site at that time. However, at that time I was 
concentrating mainly on collecting the official narratives from the 
planners and examining the planning practice and who they claimed 
to be planning for. We walked around at the (huge) site and spoke to 
some workers living in dormitories at the site, but we had difficulty 

18. To generalise, the local people/farmers often get compensation from the government to move somewhere else to allow 
the tearing down of old houses and the construction of new housing blocks. During the planning and construction phase, 
the deserted houses are often rented out to so-called immigrants (or the floating population). The contrast to the target 
group formulated by the urban planner – expats/foreigners – is an extreme illustration of the paradox that the latter 
categorisation are envisioned as symbols of a sustainable lifestyle.
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communicating in English. However, just being at the site, walking 
on the ground and looking through the window of the taxi (there 
was no public transport at all in place at that time, only more or less 
empty main roads with no signs or street names yet) gave a sense 
of the place that influenced the understanding of the site (figure 
11). One of the few buildings that was constructed on the 150 km2 
site at that time was the exhibition centre. In this building, future 
visions and plans of the eco-city to come were on display, mainly in 
the form of an enormous model of the future eco-city and posters 
on the walls of closed-loop technical systems, details and regional 
plans and drawings by the Swedish architecture firm involved. 

Interviews in China
In the exhibition centre (figure 12), I carried out a 1-hour interview 
with one of the Chinese urban planners involved. The setting of 
filming the interviews, most likely influenced the responses given in 
interviews. It emerged that the two urban planners we interviewed 
often referred to their bosses and repeated the “official” views on 
the projects. While this was a limitation in one sense, it on the 
other hand did not limit the findings in the papaers so much as 
the purpose of the study was to analyse the “official narratives” of 
these projects, perhaps the interview setting only emphasised this 
even further. Another aspect that is important to point out is that, 
as the (Chinese) interviewees knew I was Swedish and they most 
likely wanted to be polite and not criticise the Swedish partners 
they worked with or the Swedish projects. 

In the interview with the urban planner in Wuxi eco-city, an important 
fourth person was also present. She worked at the Swedish consulate 
in Shanghai and came with us to translate. All five of us (de France, 
Cohen, the translator, the interviewee and I) were all around the 
same age, 25-30 years old, at the time. We were often perceived as 
young students, which offered the possibility of asking somewhat 
naïve questions. It also appeared to allow the interviewee to relax 
and speak more freely than, e.g. if the team had comprised older 
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men. In the Wuxi eco-city interview, I asked questions in English 
which the translator translated to Mandarin, and the respondent 
answered in Mandarin and the translator reported back to me in 
English. Since we filmed the interview, I was able to double-check 
the translation with the help of my Chinese colleague Yin Yin at 
KTH. She had no objections to the first translation and was helpful 
in making some clarifications. However, as Law (2008b) states, to 
translate is to make two words equivalent, but since two words are 
never equivalent. Thus translation is both about making equivalent 
and about shifting; it is about moving terms around, linking and 
chaining them (ibid.). There is a risk of losing nuances in the act of 
translation. Moreover, I would also like to point out that I wrote this 
thesis (all the papers and this cover essay) in a language which is not 
my mother-tongue, which limits my realm of expression. However, 
translation, in many different respects, is part of doing research. 
In this chapter, I try to acknowledge some of the numerous acts of 
translation that took place within this research. 

Interviews and document studies in Sweden
The empirical material from the visits in China was complemented 
with two interviews with the head planners at a Swedish firm involved 
in the Sino-Swedish eco-city projects. Both of these interviews were 
carried out in 2012 by me (alone), recorded and then transcribed 
in Swedish. They were both in-depth qualitative interviews lasting 
approximately 1.5 hours and took place at the architect firm’s offices 
in Stockholm. While sitting in the offices after the interviews, I had 
the chance to study the comprehensive planning documents for as 
long as I wanted (figure 13). I was not allowed to take the documents 
outside the offices, however.

Use of the same cases with additional empirical material in Paper III
In Paper III, I contextualise the Swedish transnational planning practice 
of eco-cities and examine how the two specific Sino-Swedish eco-city 
cases explored are part of a wider export business of sustainable 
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urbanism. My co-author for this paper was the urban researcher 
Elizabeth Rapoport, based at UCL, London. Elizabeth and I first met 
at an eco-city conference in Baltimore in 2011, where we presented 
strikingly similar analyses of how (British and American in her case 
and Swedish in mine) architect and engineering firms strengthen 
certain ideals within transnational sustainable urban development 
projects. We met again the next year at the American Association 
of Geographers Annual Meeting, where we took part in the same 
session and again had progressed in our work in very similar direc-
tions, with her working in London and me in Stockholm and with 
no contact over the year. When we met for the third time at the 
RSG-IBG Annual conference in 2014, we decided to write a paper 
together, mainly based on a combination of our earlier empirical 
work (which she also presented in her dissertation19). There were 
both similarities and differences in our methods. Both of us had 
opted to carry out in-depth qualitative interviews with architects 
and planners working in private consultant architect and engineer-
ing firms and with sustainable urbanism abroad, often in so-called 
flagship projects. Both of us had also studied planning documents. 
However, Elizabeth Rapoport had carried out a large number of 
interviews with British and American consultants and had studied 
their planning documents in 2010-2012, while I had examined two 
specific Sino-Swedish eco-city projects in depth and also visited the 
sites and interviewed the Chinese planners. Our main approach in 
Paper III was to follow the work of the actors in the Global Intelligent 
Cooperation sector in architecture and engineering, rather than 
to highlight specific projects. The strength of Paper III is that, in 
our separate analyses, we had come to very similar conclusions. We 
had both analysed a specific kind of transnational urban planning 
practice with apparent specific characteristics. Hence, in Paper III a 
wider range of qualitative interviews, document studies and an in-
depth analysis of two specific projects together forms the empirical 
basis of a “travelling business of sustainable urbanism”. 

While working on Paper III, I was also involved in a pre-study for an 
evaluation of the Sino-Swedish eco-city cases funded by the Swedish 

19. Rapoport, E. (2014) “Mobilizing sustainable urbanism: international consultants and the assembling of a planning model”, 
Doctoral thesis, UCL Bartlett.
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Energy Agency, commissioned by the Swedish government. A number 
of researchers from different departments at KTH were involved 
in writing this report20, the title of which translates as “Pre-study 
to Evaluate the Bilateral Swedish-Chinese Cooperation Regarding 
Eco-cities.” Two researchers (David Stoltz, from the Department of 
Environmental Technology, and Elisabeth Ekener Petersen, from the 
Department of Environmental Strategies Research) and I carried out 
a number of interviews with planners from Sweco and Tengbom, 
clean-tech companies, and with representatives from the Swedish 
government (January-February 2015). These gave up-to-date infor-
mation, and mainly confirmed my earlier findings and insights. It 
also became clear that the planners, who are cited in Paper III, had 
little idea about what was happening with the plans for Caofedian 
and Wuxi eco-cities, to which they had contributed a long ago.

5.3 Searching for other ways of thinking 
and doing urban sustainability 
This thesis could have taken many paths from its departure point. 
The unpacking of the Swedish urban sustainable imaginary and 
how it translates into practice in eco-city developments in China 
revealed a number of complexities to investigate further. I could 
have focused this thesis solely around this subject, e.g. by analysing 
how it circulates back to Sweden through looking more closely at 
the planning practice for e.g. “Hammarby Sjöstad 2.0” that is under 
construction in Stockholm right now, i.e. the Royal Seaport. I could 
also have returned to China and followed the progress of the two (or 
possibly also other) eco-city developments on the ground. I could have 
analysed the domestic critique of these eco-city developments and 
the Swedish export of the sustainable city within China. I could have 
examined for whom these districts are built, the issue of segregation 
and eco-gentrification. I could have interviewed people living in these 
flagship areas, both in Sweden and in China. All of these approaches, 
and many more, could have contributed further interesting insights 
into the problematics, complexities and possibilities with this specific 
kind of planning practice. However, I decided to go beyond offering 

20. Rader, A. and Stoltz, D. (2015) ”Förstudie av det bilaterala svensk-kinesiska samarbetet kring ekostäder”, Rapport, URN: 
urn:nbn:se:kth:diva-164881.
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critique and returning to the questions posed by Law (2005: 69) (i.e. 
“Which [realities] do we want to help to make more real, and which 
less real? How do we want to interfere (because interfere we will, one 
way or another)?”), and therefore searched for other ways of thinking 
and doing urban sustainability in Swedish planning practice today. 
In searching for narratives and practices that could emphasise a 
relational view of space, socio-environmental issues as interlinked 
and bring attention to the question of who is rendered as sustainable 
subjects I came to the choice to highlight and trace a consumption 
perspective on GHG emissions, which I in this thesis identify as an 
absent-present in the Swedish urban sustainable imaginary and as 
an important counter-narrative.

