Bringing the political back in
Call for critical inter- and transdisciplinary
perspectives on urban sustainable development

Christoph Clar

In this article, it is argued that recent experiences with urban sustainable development
call for urban researchers to integrate the knowledge of various scientific disciplines as
well as of non-scientific actors. Referring to the phenomenon green gentrification, which
describes the displacement of particular social groups as a result of greening initiatives,
the article discusses the contribution of political science for developing critical inter- and
transdisciplinary perspectives. It addresses the particular relevance of cities for political
science and illustrates how sustainable development is not only a question of technical
solutions, but a deeply political issue with the potential to seriously affect social equality.
It concludes that acknowledging the political dimensions of urban sustainable develop-
ment would improve urban researchers’ understanding of the complex interrelations
between social, economic, and environmental developments. As a further consequence,
it could help to develop policy and planning solutions that do not improve the ecological
sustainability of cities at the cost of social justice.”

Urban sustainable development; Green gentrification; Socio-ecological systems; Po-
litical science; Critical urban studies.

1 The research project Thesocial equality of Nature-based Solutions to urban heat stress (SEN-
SUS) that led to this article is funded by the Vienna Science and Technology Fund
(WWTF) within the Environmental Systems Research Call *Urban Regions' 2020.
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Introduction: The governance of wicked problems

Urban politics is increasingly confronted with so-called wicked problems that
resist clear definitions and predetermined solutions (Abreu/Andrade 2019).
The characteristics of this type of problems are their inadequate formula-
tion, particularly complex and often confusing information, and the multi-
tude of actors with conflicting values and interests that are affected. A major
part of urban sustainable development, the adaptation to impacts of climate
change, can be regarded as wicked problem. Its long-term character, the as-
sociated uncertainties, and the large variety of affected stakeholders defies
“traditional governance approaches based on issuing policies, specifying pro-
cedures and consulting stakeholders” (Dewulf/Termeer 2015: 759). This does
not only challenge decision-makers and their institutional setting, but also
calls for new approaches in research dealing with the governance of socio-eco-
logical systems. Of course, political science plays a key role in understanding
phenomena that entail political reactions to ecological developments. How-
ever, a thorough understanding of how urban socio-ecological systems can
be governed includes much more than that, other disciplines, approaches and
perspectives.

In this article, I argue that research on urban sustainable development
calls for a critical perspective that combines social, economic, environmental,
and political dimensions. At the beginning, the article addresses the particu-
lar relevance of cities for political science. Then, it illustrates how the adap-
tation to impacts of climate change through the implementation of Nature-
based Solutions (NbS), such as parks, green roofs, green facades, trees, and
urban forests, is a deeply political issue — which means that it is not ‘sim-
ply’ a question of technical solutions, but heavily determined by social and
political power relations. The phenomenon of green gentrification, which de-
scribes the displacement of particular social groups as a result of implement-
ing NbS, is used as example to discuss the potential contribution of criti-
cal inter- and transdisciplinary perspectives onto urban politics. In my un-
derstanding, such approaches question the status quo, examine underlying
power relations within their particular historical, social and political context,
and, consequently, provide inputs for a transformation of existing inequal-
ities. The article concludes that the introduction of such perspectives could
help to acknowledge the political dimensions of urban sustainable develop-
ment, improve the understanding of current trends in urban sustainable de-
velopment as part of broader social developments, and facilitate the develop-
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ment of solutions that do not improve the ecological sustainability of cities at
the cost of social justice.