I decided to trace this network, as it could be considered an emerging 
and strong counter-narrative to promotion of decoupling emissions 
from economic growth as the Swedish urban sustainable imaginary. 
I could have considered other types of “counter-narratives” and 

“counter-planning practices”, for example in terms of more small-
scale sustainable developments, approaches and narratives promoted 
by environmental and social movements in Sweden, or traced the 
kind of sustainable narrative and practices promoted by the inter-
national Transition Town Movement. I could have examined how 
private consultancy firms and planners and architects working in 
the export business of sustainable urbanism are themselves trying 
to find ways to contest mainstream ideals of sustainable urbanism. 
However, I chose to examine the consumption perspective on calcu-
lation of GHG emissions, as it is such a clear counter-narrative that, 
through statistics and calculations, strongly destabilises the idea of 
Sweden as a country that has managed to decouple emissions from 
economic growth, and Swedes as desirable sustainable subjects. 
This perspective also highlights space as relational and uneven 
geographies. This is a counter-narrative that makes some of what 
is absent-present easily very visible. The purpose with choosing 
to apply this perspective as a counter-storyline in my research was 
foremost to destabilise and unpack the paradox of the Swedish 
urban sustainable imaginary of decoupling in an accessible and 
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visible manner. As Paper IV shows, through this perspective the idea 
of Sweden as having achieved decoupling is revealed as a myth. A 
consumption perspective helps to break the self-image of Sweden 
as a sustainable role model and Swedes as role model sustainable 
subjects. However, I do not propose a consumption perspective on 
GHG emissions as the only relevant counter-narrative.

Tracing a counter-narrative
In Paper IV, the ANT approach is used to trace how the consumption 
perspective on GHG emissions has evolved, emerged and gained 
ground in Sweden. This approach is applied to expose and high-
light materialities, actants, individuals and institutions associated 
to this narrative. Importantly though, the storyline of decoupling 
and the counter-narrative should not be considered equal, since 
the consumption perspective on GHG emissions has emerged as a 
counter-perspective to a production perspective on GHG emissions. 
The production perspective could thus be considered the norm, and 
the consumption perspective as a reaction trying to destabilise the 
norm. The use of ANT in Paper IV to trace how this issue emerged 
differed from the use of the method in Paper I. There was no exhibition 
or pavilion that displayed this perspective to a wider audience, at a 
specific time and place. In order to follow how the issue emerged and 
evolved, I instead traced research reports and policy reports written 
on the issue in the preceding years, and to what and to whom they 
refer. I identified some key documents among these and contacted 
six authors of those documents for in-depth qualitative interviews. 
These interviews often evolved into conversations where I found 
myself examining very similar questions to those I posed to the in-
terviewees. These interviews seemed to give time for reflection for 
both parties (many said during interview that they were grateful to 
have the chance to reflect upon issues in their everyday work). These 
six in-depth interviews, together with document studies, formed the 
basis of the ANT analysis. The authors included researchers, policy-
makers and civil servants who in their professional work advocate a 
consumption perspective on GHG emissions in Sweden. 
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Following the translation to local planning policy and practice
Choosing a perspective, rather than a defined set of actors to follow, 
led to selection of the specific cases of the City of Gothenburg 
and the City of Malmö in Papers IV and V. These were chosen 
largely on the basis of the in-depth interviews with advocates of 
a consumption perspective, in a kind of “snowball effect”. In the 
interviews, it became clear that the local authorities in the City 
of Gothenburg were regarded as being at the forefront when it 
comes to implementing a consumption perspective in practice, 
through their work with formulating local climate strategies. 
The City of Gothenburg was the first municipal authority in 
Sweden to implement this perspective within the work of local 
climate strategies and was therefore chosen as a case of how this 
perspective translates to practice. In relation to working with a 
consumption perspective, many of the interviewees mentioned a 
circular economy or sharing economy as possible niche practices 
to work towards wider change in terms of consumption issues. 
The City of Malmö was often mentioned in that regard as a fore-
runner in socio-environmental planning. In discussions on who 
was working with these issues in relation to planning practice, 
none of the interviewees mentioned private firms; instead, they 
mentioned municipalities and especially the City of Gothenburg 
and the City of Malmö.

Interviews and document studies in the case of the City of Gothenburg
During one of the initial in-depth interviews I met sociologist 
Jörgen Larsson, based at Chalmers University, who had been work-
ing closely with the City of Gothenburg and was one of the main  
researchers advocating and examining the consumption perspective. 
His previous research and experience in the City of Gothenburg 
was highly relevant for further analysis of the case of the City of 
Gothenburg and we decided to write a paper together. First, I 
interviewed five representatives from the City of Gothenburg, all 
involved in different ways in formulating and working with these 
strategies. These in-depth qualitative interviews, which took place 
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in September/October in 2014, were complemented with document 
studies of the climate strategies and previous research by Jörgen 
Larsson (see Bolin et al., 2013).

Interviews and site visits in the case of the City of Malmö
In Paper V, I built further on the insights from Paper IV addressing 
the difficulty that local public policymakers and planners expe-
rience in being able to shape policies and plan for less resource 
consumption and recognising a kind of eco-governmentality 
mainly assuming sustainable lifestyles can be achieved through 
responsible eco-consumer behaviour. In Paper V, I wanted to 
address pro-active ways of public planning in terms of working 
with less use of material resources, but through the provision of 
physical infrastructure that encourages other forms of sustain- 
able subjectivities (not steering through disciplinary techniques 
of competing, measuring, educating or informing). Paper V, which 
was co-written with my main supervisor, Karin Bradley, used two 
small-scale physical sites to suggest a conceptual understanding for 
how these may be understood as a site for sharing infrastructure. 
At the time of the study (2014), the City of Malmö did not work as 
explicitly with a consumption perspective on GHG emissions in 
their local policies. However, it was often referred to as an inspira-
tion by the civil servants interviewed in Gothenburg. Moreover, the 
City of Malmö has a tradition of being one of the municipalities 
in Sweden working at the forefront with environmental planning 
and being proactive in public planning, and was one of the early 
providers of public places for sharing tools and repairing materials. 
the City of Malmö was therefore chosen as a case study in Paper V 
in order to address the possibilities of local public planning to work 
with sharing infrastructure. In the paper we suggest a role for public 
planning not to withdraw, but instead possibly act through what 
we frame in contemporary popular wording as “hacks” of existing 
infrastructure provision. In terms of planning for more sustain- 
able consumption, we suggest that the provision of socio-technical 
infrastructure provides a possible conceptual term to think about 
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sustainable consumption within planning theory and practice. In the 
work for Paper V, Karin Bradley and I carried out the main part of 
the interviews and site visits together in Malmö in April 2015. These 
were also complemented with interviews previously carried out by 
Karin Bradley in 2014. The approach used in the paper, of proposing 
conceptual thinking in favour of a certain way of planning, can be 
perceived as justifying that nothing else needs to change, i.e. “if we 
just practise these micro-shifts, we will be fine”. However, that was 
not the point of either Paper IV or Paper V. Instead, it was to show 
that there are ongoing struggles and contestations in terms of both 
discourses and practices.
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Figure 4
Figure 5 

Front view of the Swedish pavilion at the Shanghai World Expo in 2010. (Photo by author, 2010).
Paper cut-out of Erik Fung in the Swedish pavilion declaring that “Environmental solutions are good investments. Not 
sunk costs. Since 1996, Sweden has reduced its CO2-emissions by 18%, while GDP grew by 45%.” (Photo by author, 2010).
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Figure 6

Figure 7 

Documents produced by the Swedish institute that were handed out to the Swedish guides in the Swedish pavilion
in order to present the image of “Sweden 2.0”. (Photo by author, 2010).
Hammarby Sjöstad and the Western Harbour as best-practice cases within the SymbioCity concept (screenshots 
of symbiocity.org, retrieved 05 December 2011).
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Figure 8
Figure 9 

The Swedish eco-city (screenshot of the first hits on google of “sweden eco city”; 12 March 2016). 
The Chinese eco-city (screenshot of the first hits on google of “china eco city”; 12 March 2016).
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Figure 10

Figure 11 

Cuts from the talk with “immigrants” living at the site of the Sino-Swedish Wuxi eco-city at the time of our visit, 
in October 2010 (screenshot from the film taken by the research team. I have intentionally chosen one screen-
shot where the faces of the people interviewed are not clearly visible, as I was unable to ask their permission to 
publish these pictures.).
On the ground at the site for the Sino-Swedish Caofedian eco-city (October 2010). (Photo by author, 2010).
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Figure 12
Figure 13 

Display at the exhibition centre for the Sino-Swedish Caofedian eco-city. (Photo by author, 2010).
One of the thick planning documents produced by Tengbom architects for the Sino-Swedish eco-city project in 
Wuxi. (Photo by author, 2012).
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Figure 14

Figure 15

The decoupling graph in the early versions of SymbioCity. (Screenshot from the SymbioCity website: symbiorcity.
org) in 2010. Retrieved October 20, 2010).
The decoupling graph in the current version of SymbioCity. (Screenshot from the SymbioCity website: symbiorcity.
org) in 2016. Retrieved November 15, 2016).
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Image of Swedish GHG emissions from both a territorial and comsumption perspective. English translation: 
“Consumption-based greenhouse gas emissions, in Sweden and in other countries”. (Screenshot from The Swedish 

Environmental Agency (Naturvårdsverket). Web site: http://www.naturvardsverket.se/Sa-mar-miljon/Statis-
tik-A-O/Vaxthusgaser-konsumtionsbaserade-utslapp-Sverige-och-andra-lander/. Retrieved December 10, 2016).

Figure 16 
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“I call these urban expert rationalities, such models tend to 
emphasize “technical” matters – from traffic management 
to architectural design and green-tech innovation. In this 
sense the worldwide mobility of best practices serves to cre-
ate and reinforce particular norms of urban environmental 
performance – to the exclusion of more “radical” alternatives.” 

(Blok, 2012: 2333)
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“SWEDISH URBAN SUSTAINABLE IMAGINARY”

In this chapter I discuss the main findings in the papers in relation 
to the overarching research questions introduced in Chapter 1 (p. 
14) and in relation to the areas of research presented in Chapter 2. In 
doing so, I analyse the findings across the papers and in relation to 
wider theoretical and empirical discussions. First (in 6.1), I discuss 
the implications of what is included and excluded in the studied 
promotion of Swedish sustainability. Second (in 6.2), I discuss the 
circulation of the identified Swedish urban imaginary and its per-
formative effects in relation to for whom the so called sustainable 
urban spaces are built and at what cost (social and ecological). Third 
(in 6.3), I address the findings in Paper IV and V and how they relate 
to the final research question of how planning can foster more 
socio-environmentally just forms of urban sustainability.

6.1 Decoupling as a central storyline in the 
“Swedish urban sustainable imaginary”
In this thesis, I identify the image of a decoupling graph (figures 5 and 14) 
as a key agent, stabilising associations to Sweden as a role model in 
sustainable urban development. This image is in turn choreographed, 
in the Swedish pavilion in 2010 and in the concept of SymbioCity, 
together with Swedish urban flagship projects such as Hammarby 
Sjöstad in Stockholm and Western Harbour in Malmö and with clean-
tech artefacts produced by Swedish companies. Together these crafted 
associations shape a Swedish urban sustainable imaginary that fits well 
into the dominant discourse of ecological modernisation. 

As mentioned in previous research (see section 2.2), ecological mod-
ernisation has a central position in contemporary sustainability policy- 
making and also specifically in the history of Swedish environmental 
politics. Unsurprisingly, this is also reflected in the efforts to export and 
promote Swedish sustainable urban planning. Using the language of 
Hajer (1995), I more specifically conclude that decoupling seems to work 
as a central storyline for the Swedish urban sustainable imaginary. In the 
sense that the decoupling graph could be said to work as a generative 
narrative for the imaginary of Swedish urban sustainability.
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In a sense this imaginary could be said to work as a so called 
“actual imaginary” (Castoriadis, 1975; Kaika, 2011) as it produces 
images to promote Swedish urban sustainability in a manner 
that expresses and reinforces an already dominating discourse 
of ecological modernisation. At the same time, one could argue 
that in its claims to be progressive, this Swedish urban sustain- 
able imaginary also aims to work as a “radical imaginary”, crafted 
together in a sense to constitute a solution to the contemporary 
quest for sustainable urban development, which implies social, 
economic and political change. This clash, of working as an “actual 
imaginary” but being promoted as a “radical imaginary”, is maybe 
one reason to why this Swedish urban sustainable imaginary easily 
becomes paradoxical. 

The promotion of Swedish urban sustainability, at the World Expo 
in 2010 and through the early versions of the concept SymbioCity, 
is in this thesis analysed as a narrativisation of a Swedish urban 
sustainable imaginary at a specific given time. How this specific 
imaginary is being produced through public and private marketing 
efforts is analysed in Paper I. What I further discuss in this section 
(6.1) is what the storyline of decoupling builds upon; on which 
premises is this storyline constructed, and why this storyline is 
problematic? In making visible the premises upon which the 
storyline of decoupling builds I argue that it is necessary to partly 
look outside the promoted Swedish urban sustainable imaginary 
at the World Expo.

What actually holds the decoupling graph together
Importantly, Sweden was relatively early in formulating envi-
ronmental regulations and has a history of setting high political 
ambitions and targets. Sweden, together with Finland, was first in 
the world to establish steering environmental taxes on carbon, in 
1991 (Borgnäs, 2016). Another main reason for having decreasing 
territorial CO2 emissions is due to the integration of infrastructure 
systems, which is partly also what SymbioCity21 builds around. 

21. The SymbioCity concept has also developed since the beginning of this research, today the official web site of Symbio- 
City (2016) include a variety of projects, many that focuses on citizen dialogues, management processes and institutional 
conditions. Still, the graph of decoupling is presented as a Swedish achievement. However, more difficult to find on the web 
site and also with an additional sentence about consumption. (See figure 16).
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However, these are not at all solely located in the flagship areas of 
Hammarby Sjöstad or Western Harbour, but are rather the result 
of long-term investments throughout urban areas in Swedish cities. 
District heating is the most common source of space heating for 
housing and buildings in Sweden, with 80% of all households 
heated by this method22. The first district heating system in Sweden 
was built in the end of the 1940’s and the breakthrough came at 
the time of the oil crisis in the 1970’s. This was as the same time as 
the major housing campaign “Million Programme” was underway 
in Stockholm, in order to address housing shortage. Those new 
homes were directly designed and linked to district heating sys-
tems. During the time of Social Democrat rule in Sweden and their 

“People’s Homes” policy in the 1950’s and the Million Programme 
in the 1970’s, investments were made in extensive integration of 
public transport and other infrastructure with land-use planning, 
an approach manifested in suburbs such as Vällingby or Farsta 
outside Stockholm, located by subway stations and connected to 
district heating infrastructure. The high share of public trans-
portation trips in Stockholm today owes much to the foresight 
of planners in over-dimensioning the subway system during the 
1940’s and 1970’s (Metzger and Rader, 2013). 

The Swedish forestry sector, its heavy basic industry, district heating, 
the waste incineration industry and public housing together shape 
a complex and robust energy and heating system which is almost 
independent of fossil fuel (Borgnäs, 2016). Today, there are continuous 
investments in district heating and biogas in Sweden. These systems 
suit the specific condition of industries and infrastructure well, 
and have been built over a long period of time, often with other 
main objectives than purely environmental. When for example 
trying to export district heating to the studied eco-cities in China, 
these efforts have failed, partly due to the more fragmented 
management of urban development and partly due to there not 
being enough waste to burn (Lu, 2011). Thus, this very clearly illu- 
strates the politics of technology and how a certain technological 
solution may lower emissions levels in one place under certain 
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22. Information from The Swedish Energy Markets Inspectorate (Energimarknadsinspektionen), http://ei.se/sv/Fjarrvarme/, 
reitreved April 26, 2106.
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conditions, but not necessarily under other conditions in another 
geographical location.

According to a civil servant at the City of Stockholm (2016)23, the 
main reasons for the decreasing GHG emissions per person 
within the territorial borders of Stockholm during recent years 
(see figure 3) has been the extension of district heating with a 
higher degree of renewable energy, which has replaced of oil-
based heating. The emissions from the transport sector have also 
decreased, due to a higher degree of renewable fuel use, more 
energy-efficient vehicles and an increase of bicycle use. All these 
are efforts should not be neglected. However, they are clearly 
linked to larger political and economic developments and long 
term infrastructure investments across the city rather than specific 
urban flagship development projects. A final interesting reason is 
that the City of Stockholm is growing very fast, which means that 
more people are currently sharing the existing infrastructure, for 
example the public transport system (ibid.). Thus, the increase in 
population in this sense means lower emission levels per capita 
from a territorial perspective. 