Cities at the center of political science

Cities have always been of crucial interest to political science. They are the
centers of political power, they bring together conflicts over the distribution
of power and resources in a confined physical space, they are the breeding
ground of political innovations and revolutions (Harvey 2012; Wiegand 2017).
Furthermore, they can be considered as birthplace of the capitalist organiza-
tion of society and the division of the earth’s surface into exclusive territories,
which is still the fundament of the global system of nation states (Clar 2013;
Sassen 2006). All of this might suggest the importance of research on ur-
ban politics for dealing with some of the major questions of political science,
questions regarding power relations, the distribution of resources, and social
justice. Nonetheless, the study of urban politics has largely been disconnected
from broader political phenomena and political science debates (Trounstine
2009: 611). For instance, in German-speaking political science, for a long time
the focus remained on public policy at communities’ level, so to say on what
happened in the city hall. Accordingly, research on urban politics was hea-
vily dominated by its close ties to administrative science or so-called ‘Staats-
rechtslehre’ (Heinelt 2013). Only when the focus shifted towards systems of
interactions that are bound to a specific physical and social space in general,
scholars were able to include a much broader set of issues, such as struggles
over the distribution of power and resources, the enforcement of interests,
and social exclusion. In addition to improving the understanding of urban
centers’ unique set-up and position as opposed to smaller communities, this
conceptual shift introduced a more inclusive perspective onto the variety of
politically relevant actors and their interactions. To some extent, the latter
anticipated debates regarding the governance of urban spaces. Furthermore,
intersections to other disciplines became much more obvious, which led to
increasing connections to various social sciences dealing with space, such as
sociology, urban planning, or architecture (Heinelt 2013: 188f).

The introduction of the concept of governance can probably be regarded
as one of the most crucial recent inputs to the study of urban politics:
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Broadly speaking, the term governance indicates “a new mode of governing
thatis distinct from the hierarchical control model, a more co-operative mode
where state and non-state actors participate in mixed public/private net-
works” (Mayntz 2003: 27).

Regarding the study of urban politics, above all, it mitigated the danger of
separating the analysis of policy-making from questions of power, interests,
and legitimacy, inter alia through facilitating the development of the urban
regime theory in the mid- and late-1990s (Dowding 2001; Mossberger/Stoker
2001). According research focused on an increasing variety of potentially rel-
evant actors, changing modes of governance, and differing institutional abili-
ties and capacities to act. Also, research dealing with metropolitan governance
(Blatter 2008; Zimmermann/Heinelt 2011) and the role of cities in the context
of globalization or European integration received increasing attention (Elt-
ges 2005; Miinch 2006). Finally, studies of social movements added questions
of social (in-)equality and participation and, thus, a critical perspective on
the seemingly apolitical development of urban spaces (Heinelt 2013; Naegler
2012). Overall, the attachment to particular traditions of political science, such
as public policy analysis or comparative politics, became less relevant or at
least less visible. The political implications of broader social developments
did not only get increasing attention, but they also became the starting point
for research on urban politics borrowing concepts and methods from various
disciplines.

With respective conceptual and methodological expansions in mind, the rele-
vance of cities for political science can be faced from two angles: The first is the
focus on the local, this somehow politically autonomous, very particularly con-
stituted entity, characterized by both the delimitation from and connection
to its periphery (Heinelt 2013), a relatively small space, in which social rela-
tionships are exceptionally condensed and fundamental questions regarding
the production, appropriation, and circulation of the social product are ne-
gotiated, a space that provides an environment for social and political exper-
iments (Harvey 2012). Although political boundaries separating communities
from each other remain a defining factor for this space, they are neither lim-
iting local politics nor the focus of political science research (Heinelt 2013:
193). Although it is still the local that is at the center of attention, the under-
lying understanding of urban space is much more flexible and fluid. Cities
take over different roles within regionally as well as globally shifting geome-
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tries of power (Swyngedouw et al. 2002). Consequent shifts of competencies
and responsibilities do not necessarily result in handicaps for the local level.
In fact, they might even open new opportunities. This has been emphasized
by studies concerning cities’ role as central nodes in the networked global
economy (Pain et al. 2015) or as part of world city networks (Taylor 2005), as
well as scholars dealing with rescaling processes or so-called politics of scale
(Brenner 2019; Bulkeley 2005; Swyngedouw 1997). This conceptualization of
the urban “less as a bounded areal unit [..] than as a sociospatial relation
within a broader, dynamically evolving whole” (Brenner 2019: 3) leads directly
to the second angle: Again, the city appears as driver of new developments,
but in this case as critical part of the global. Urban spaces are understood as
centers of the capitalist organization of society (Clar 2013; Pain et al. 2015),
the places where neo-liberal capitalism and unequal development are repro-
duced (Harvey 2012; Naegler 2012), and the focal points of globalization and
global governance — the so-called global cities (Michel 2017; Sassen 1991; Taylor
2005). In no way, the second angle can or should be separated from the first
one. Social dynamics, power relations, and conflicts in urban spaces are both
result and driver of global developments. Rather, the differentiation points to
two sides of the same coin and enables us to understand a broad variety of
ongoing social dynamics and the dynamic position of urban spaces therein.?