Finally, while early environmental regulations and decades of 
infrastructure investments have contributed to a decrease in 
territorial emission levels in the last decades in Sweden, there 
are other reasons behind the relatively low fossil intensity and 
GHG emissions (Borgnäs, 2016). First of all, due to its specific 
geographical conditions Sweden, together with Norway, has the 
largest hydroelectric potential in Europe and almost half (45%) of 
all electricity production in Sweden today comes from hydroelectric 
power stations (The Swedish Energy Agency, 2015). This means 
that a large part of electricity production is already fossil-free. 
Second, Sweden opted to invest in nuclear powered energy after 
the oil crisis in the 1970’s and today almost 40% of electricity pro-
duction comes from nuclear power. In addition, renewable energy 
in the form of wind power and biogas produces around 10% of the 
electricity (Borgnäs 2016). This means that Sweden has an energy 
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system which releases very little GHG emissions, although it is 
debatable how environmental friendly hydroelectric dams and 
nuclear power plants actually are.

In conclusion, Sweden fits well into an imaginary of urban sustain-
ability where decoupling economic growth from C02 emissions 
acts as the main storyline and environmental concern is reduced 
to territorial calculations of carbon emissions. But to promote this 
storyline as an achievement to export, that in addition links the idea 
of achieving decoupling to the famous best-practice urban districts 
of Hammarby Sjöstad and Western Harbour, is not completely 
justifiable. It is even less justifiable taking into account that the 
GHG emissions caused by the population of Sweden have rather 
increased than decreased in the last decades (figure 16). 

A consumption-perspective turns Swedish decoupling into a myth
As pointed out in this thesis a final major reason for the decrease 
of Swedish CO2 emissions is that the dominant form of calculating 
emissions is from a territorial perspective. When calculated from a 
consumption perspective instead, the Swedish decoupling model is 
revealed as a myth. Greenhouse gas emissions, based on a consump-
tion perspective, can be calculated from the emissions occurring 
within a territory, subtracting the part linked to exports and adding 
the emissions linked to imported goods and international transpor-
tation. From this perspective, Swedish consumption caused a total 
of around 95 million tonnes of GHG emissions in 2003, i.e. about 
25% higher than indicated by the production perspective, and the 
level has since increased (Paper IV). As mentioned in Chapter 1, the 
WWF has pointed out that ecological footprint of the average Swede 
is now (in 2015) over six global hectares (gha) per person, while the 
global space available is only 1.7 gha. The Swedish footprint per 
capita has also been growing and Sweden is among the 10 worst 
countries on the WWF’s global ranking (WWF, 2014). In addition, 
the emission levels are far above what is considered a fair global 
sustainable level no matter how one calculates. Compared with most 
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other OECD countries, in terms of aggregated national territorial 
emissions, Sweden show low numbers. However, compared with 
other countries in the world, Sweden does not hold such a great 
position. In terms of territorial emission levels per capita, Sweden 
is among the countries that release the most emissions. Thus while 
its territorial emissions have decreased by about 25% since 1990, 
this is still about five-fold the emissions level regarded as globally 
sustainable (Borgnäs, 2016). 

Importantly, environmental concern is not only carbon reduction 
and human progress is not only GDP growth. These are two methods 
of calculation that provide measures of CO2 emissions (from 
a territorial or consumption-based perspective) and measures 
about growth or decline in GDP (per nation or per capita). These 
measures, which are used in the decoupling graph, provide certain 
information, that currently has come to be measures of a desirable 
sustainable development. 

In the next sections I further discuss the circulation of the Swedish 
urban sustainable imaginary and the two cases of studying the export 
of Swedish urban planning services to eco-city developments in 
China, in relation to critical eco-city research and policy-mobility 
research concerning the circulation of sustainable urbanism and 
its performative effects. With focus on discussing for whom the 
so called sustainable urban spaces built and at what cost (social 
and ecological).

6.2 Eco-cities as materialisation of a contemporary 
idea of a better world

Palmyra, on the margins of the Roman Empire in the 
second century AD, adapted Roman ideas of what a great 
city should look like to the practices of a Middle-Eastern 
trading center. Peter the Great borrowed from all kinds 
of Western European models to design and produce St 
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Petersburg. The colonial regimes of the “age of empires” 
(the mid-nineteenth- to the mid-twentieth century) ener-
getically promoted ideas about how cities should be laid 
out and how urban land and property rights should be 
organized. These have left legacies that affected countries 
are still living with, in various ways.

(Healey, 2013: 1510)

That planning ideas move and travel is nothing new. During 
different times in history and in different places, urban plan-
ning has worked in different ways to manifest different ideals of 
society through different kinds of urbanism. In its widest sense, 
planning can be defined as the realisation of the idea of a better 
world (Mukhtar-Landgren, 2012: 38). Ideas on what this better 
world should be vary at different times and places and among 
different people, as does the way in which planning has tried to 
realise those ideas. The idea of planning thus carries a norma-
tive orientation and a tradition of debate, but is not a universal 
concept that holds for all times and places (Healey, 2012). Healey 
(2013: 1511) points out that:

transnational and global flows are a special case of the more 
general question of how manifestoes, propaganda and expert 
knowledge create images of “good development” and “good 
development practices” and how these are then taken up, 
circulated and adapted in different contexts.

In addition, their value as a focus of attention at the present time 
is that ideas about how to plan and manage cities are flowing 
vigorously around the world (see, for example, Czarniawska, 2002; 
UN-Habitat, 2009; Healey and Upton, 2010; Peck and Theodore, 
2010), connecting material and institutional worlds which are 
often very different and calling into question their content and 
value (Healey, 2013).
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The context of travelling planning ideals has shifted over time and 
in different places. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

“new” and “modern” cities evolved and spread from the West in a 
time of imperial expansion and colonisation and cities were shaped 
by the uneven power dynamics inherent in these relationships (King, 
1976; Nasr and Volait, 2003). The mid-twentieth century was mainly 
characterised by modernisation in the context of Cold War politics, 
industrial expansion and Keynesian economic ideals, which shaped 
much of the flows of transnational planning ideals of that time 
(Hall, 2002; Ward, 2002; Healey and Upton, 2010). Specific famous 

“great ideas” by “great men” in the history of planning include the 
Garden City by Ebenezer Howard, which later also influenced the 
New Town movement in England often associated with Frederick 
J. Osborn. The Garden City and the New Town movement ideals 
both spread from the UK in the mid-twentieth century and related 
societal concerns to specific urban forms and urbanisms.

A repetative model of sustainable urbanism
IIn Paper III we claim that the approach that the members of 
the Global Intelligence Corps (GIC) apply in order to plan for 
sustainable urban development does not have a defined original 
form (such as the Garden City). Rather, what Paper III calls sus-
tainable urbanism is a collection of approaches and principles. Yet, 
these approaches and principles seem to be consistent enough to 
actually make sustainable urbanism a specific export model that 
seems to be produced and reproduced within certain “knowledge 
circuits” (Roy, 2010; Healey, 2013), rather than originating from one 
specific person or from one specific place. This kind of sustainable 
urbanism is characterised by both normative and procedural ele-
ments (Paper III). The normative element of sustainable urbanism 
includes the menu of options that proposes optimising building 
orientation, increasing density and mix of uses, and the provi-
sion of space for pedestrian and cyclists. Technological artefacts 
tend to be central and focus on smart, high-performance techno- 
logies designed to use resources efficiently, often with a emphasis 
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on technological solutions to generate and distribute energy or 
measure energy consumption, and innovations such as driverless 
cars. The procedural element of sustainable urbanism is the GIC’s 
advocacy for integrated, multi-disciplinary approaches, drawing 
on the expertise of professionals from the disciplines of architec-
ture, urban design, engineering and planning. This model is not 
written down as a defined model of urbanism as is the case with 
for example the Garden City. Instead, it can be seen as a specific 
model of urbanism involving an extremely consistent basic menu 
of options to choose from. Paper III shows that what belongs to the 
menu of options with the sustainable urbanism model is strikingly 
consistent and the GIC is thereby contributing to mainstreaming 
a particular approach to sustainable urban planning and design. 
In this sense, the contemporary export business of best-practice 
sustainable urbanism serves to create and reinforce particular 
norms of urban environmental performance – to the exclusion 
of more “radical” alternatives (see Blok, 2012). To generalise, this 
business of sustainable urbanism is marked by ecological mod-
ernisation as the dominant discourse, rendering space as static, 
and legitimises and reinforces a kind of sustainable planning in 
the form of “islands of green privilege” that paradoxically portraits 
well-off middle-class eco-consumers in urban areas as desirable 
sustainable subjects. 