From the local to the global to the political

There remains no doubt that urban studies must place cities within their
broader context and consider dynamics from the local right up to the global
scale — and back. This dynamic and fluid approach very clearly illustrates
the critical role of urban politics for political science. The most prominent
attempt to develop an understanding of how the role of cities is changing
in between and across these scales has been provided by Saskia Sassen. In
her book The Global City (1991), she discusses local processes of urbanization
within the context of globalization, which she specified only three years later

2 As Brenner (2000) summarizes, several urban researchers have begun to conceptualize
this dynamic link between the local and the global level and everything in between.
Prominent examples are Jamie Peck and Adam Tickell (1994) who examine the local-
global nexus, Erik Swyngedouw (1992) who introduces glocalization, or Bob Jessop (1998)
who refers to glurbanization.
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in another book called Cities in a World Economy (Sassen 1994). Notwithstand-
ing the widespread critique questioning the contribution to urban studies?,
her approach is indispensable for today’s understanding of the relation be-
tween the city and globalization as part of more general transformations of
space and time. Though she definitely did not aim at developing a new ur-
ban theory, her effort was crucial. First, it provides us with another perfect
example of how to integrate perspectives from different disciplines, mainly
sociology, economics, political science, and philosophy. Secondly, and even
more important, it brought questions to the forefront that connect economic
developments, political phenomena, and social inequality. In doing so, Sassen
goes further on the path that was started by David Harvey’s Social justice and
the City (2009 [1973]; Wiegand 2017). She facilitated the development of critical
urban studies, which can be regarded as major contribution of urban stud-
ies to answering the major questions of political science, as mentioned at the
beginning of this article.

In conclusion, there are a whole lot of good reasons for integrating urban
studies in political science and vice versa. Accordingly, recent inspiring ap-
proaches suggest ‘to see like a city’ as key to understanding modern politics
(Magnusson 2011). They point out that the order of a city is always temporary
and localized, and requires a political infrastructure that manages and reacts
to constantly developing social patterns. Political science needs to be simi-
larly flexible. Even the scale at which these patterns emerge are highly vari-
able: It is not necessarily developments on a wider scale, such as the global
or the national, that determine what happens locally — it might well be the
other way round. To understand these developments and underlying power
relations, political science needs to pay attention to the principles of trans-
formation implicit in urbanism, which, consequently, helps to recognize that
“the form of the political [...] is always in transformation” (Magnusson 2011:
9). As Theresa Enright (2019: 29) argues, such a broader and more fluid un-
derstanding of urban spaces brings political science beyond its “emphasis on
discrete territories, nested federal institutions, fixed political entities, formal
authorities, and sovereign power” (ibid.), and allows to be more attentive to
the ungovernable and the unpredictable, attune to deep uncertainty, and be
aware that “the relevant political actors are not necessarily the ones we have in
mind” (Magnusson 2011: 9). This expands the perspective on issues of power,
sovereignty, democracy, citizenship, subjectivity, and belonging, which often

3 For an overview see: Michel (2017: 40ff.)
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reaches its conceptual and analytical limits when examining challenges that
ignore nation-state borders, like mass migration, climate change, or gross
inequality (Boudreau 2009; Enright 2019).

Climate change impacts on urban areas - A deeply political issue

Also from an ecological and climatological perspective cities are special. Due
to their population density as well as complex and interdependent infrastruc-
tures, urban population, decision-makers, and planners are and will be con-
fronted with specific challenges (Markolf et al. 2019). For instance, recent cli-
mate observations clearly show an increasing risk of extreme weather events
related to climate change, at least two of them particularly affecting urban
areas. First, climate change is expected to lead to an increased frequency and
intensity of extreme precipitation events (IPCC 2013). As their sewer systems
are not designed to deal with that amount of water discharged, urban areas
will be and already are more frequently flooded (Nilsen et al. 2011). Second,
heat waves and extreme temperatures are very likely to occur more frequently
in the future (IPCC 2013). Due to cities’ dense building structure, high share
of sealed surfaces and low share of green and blue areas, urban areas absorb
and store more heat than their natural surroundings, which results in the so-
called Urban Heat Island (UHI) effect (Oke 1995). Both urban flooding and
UHIs are causing serious problems for urban infrastructure, health and well-
being of urban citizens, and, consequently, the cities’ budgets. The situation
gets even more pressing as the trend to urbanization further concentrates
risk in cities (Coaffee et al. 2018: 403). By 2050, 68 % of the world’s population
is expected to live in urban areas, compared to today’s 55 % (United Nations
2018).