What unites these “blueprint planning ideals” is the notion of plan-
ning on a blank slate, which reproduces an idea of planning as the 
realisation of the idea of a better world. Planning something new 
for a site where “no-one” lived previously, that will be filled up with 
future inhabitants to shape that future place, as envisioned in maps 
and drawings, is a very old idea within planning. One of the most 
famous examples of a modernist dream built on a perceived blank 
slate is the plan for Brasilia. This winning competition proposal 
by Oscar Niemeyer consisted of a few sketches of a bird flying and 
nothing more. On the UNESCO website, the city is now listed as 
a World Heritage Site described as “created ex nihilo” (Latin for 

“out of nothing”), still conveying the idea that the capital of Brazil 
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was “created in 1956 at a site where nothing prior lived”. This is 
mentioned at the UNESCO web site (2016) as a “landmark in the 
town planning history”. 

The Sino-Swedish eco-city projects studied in this thesis are still to 
a large degree situated within this modernist idea of planning on 
a blank slate. As an example, the San Francisco Planning Depart-
ment distinguishes between “blank slates” and “patchwork quilts”. 
According to Fitzgerald and Lenhart (2016), this is a key distinction 
between eco-districts, between those developed on renewed brown-
field sites and those in existing areas where most property is already 
developed. For example, Fitzgerald and Lenhart (2016) write that 
three of the most celebrated European eco-districts, Hammarby 
Sjöstad in Stockholm, Western Harbour in Malmö and Vauban in 
Freiburg, are “blank slates”, built on former industrial land. These 
kinds of contemporary transnational eco-cities are often described 
in terms of working from “a blank slate” or, in the Sino-Swedish 
eco-city Caofedian case, “a sheet of white paper” (Paper II). They 
are thus not perceived as eco-gentrifying areas in the sense of dis-
placing a working class community with another more middle- or 
upper-class. However, no place is “blank” or “empty” (which also 
became highly apparent when visiting the sites in China). The 
view of these projects as “blank slates” hides the eco-gentrification 
and segregation that these eco-city developments often infuse. In 
analysing these projects, Papers II and III show the importance of a 
relational view of space, seeing these sites as constituted by socio-en-
vironmental relations and never as “blank slates” or static entities.

Circulation of sustainable urbanism matters – even if not built
Related to the idea of these eco-cities as “blank slates” or “white 
papers” is the idea of them as “test-beds” or “pilot sites”, or spaces 
for “trial-and-error”, all of which are very common concepts in 
the literature. Eco-cities are considered to have more potential for 
experimentation with different green technologies and installation 
of district-scale infrastructure, which are recognised as important 
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for urban adaptation, resilience and GHG reduction, than planning 
in what are considered already built-up urban environments. This 
experimentation and testing is often viewed as a positive effect of the 
processes of planning these eco-city developments, even though they 
might fail to be built or fail to live up to the environmental targets 
set or the ambitions for social equity. This also goes in line with the 
frequent aim of eco-cities to drive development elsewhere (Wu, 2012).

Fritzgerad and Lenhart (2016: 367) write that, while the critical litera-
ture on eco-cities contains legitimate criticism of the extent to which 
eco-districts have achieved the environmental or equity goals of sus-
tainability, policy learning is an important, but neglected, aspect of 
eco-districts. Rapoport (2014) concludes that the ability of eco-cities 
to achieve their utopian ambitions may be limited by the realities of 
operating within a profit-driven, entrepreneurial planning environ-
ment. However, eco-cities can still play a valuable role, providing a 
place to test new ideas and an ideal to aspire to (Rapoport, 2014). The 
idea of policy learning and circulation is also emphasised in Paper II 
by examining how the export of Swedish sustainability circulates and 
also how it returns back home. In Paper II, I show that even though 
the Sino-Swedish eco-cities projects are not built on the ground, they 
are highly performative. Materialised in images, maps and drawings 
these projects continue to circulate on the internet, at conferences 
and in university lectures. Importantly, they seem to have effects 
on policy and planning practice at home, in their country of origin, 
Sweden. In line with what McCann (2008: 890) writes:

These products – speeches, reports, powerpoint presentations, 
documentary films, spreadsheets, models, rankings, maps, 
lists of best practices, and the like travel in briefcases, are 
passed around at conferences and meetings, move from place 
to place on laptop hard drives or other electronic storage 
devises, are transferred electronically as email attachments 
and through downloading from websites, are purchased 
at bookstores, and are repeatedly the topic of discussion 
among a broad range of urban policy actors from politicians, 
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to policy professionals, to political activists and journalists. 
These mobilities facilitate the production of a particular form 
of relational knowledge in and through which policy actors 
understand themselves and their cities’ policies to be tied up 
in wider circuits of knowledge regional, national, and global 
networks of teaching and learning, emulation, and transfer.

In Paper II (p. 540) I state that “there is a need to develop our theoretical 
understanding of how translation processes and planning policy 
and practice return back home when aimed for export.”. Importantly 
though is to not only examine the learning or circulation itself as 
a positive effect, but also the performative effects of those specific 
types of learning or trial-and-error experiments and in which sense 
they return back home. We need to ask: What is being tested? What 
are these sites test-beds for? For whom? Who is testing what? What 
happens when architects and planners mainly act as door-openers 
for clean-tech products? What happens when urban areas are used 
as test-beds only for technological innovation? and What kind of 
ideals do these city plans present to us to aspire for? If built, these 

“tests” and “experiments” will have concrete effects for people 
living in these areas (and outside them too) and, as pointed out, 
even if not built, they will have significant discursive influence in 
the understanding of sustainability. In this thesis work, I identify 
a need to develop a theoretical understanding of how translation 
processes and planning policy and practice return back “home” 
when aimed for export. A related issue is the need to extend research 
regarding how planning for a place is effected when aiming to drive 
development elsewhere.

In Paper II, I discuss that the planning of the Sino-Swedish eco-cities 
seem to has circulated back to Sweden, increasingly commodifying 
Swedish planning practice at home and supporting a view of planning 
for sustainability as planning specific showcase areas as test-beds 
for clean-tech products. These are branded as Swedish sustainable 
districts to increase Swedish export of clean-tech artefacts and 
Swedish urban planning services. Within the Sino-Swedish eco-city 
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projects in China, the Swedish examples of Hammarby Sjöstad and 
Western Harbour are highly present as best-practice, envisioned 
for the eco-cities in China, clearly reflecting a paradoxical image 
of the upper-middle class eco-consumer as the desirable eco-city 
inhabitant. The work in this thesis is related to eco-gentrification 
research in this regard and provide empirical insights into the 
processes of eco-gentrification and the rationale that drives this 
kind of development. 

The concept of the “eco-city” exemplifies how contemporary dis-
courses of urban sustainability play a key role in framing, legitimis-
ing and accelerating dominant approaches to market-orientated 
urban growth. Furthermore, many eco-cities globally have indeed 
become an expression of the entrepreneurial approach to urban 
development and a vehicle for interurban competition (Wu, 2012).

However, there are also tendencies for policy learning or circula-
tion on taking into account the emerging critique of contemporary 
eco-cities as privilege islands of “green consumption”. In response 
to such criticisms of eco-districts, there has been a deliberate 
attempt to take the eco-district concept to existing lower-income 
neighbourhoods and trying to prevent gentrification (Fritzgerad and 
Lenhart, 2016). In Sweden, the development of Sege Park in Malmö24, 
which goes under the label “climate smart and affordable” might 
be an interesting subject for future research, as might the case of 
Älvstaden in Gothenburg25 with outspoken ambitions of providing 
affordable housing. However, both these planning projects are still 
viewed as defined territorial areas that could be marketed in terms 
of the “new eco-city ideal 3.0” (interview with a planner in the City 
of Malmö, 2015, see Paper V) and Sege Park is also intended to serve 
as a new test-bed for renewable energy, with the goal “that all of 
its power will be produced from renewable sources.” (Fritzgerad 
and Lenhart, 2016: 374). It remains to be seen whether Sege Park or 
Älvstaden embodies a shifting discourse in planning practices of 
future eco-city developments.
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24. For more information abut the development of Sege Park, see for example The City of Malmö, “Competition – Sharing for 
Affordable and Climate Smart Living”, http://malmo.se/Stadsplanering--trafik/Stadsplanering--visioner/Utvecklingsomraden/
Sege-Park/Tavling-Sharing-for-affordable-and-climate-smart-living.html, retrieved December 12, 2016.
25. For more information about the development of Älvstaden, see for example The City of Gothenbourg, “Älvstaden”, http://
alvstaden.goteborg.se/, and Älvstranden Utveckling, http://alvstranden.com/ retrieved December 12, 2016.
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6.3 The need to address socio-environmentally 
just planning 
The final research question, how planning can foster more socio- 
environmental just forms of urban sustainability, is in itself a re-
sult of the research in Paper I-III where I identify the need for a 
more relational approach that takes issues of uneven geographies 
and mass-consumption into consideration within urban planning 
practice. Theoretically, I in this thesis advocate that writings within 
political ecology provide fruitful perspectives of how researchers 
and planners can contest dominant notions of space and progress 
in much of the circulating best practices of sustainable urbanism. 
In using the notion of “just socio-environmental relations” I aim 
to contribute to not only contesting, but also suggesting, ways of 
thinking around urban sustainability. 