To deal with the increasing risk, city planners have introduced the concept
of infrastructure resilience to the agenda of urban risk management (Shar-
ifi/Yamagata 2018). A more resilient urban infrastructure is supposed to im-
prove the anticipation of, recovery from, and adaptation to climate change-re-
lated shocks and stresses. However, the relief from impacts of climate change
these adaptations are promising does not apply to all populations equally.
Impacts of climate change already disproportionately affect populations who
are more vulnerable (Schlosberg/Collins 2014), which is often (co-)determined
by demographic factors, such as socioeconomic status, age, migratory back-
ground, gender, and education (Clar 2019). If urban sustainable development
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aims at increasing resilience without considering questions of social justice
(Coaffee et al. 2018; Ziervogel et al. 2017) and climate justice (Patterson et al.
2018; Schlosberg/Collins 2014; Thaler/Hartmann 2016), it threatens to exacer-
bate this problem instead of mitigating it. Residents who already are more
vulnerable are forced into even more ecologically and socially vulnerable cir-
cumstances.

Blind spots of urban resilience and sustainability research

Urban resilience scholars are supposed to examine those interactions of so-
cial, ecological, and physical systems, and their findings are supposed to be
translated into action agendas for cities (Connolly 2018). As long as they fail
to capture preexisting inequities within society (Coaffee et al. 2018: 403), their
contribution to urban sustainable development only strengthens the present
focus on environmental aspects, which often covers social issues, such as so-
cial vulnerabilities (Pearsall/Pierce 2010), affordability issues (Checker 2011),
and the possible displacement or exclusion of economically vulnerable popu-
lations (Anguelovski et al. 2018a; Dooling 2009).

In recent years, sustainability initiatives are thriving especially in urban
areas in North America and Europe (Anguelovski et al. 2018b; Pearsall 2018).
Besides their obvious goal to increase resilience, they are primarily market-
driven (Connolly 2018) and often push lower income populations to the mar-
gins of metropolitan regions (Haase et al. 2017). As a result, we see an increase
of already existing social inequalities without an increase of resilience for the
most vulnerable groups. Political efforts in support of these initiatives may
serve to manifest or even exacerbate those inequalities, no matter if inten-
tionally or not (Anguelovski et al. 2018a; Blok 2020; Dooling 2009; Goosens et
al. 2019; Haase et al. 2017). This makes the planning, development, and im-
plementation of sustainability initiatives a deeply political issue and, thus, a
subject of key interest for political science.

A growing number of studies has investigated impacts of climate change
on urban regions and how Nature-based Solutions (NbS) as part of urban
sustainable development support climate resilience. However, research that
aims to improve the understanding of social implications, such as gentrifica-
tion tendencies resulting from the implementation of NbS, must connect and
integrate social and ecological dimensions. This calls for a systemic perspec-
tive on the urban environment in both theory and practice that is currently
still underdeveloped (Virapongse et al. 2016).
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Based on a brief overview of the phenomenon green gentrification, with
the goal of carving out its politically relevant dimensions, the following para-
graphs illustrate the potential benefits of an interdisciplinary perspective in
this regard, followed by a few thoughts on the potential contribution of trans-
disciplinary approaches.

Green gentrification and its political dimensions

In many ways, the implementation of NbS, such as parks, green roofs, green
facades, trees, and urban forests, is presented as ideal for the sustainable
development of cities that are confronted with various impacts of climate
change. NbS hold many advantages over technical approaches. They address
various impacts of climate change at once, including urban heat islands (Be-
rardi et al. 2014; Rizwan et al. 2008), urban floods (Frantzeskaki 2019; Zélch et
al. 2017), and loss of biodiversity (MacKinnon et al. 2019; Xie/Bulkeley 2020),
improve physical and psychological health of urban residents (Anguelovski
et al. 2018a: 458; Cole et al. 2017, 2019; MacKinnon et al. 2019) and increase
the attractiveness of cities (Haase et al. 2017; Raymond et al. 2017). In ad-
dition, several political and economic characteristics as well as their public
appeal make them appear as attractive solutions (Clar/Steurer 2021). How-
ever, it might be exactly this merely positive perception of NbS as win-win-
or no-regret-adaptation measures that hides the fact that their development
and implementation often neglect questions of social equality (Kabisch et al.
2016; Swyngedouw 2007a) and might even result in non-intended side ef-
fects and trade-offs, such as green gentrification (Checker 2011; Meishar 2018;
Rigolon/Németh 2019).

As David Harvey (2008: 34) puts it, gentrification can be defined as the
capitalist “accumulation by dispossession [... of] low-income populations”
(ibid). In a nutshell, this means that lower income residents are displaced,
and the neighborhood undergoes a major socio-cultural transition (Meishar
2018). A few studies have already proven that urban greening agendas
and interventions can result in these dynamics (Anguelovski et al. 2018b;
Rigolon/Németh 2018). Already marginalized groups, people with a lower
socio-economic background, inhabitants with a migratory background,
residents with disabilities or at older age, are supposed to be the benefi-
ciaries of NbS, because they are often particularly vulnerable to impacts of
climate change, such as urban heat (Hansen et al. 2013). Almost ironically,
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the implementation of NbS causes their displacement and, thus, costs them
the chance to benefit from them (Dooling 2009; Ernstson 2013).

Many scholars argue that green interventions in the urban space are usu-
ally “accompanied by a clearly articulated strategy for attracting commer-
cial and residential investments and bringing in more socially- and ethnically
privileged residents” (Anguelovski et al. 2018b: 1065). However, even if gentri-
fication happens accidentally in the wake of espousing an environmental ethic
or agenda (Alkon/Cadji 2018; Checker 2011; Dooling 2009), it is a deeply polit-
ical issue because it reflects and reproduces social inequalities. In addition to
exacerbating existing economic conflicts and social exclusion, this raises the
question of who can influence and benefit from the re-design of urban space
(Groffman et al. 2017). In this regard, studies that identified gentrification not
only as economic phenomenon, but also as a question of racialization, show
that green interventions create enclaves of environmental privilege, which
poses serious problems for already marginalized groups (Alkon/Cadji 2018;
Anguelovski et al. 2018b).

However, in “an urban post-political arrangement [...] that has replaced
debate, disagreement and dissensus with a series of technologies of govern-
ing that fuse around consensus, agreement, and technocratic management”
(Swyngedouw 2007b: 58) political dimensions like these are largely ignored.
Usually, interrelations between social and ecological dynamics do not even
make it onto the agenda of policymaking processes. Social equity remains
subordinate to greening, the provision of NbS is presented as part of poli-
tically neutral sustainability policies. The term sustainability is understood
in a purely ecological sense and “reduced to a vehicle for promoting a green
lifestyle that appeals only to wealthy, eco-conscious residents and adopts a
technocratic approach to environmental problems” (Anguelovski et al. 2018a:
462). Consequently, it is one major task of critical urban scholars to high-
light the social-ecological underpinnings of green infrastructure planning
and to bring the political back into environmental urban studies to avoid or
reverse an a- or post-political approach to urban sustainability (Checker 2011;
Keil/Whitehead 2012; Swyngedouw 2007a, 2010). According to Anguelovski
et al. (2018b: 1072) this would include a demystification of greening as public
good that is equally accessible for all, uncovering dispossession, green ac-
cumulation, and financialized urban development, as well as a diversified
examination of health and wellbeing outcomes - in relation to differences
in terms of demographic background (Cole et al. 2019). In this way, sustain-
ability-discourses would be less successful in sidelining “questions of real



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839452967-010
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Bringing the political back in

political inclusion and justice in the name of technocratic, community-based
deliberation” (Checker 2011: 225). Or even better, it would help to open doors
for the imagination of, fight over and construction of new urban space(s),
integrating socio-economic and ecological thoughts in long-term oriented
planning and research perspectives (Checker 2011; Swyngedouw 2009).