The third research question has a more open-ended char-
acter than the other questions, opening up to broad discuss 
of different ways in which planning can foster more socio- 
environmentally just forms of urban sustainability. In this 
thesis work I do not have a straightforward answer to this 
question. Rather I point to the importance of addressing this 
question. To plan for more affordable housing is an important 
aspect of planning for more socially just forms of urban plan-
ning that has been taken up among many eco-city researchers 
(Chang et al., 2016; Caprotti, 2015). I fully agree that this is an 
important issue to address. However, the way I specifically, in 
this research, address how planning can foster more socio- 
environmental just forms of urban sustainability, is by highlight-
ing the consumption perspective as a counter-narrative and a 
practical tool to work with within planning. And in analysing 
two cases that I regard as attempts of working with just socio- 
environmental issues in practice. These two cases are in no 
regards analysed as the new best-practice examples of how to 
fully address socio-environmentally just planning, but rather 
as interesting attempts that highlights both possibilities and 
problems in trying to do so.
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A consumption-perspective works as counter-narrative
The consumption-perspective on GHG emissions works as a coun-
ter-narrative in the sense that it destabilises the central storyline 
of Swedish decoupling. As mentioned, if a consumption perspec-
tive is applied then all emissions attributable to the inhabitants 
consumption patterns, no matter where they occur, are included, 
e.g. from imported goods and air travel. From this perspective 
Swedish emissions have increased rather than decreased in the 
last decades. Thus, the perspective both destabilises Sweden as a 
nation as having achieved decreased emissions, and highlights the 
paradox that those well-off conscious consumers that afford to live 
in branded sustainable urban districts, such as Hammarby Sjöstad 
and Western Harbour, are symbols of a sustainable lifestyle. Thus, 
this perspective unpacks some of the problematic relationships 
that shape uneven socio-environmentally relations in the name of 
urban sustainability. 

In this thesis, I therefore argue that the consumption perspective is 
not only another way of calculating GHG emissions. It also provides a 
strong counter-narrative, and in a sense works as a counter-storyline, 
as it provides a generative narrative that stipulates new outlooks on 
urban sustainability and justifies the need for planning practices 
that address issues of less resource consumption within and across 
territorial borders, such as for example decrease of air travels, con-
sumption of ecological food and less material consumption.

It was also obvious in the interviews, with advocates of a consump-
tion perspective on GHG emissions in Paper IV, that one of the 
main reasons of advocating this perspective was to highlight the 
contradictions within the promoted Swedish decoupling graph. 
They expressed a need to provide a kind of counter-narrative that 
proved this image wrong and instead addressed issues of uneven 
geographies and responsibility.
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A consumption-perspective emphasises an environmental
justice discourse but also easily turns into ”lifestyle politics”
Through the interviews in Paper IV it became clear, perhaps not sur-
prisingly but more consistently than I expected that an environmental 
justice discourse was prevalent. This perspective raised questions about 
intra-regional justice (in terms of highlighting the issue of distribution 
of wealth and consumption habits between groups in the city or the 
region) as well as justice and responsibilities relating to the Global 
North-South divide. However, in relation to how this discourse trans-
lated to practice, many of the interviewees expressed concerns relating 
to the capacity to act and the agency of the local authority.

What was mainly identified as problematic, was that many of the 
employees at the City of Gothenburg experienced a lack of agency. 
This seemed to result in policies steering people in the manner of 
individual consumers that should compete again each other and 
themselves in order to live more sustainable lives. The environ-
mental sociologists Linda Soneryd and Ylva Uggla (2011; 2015) call 
the direction that has emerged during the past 30-40 years within 
Swedish environmental politics “lifestyle politics”. Where the so-
called sustainable consumption debate to a large degree has merged 
with the sustainable urban lifestyles debate. Analysing the policies 
formulated in the City of Gothenburg, many of them seemed to 
focus on “lifestyle” issues and lifestyle choices and the agency of 
individuals. This can be understood as part of a wider process of 
individualisation of responsibility in sustainability politics where 
citizens are increasingly being addressed as “responsible consumers” 
(Scerri, 2012; Soneryd and Uggla, 2015). 

In the case of The City of Gothenburg, several of the local policies 
aimed to push citizens to act as “responsible consumers”. The civil 
servants interviewed were well aware of the problematic tendencies 
of placing unrealistic agency on the shoulders of individuals to change 
their everyday consumption habits. The perceived, and actual, of lack of 
agency by local authorities in planning for lower GHG emissions from 
a consumption perspective is an important subject for future research.
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The need to problematise the “responsible consumer” as a desirable 
subject-position
The findings in Paper IV further point to the need to problematise 
the notion of “the responsible consumer” as the desirable subject 
position within planning for sustainable consumption. In Paper V 
we therefore sought for other ways that municipalities work with 
citizens´ decreased resource use. As sustainable consumption 
researcher Gill Seyfang (2011) notes, if consumers can choose be-
tween different forms of energy-efficient cars but cannot choose a 
reliable, affordable and convenient public transport, then the scope 
for individuals to act as “responsible consumers” is limited from 
the outset. In Paper V, we built upon the notion of “infrastructure 
of provision” used by Seyfang (2011) in order to draw attention to 
the role of local authorities to provide infrastructure that enable 
citizens to become makers, sharers and repairers, rather than mere 
consumers. In the Paper we focus on providing public spaces for 
the specific practices of sharing, making and repairing, through 
providing what we call sharing infrastructure. Providing inclusive 
spaces for sharing or repairing might be one way to address issues 
of decreased consumption together with more “social concerns” 
of providing public spaces. Importantly we address the role of the 
public authorities in this, as they play a key role in shaping infrastruc-
ture of provision for all. In Paper V, we highlight that on one hand, 
this could be regarded as a form of resistance to the individualised 
notion of the “responsible consumer”, as these practices encourage 
citizens to get together collectively and become more of “makers” or 

“sharers”. On the other hand though, these practices could also be 
regarded as a form of self-responsibilisation, in the sense that it is 
still up to the citizens themselves to change, volunteer and engage 
in the collaborative practices of sharing, lending, repairing and 
remaking. In this paper, we also point to the fact that these small-
scale interventions easily can become new branding gimmicks and 
justifications for not making greater political changes. 

On a wider note, in analysing practical attempts of two Swedish 
municipalities to work with efforts to lessen citizens´ consumption, 
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consciously integrating issues of social and environmental concern, 
I hope to bring attention to both possibilities and constrains in 
working with more socio-environmentally just forms of urban 
sustainability in planning practice – and to the need to constantly 
discuss what this might mean.

DISCUSSION OF MAIN FINDINGS



7. Concluding reflections



128

“I have always heard that the sustainable way of development 
was actually a way for western countries to sell their technology 
and products. This understanding will greatly do harm to the 
sustainable urban development in China.”

(Chinese professional planner, applicant to the Swedish 
institute Urban Development Programme, 201326)

“We cannot reasonably argue for high environmental quality 
in the neighbourhood while still insisting on living at a level 
which necessarily implies polluting the air somewhere else; 
we need to know how space and time get defined by the 
quite different material processes which give us our daily 
sustenance.”

(Harvey, 1996: 233)

26. In doing this research I am well aware that I have both stabilised the idea of a Swedish urban sustainable imaginary, at 
the same time as I have aimed to destabilise it. I have been trying to re-work it both in theory and in empirical explorations. 
Additionally, parallell to this research I have also tried to re-work it through practical work within professional training 
programs in urban sustainability for Chinese architects and planners at KTH in 2011, and in partnership with the Swedish 
institute in 2013. These programs provided great oppurtunities to reflect upon and ex-change ideas with Chinese practi-
tioners regarding what urban sustainablity might mean. Here, in this thesis I like to bring forth one qoute to fuel further 
reflections. Above is one answer formulated by an applicant to the Si Urban Development Programme to the question 
of what they perceive as the greatest challenges for urban development in China today. For more information about the 
programme, see the offical web site of the Swedish institute; https://eng.si.se/calendar/start-for-the-swedish-institute-ur-
ban-developement-programme/, posted 2013, retrieved November, 25, 2016.
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In this chapter, I present the main conclusions of this research work 
and discuss the wider empirical and theoretical contributions (in 7.1). 
Finally, I point out some directions for future research (in 7.2). 

7.1 Contesting the Swedish urban 
sustainable imaginary 
Sweden has been praised for its sustainability efforts and 
heralded as a model for the world to follow. In this thesis, the 
graph portraying Swedish “decoupling” of GDP growth from 
CO2 emissions is identified as a central storyline in the Swedish 
urban sustainable imaginary. This storyline fits well with the 
wider dominant win-win discourse of ecological modernisation 
in contemporary environmental policy and politics (Hajer, 1995; 
Lidskog and Elander, 2012). Dryzek writes (2005: 12) that “the 
discourse of sustainability problem solving could to a large ex-
tent be defined by imaginative attempts to dissolve the conflict 
between environmental and economic values.” In producing 
the image of this graph that illustrates Swedish decoupling, the 
promotion of Swedish urban sustainability provides an image of 
that it is possible to dissolve exactly this conflict.In specifically 
examining the promotion and circulation of Swedish urban 
sustainability at a specific time (in the beginning of the 21st 
century) this thesis contributes empirically to previous research 
concerning discourse analyses of environmental politics and 
policy in the area of urban sustainability. However, I do not 
carry out a traditional discourse analysis, but rather analyse 
discourse through an ANT-approach. In using this approach I 
also identify the image of the decoupling graph as a key agent 
having effects. Further, this thesis shows that the premises upon 
which this Swedish storyline of decoupling is promoted are not 
justifiable. Moreover, the Swedish urban sustainability imagi-
nary has problematic effects as this techno-optimist imaginary 
circulates and produces real political effects in urban spaces in 
Sweden and beyond. 
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The circulation of Swedish sustainable urban planning
Today there is a certain global market, with a growing international 
traffic in planning, where the product for sale is “sustainable ur-
banism”. It is within this market that the Swedish sustainable city 
has become a commodity to export. Bringing in international archi-
tecture and engineering firms is often part of a marketing strategy 
to harness financial support from government bodies (domestic 
or international, as in the Sino-foreign eco-city developments in 
China) and to attract investment from developers (Papers II and 
III; Wu, 2012). 

Through examining the urban planning of two Sino-Swedish 
eco-city projects in China, I demonstrate some of the problems 
and paradoxes of this imaginary when translated to planning 
practice. The intentions guiding the Swedish export of sustainable 
planning are twofold: they combine a “better world” logic with 
a profit logic, and they merge the Swedish export of clean-tech 
artefacts with the Swedish export of sustainable planning services. 
These two intentional logics, of both shaping a better world and 
exporting Swedish clean-tech products, underpin the official story 
of Swedish sustainability and the early versions of the market-
ing platform SymbioCity initiated by the former Swedish Trade 
Council (see Papers I and II). The analysis in paper II show that 
in the studied Sino-Swedish eco-city projects both of these logics 
of intention fail. The plans did not materialise as expected into 
built form and very little clean-tech was in fact exported. Instead, 
the main effect hitherto has been the discursive production of a 
specific ideal of a commodified sustainable urban planning, an 
ideal produced for export but which has travelled back to Swe-
den, while also circulating further through the global business of 
sustainable urbanism. The exported Swedish urban sustainable 
imaginary, upon reflection, in fact seems to have mainly reinforced 
and legitimised a repetitive and “projectified” planning practice, 
producing a paradoxical and generic idea of territorially segre-
gated enclaves inhabited by upper and middle class consumers 
as desirable sustainable urbanism. 
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The wider circulation of sustainable urbanism 
In working through plans, images, indicators and drawings and in 
being hired to produce ideas on how to plan a better world and at 
the same time attract investments, the planners and architects shape 
norms about desired lifestyles and what constitutes good urbanism. 
In placing the specific Sino-Swedish eco-city case studies in a wider 
context of eco-city research, it becomes clear that this planning ideal 
is not specifically Swedish, but is rather a product of the knowledge 
circuits (Roy, 2010; Healey, 2013) of a small, elite group of northern 
European and North American architect and engineering firms – the 
so-called Global Intelligence Corps (GIC) (Olds, 2001). They are a 
small group of actors, but occupy a privileged position, where the 
scale and consistency or their practice contributes to a mainstream 
understanding of sustainable urbanism. In Paper III we identify a 
striking consistency in what we call a “menu of options” proposed by 
the consultancy firms in high-profile sustainable urbanism projects, 
importantly what was strikingly frequent was this menu of option 
rather than a specific urban form (see page 116-117 and Paper III). The 
consistency contributes to mainstreaming of a particular approach 
to sustainable urban planning and design – to the exclusion of more 

“radical” alternatives (see also Blok, 2012). This thesis makes a contri-
bution to the wider field of critical eco-city research, by focusing on 
a specific group of actors (the GIC) as norm-setter, by identifying the 
specific consistent characteristics of the circulation of best-practice 
sustainable urbanism and especially by highlighting the situated 
political and economic conditions involved in two Sino-Swedish eco-
city projects. Here I also identify the importance, in policy-mobility 
theory, to discuss how practices of exporting planning circulate back 
home when encouraging planning for export. 

On analysing the export of this business of sustainable urbanism, 
it emerged that property developers and governments who hire 
members of the GIC exert a substantial influence on how such 
ideas are formulated and how they are materialised in built form. 
However, even when not built, the images and plans created by 
the GIC, in order to comply with their clients’ wishes, continue 
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to circulate, winning prizes and reinforcing norms about what 
sustainable urbanism is and what it can become. These images 
and plans give tangible form to a specific imaginary of sustainable 
urban planning, design and building practice – even if not built.

The production of “green islands of privilege”
Promoting this specific kind of sustainable urbanism is associated 
with specific territorially bounded urban districts generally hous-
ing affluent people with a certain, supposedly sustainable lifestyle, 
since they are the people who can afford to live in these areas. These 
commodified, eco-branded, eco-gentrified areas can easily become 

“green islands of privilege” that house well-educated, affluent, sup-
posedly environmental citizens who subscribe to green ideals. At 
the same time these urban spaces leave little room for the poor, the 
less well-educated or the marginalised. In a “post-political condition” 
(Swyngdeouw, 2010), where sustainable development is regarded 
as “good” development, it is indeed problematic that large parts of 
the population are excluded from the “good” and “desirable”, at 
the same time as the carbon-intensive consumption pattern of the 
desirable eco-city inhabitants is being externalised and black-boxed 
as absent in the urban sustainable imaginary. 

These sustainable urbanism projects could be said to be the ultimate 
urban imaginary of our time, in a similar way as the Garden City 
or New Town ideals represented earlier circulating urban planning 
imaginaries of better worlds. The two specific projects studied can 
be regarded as contemporary expressions following this planning 
tradition of planning whole cities or neighbourhoods as the reali-
sation of a better world. As such, these sites are highly interesting 
when examining the messy translations of today’s ideal of a better 
world, e.g. a sustainable world, into planning practice. Being ex-
treme cases, the critical issues of contemporary planning are also 
emphasised in these planning projects and studied at their peak. 
These projects are in a sense easy to criticise; they could easily be 
simplistically analysed as modernist-outdated colonialist planning 
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projects imposed by one nation onto another. However, my aim in 
studying these projects and in contextualising them in a wider eco-
city research debate has not been to show how utterly bad they are. 
Rather, it has been to examine the complexity and politics involved 
in these planning projects and how they could be understood in 
terms of producing discourse and norms about what sustainable 
urbanism and sustainable ways of living are. In doing so I aim to 
contribute to insights on the urban politics of these Sino-Swedish 
eco-city projects and thereby also raise the possibility of breaking 
what I view as a highly problematic current repetitive practice of 
planning for sustainability in the name of “global eco-cities”. 

The importance of making absences present
In this thesis I have used different research approaches in order 
unpack, problematise and contest Swedish urban sustainability 
and the export business of sustainable urbanism. By identifying a 
Swedish urban sustainable imaginary, I reinforce the associations of 
what makes this imaginary hang together. Spinning this imaginary 
to its extreme, or turning it to parody, is one subversive strategy to 
break its stronghold. In this thesis, by exposing how these associations 
are made and choreographed, I aim to open up for the possibility 
and necessity to contest this imaginary. 

One research strategy used in the research in order to contest the main-
streaming ideals of international best-practice is to unpack associations 
made in the promotion of Swedish urban sustainability and then follow 
how this translates to planning practice in its most “extreme” form, 
export of eco-city planning to China. Another research strategy used 
is to acknowledge not only what is made present and included, but 
also some parts of what is made absent and excluded. In this part of 
the work I use the notion of absent-present (see Callon and Law, 2004) 
in order to address what is made excluded and absent. In doing so, I 
seek to make a theoretical contribution to the field of ANT (or more 
broadly material-semiotics), through pointing to the need for what is 
made invisible, hidden and absent to receive more attention. In ANT, 
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the associations that make a network hang together are important to 
discuss, but in order to explore the critical potential of ANT and address 
the critique of not only reinforcing the dominant, I found that using 
the notion of the absent-present and highlighting the absent could 
be a fruitful research approach in contesting the dominant network. 

In contrast to the formerly identified export of best-practice sustain-
able urbanism, this thesis underscores the importance of a political 
ecology perspective in addressing sustainability. This perspective 
advocates the adoption of a relational view of space, wherein a 
city or urban district cannot be defined as either sustainable or 
unsustainable. I argue that there is a need to move away from the 
binary notion of sustainable cities and unsustainable cities and the 
idea of “sustainable cities” as geographically defined entities, and 
instead work towards more just urban socio-environmental relations.

In advocating a political ecology perspective and a relational view of 
space, I highlight the need to take stock of the GHG emissions that 
represent an “absent-present” in the marketing of Swedish urban 
sustainability. Calculation of GHG emissions from a consumption 
perspective constitutes an emerging counter-narrative to the accepted 

“decoupling” storyline in Sweden, revealing the mythic status of de-
coupling and destabilising the notion of Swedes as (ideal) “sustainable 
subjects”. In highlighting this counter-narrative and how it translates 
to practice, I aim to contribute to wider discussions of how dominant 
notions of urban sustainability could be - and are being - contested 
and re-made, not only in theory but also through practice, in more 
socio-environmentally just forms. 

Exploring what socio-environmentally just perspectives 
might mean in practice
In this thesis I identify the consumption perspective as an emerging 
counter-narrative in Sweden. In interviews with advocates of this 
perspective it becomes clear that their main arguments of applying 
such a perspective partly is to highlight the paradox of presenting 
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Sweden as a role model in sustainability and partly the need to reveal 
issues of uneven geographies, responsibilities and justice. Thus, this 
perspective could be said to be largely informed by an environmental 
justice discourse. This also becomes apparent when following how the 
consumption perspective translates to local climate strategies, in the 
sense that it questions who is perceived as sustainable, and especially 
draws attention to habits of travel and consumption. This perspective 
raises questions of distribution of wealth both locally between groups in 
the city and on a larger scale between different nations. However, when 
this perspective is being translated into municipal climate strategies, 
e.g. in the City of Gothenburg, these strategies easily seem to become 
a matter of sustainable “lifestyle politics” (Soneryd and Ugglas, 2011), 
feeding into an individualising environmental discourse, where the 
responsible consumer is presented as an ideal. This is problematic as 
unrealistic agency to act is placed on the shoulders of individuals to 
act as “responsible consumers”.

In order to thoroughly address the issue of sustainable consumption, 
planning needs to provide urban environments where other subjec-
tivities (beyond the responsible consumer) are encouraged to take 
place. In recent years, “circular economy”, “sharing economy” and 

“collaborative consumption” are terms being used in order to address 
more resource-efficient production and consumption patterns. In 
Paper V we explore the possibility of local municipalities (in this 
case the City of Malmö) to plan for so called sharing infrastructure, 
i.e. socio-technical infrastructure where citizens can take place 
as makers and sharers rather than consumers, as one attempt to 
address other than consumerist subjectivities in planning. 

The work of the Cities of Gothenburg and Malmö are analysed as 
attempts of working for more just socio-environmental relations 
in practice. These two case studies show the possibility of active 
local authorities pushing policy and practice towards addressing 
complex issues of social equity and more resource-efficient living in 
urban planning. However, the studies also point to perceived, and 
actual, lack of agency among the civil servants concerned. In both 
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Gothenburg and Malmö, civil servants have played important roles, 
with political backing, in pushing certain perspectives. However, in 
both cities the civil servants interviewed expressed doubts regarding 
the acting space of the local authority and the problems in often re-
lying on short-term (external) project-based funding when working 
with long-term planning issues. They were also aware of potential 
pitfalls in working with a consumption perspective in relation to GHG 
emissions, e.g. that it risks reducing socio-environmental problems 
to an issue of carbon reduction or becoming just another metric and 
tool of evaluation that contributes to even more administration work 
with no real effects, or perhaps only reinforces “responsible consum-
ers” as subjects. In addition, concepts like the sharing economy or 
circular economy risk being new buzzwords to justify the same old 
practice – small-scale tool libraries or bike repair workshops risk being 
used as branding gimmicks to legitimise lack of major investment in 
socio-environmental planning. This further points to the importance 
to look beyond buzzwords, and to constantly examine the relations 
defining the situation, the intentional logics, the performative effects, 
asking who is included or excluded. 

This thesis shows that a consumption-based accounting of GHG 
emissions can serve as an important counter-narrative to the 
storyline of Swedish decoupling. As a practical tool, it could also 
be important as it unpacks the black-boxing of carbon-intensive 
consumption pattern of the desirable eco-city inhabitants in the 
currently circulating urban sustainable imaginary. It addresses a 
relational view of space and breaks the idea of defined geographical 
areas, such as specific urban districts, inhabited by carbon-intensive 
consumers as best-practice sustainable planning. In this thesis I stress 
the importance of including both a territorial and relational view 
of space (and of GHG emissions) in order to plan for sustainable 
urban environments. However, in practice, it is far from enough to 
introduce just another way of GHG accounting. There is an urgent 
need to acknowledge the politics in sustainable urban planning 
and constantly ask who gains and who loses and through which 
(power-) relations and associations current conditions are produced 
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and maintained. On a wider note, this research expresses the need 
to continuously develop and contest imaginaries and planning 
practices of sustainability, of who is perceived as sustainable and 
what a “socio-environmentally just perspective” might mean in 
practice for policy makers and planners alike.

7.2 For future research
There any many different issues to trace and problematise further 
arising from this thesis work. One striking issue during the work 
concerned the role of national public authorities in promoting 
Swedish urban sustainability abroad. In the Sino-Swedish eco-cities 
studied and at the Swedish pavilion in 2010, the intentions from 
governmental bodies involved were to combine export of Swedish 
clean-tech products with Swedish planning services in the name 
of sustainable urban planning. What this thesis shows is that these 
intentions reinforced and legitimised a paradoxical commodified 
planning practice where issues of social equity and consumption 
were largely made absent. If the national government does not take 
the responsibility for addressing these issues, the question is who 
will? For future research it is important to continuously examine 
the role of national governments in promoting urban sustainable 
development and how to take responsibility for issues of social equity 
and consumption in urban planning practice. Private developers and 
consultancy firms cannot (and should not) be held accountable for 
these matters to the same degree as public authorities. In studying 
the transnational eco-city market, it is also apparent that many of 
the architects and planners involved would like to work with other 
requirements from their clients than the present. Here, there is the 
need for further research to address how the public sector, through 
both national governments and local authorities, could put further 
pressure on private developers and consultancy firms to develop 
imaginaries and practices of more just socio-environmental planning. 

One main question is how to break the current repetitive consistency 
of the export sustainable urbanism model, to prevent sustainable 
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urban development from being watered down to “green-wash” flagship 
urban development projects. Here, it is also important to recognise 
the possibility of a parallel tendency in planning practice that is taking 
into account issues discussed in the emerging academic critique of 
contemporary eco-cities as green islands of privilege, and that are 
actively addressing questions of segregation and eco-gentrification 
in planning for urban sustainability. Currently, Sege Park in Malmö 
and Älvstaden in Gothenburg represent interesting examples of 
how the best-practice eco-city or urban sustainability discourse 
is possibly shifting. In future research it would be interesting to 
follow these projects and examine who gains and who loses from 
them and through which (power-) relations and associations their 
conditions are produced and will be maintained. This also raises 
questions about if there are ways to commodify and brand more 
socio-environmentally just forms of urban planning? Or, if it the 
commodification and branding per se that is the main problem 
that needs to be addressed? 

However, rather than examining new best-practice projects, it is 
perhaps even more important to work actively on breaking the 
notions of geographically defined sustainable or unsustainable 
districts, cities or nations. This would also break the notion of 

“the city” or “the urban” as the sustainable solution for a desirable 
lifestyle for humans on this earth. There is a need for research and 
practice to explore different imaginaries and also practical ways of 
establishing a more relational approach to urban planning practice. 
This thesis explored consumption-based GHG accounting as one 
possible tool to allow more relational thinking in planning practice. 
There is a need for further research to examine the actual effects 
of this approach and also to address the financial and political 
circumstances in which different tools and ways of working in 
planning practice are made possible or impossible. 
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