As Swyngedouw (2007a) mentions, discourses and practices framing
NbS as win-win-solutions and sustainable development as purely ecologic
endeavor “erode possibilities for real politics [the consideration of social
impacts, the integration of social differences etc.; note] through postpolitical
and postdemocratic tendencies” (Anguelovski 2015: 31). Consequently, in
addition to uncovering those tendencies theoretically, a critical perspective
on the decision-making processes surrounding the development and imple-
mentation of NbS brings back in the political also because it provides inputs
for actors who are politically responsible for urban development. These
inputs address not exclusively but in particular governmental actors who
are encouraged to consider both the environmental and social consequences
of greening initiatives, simply because they “are the only ones within these
(opaque) ensembles who are elected and thus have a responsibility to the
wider public” (Goosens et al. 2019: 19f). Political science is best equipped to
introduce this critical perspective onto the social consequences of greening
initiatives to urban studies.

Interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary perspectives
on nature-based solutions for the adaptation to climate change

However, research about political efforts to implement NbS in urban areas
must consider a wide range of contexts and dynamics. Without a deeper un-
derstanding of ecological phenomena, the technical functionality of possi-
ble solutions as well as the political economy of drivers in the background,
it is impossible to assess the different perceptions of risk, vulnerability, and
resilience among the involved actors and examine decision-making within
the complex inter-agency and planning configurations of a city (Shokry et
al. 2020). This requires a perspective that is open to knowledge and exper-
tise from various disciplines inside and outside of academia. Accordingly, the
following paragraphs suggest entry points for different scientific disciplines
and interdisciplinary cooperation, before the additional benefits of transdis-
ciplinary approaches are discussed.
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First, political science enables urban studies to critically look at the differ-
ent consequences of urban greening for different groups and actors, to iden-
tify related dynamics of exclusion, oppression, marginalization, and, over-
all, to uncover the socio-political context of framing urban greening as being
“good for everyone” (Anguelovski et al. 2018b: 1081). However, to understand
how the implementation of green solutions impact socially vulnerable neigh-
borhoods and their residents requires an understanding of how the whole
setting, including the built environment, is perceived and used differently
(Anguelovski et al. 2018a). This calls for an input of urban planning scholars,
sometimes also architects and technicians regarding the specific effects of con-
structions, buildings, and their design. Second, the call for the consideration
of economic dynamics suggests the integration of economic sciences. According
to Haase et al. (2017: 46), “even when the focus is on environmental issues, re-
search should explicitly look at the political and economic context and related
power constellations to avoid underestimating the embeddedness of greening
into market-oriented strategies and pay more attention to ambivalences and
trade-offs”. However, it is not only soaring costs following greening initiatives
that increase displacement pressures. This also applies to social and cultural
changes, for instance through a loss of a sense of place for particular groups
of residents (Goosens et al. 2019; Shokry et al. 2020). This suggests a coop-
eration with social and in particular environmental psychology, sociology (urban
sociology, sociology of social inequalities, sociology of space), and also criti-
cal geography, which helps to understand and expose practices that transform
urban environments, produce new forms of socio-spatial control, and, in this
way, contribute to the (re)production of social inequalities (Anguelovski 2015).
On a micro level, sociology and social psychology might additionally help to
pay attention to individual strategies and adaptation behavior of residents
to resist impacts of gentrification (ibid.). This brings us directly to the input
of social movement studies, which improve the understanding of how individu-
als and actors organize with the same intent, namely of resisting impacts of
gentrification (Anguelovski et al. 2018b). Another important option for inter-
disciplinary cooperation is pointed out by Cole et al. (2017: 1118), who argue
that “the health benefits of greening can only be fully understood relative to
the social and political environments in which inequities persist.” Accordingly,
political science scholars deal with NbS policies and how they are supposed
to improve the health of residents in an equitable and sustainable way, while
medicine and health studies are in the position to assess their actual outcome
and impact on different groups.
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Following these spotlights on various collaborations, it is necessary to
mention that a critical perspective on NbS, informed by those and other disci-
plines, is not only meant to identify and criticize (potential) negative impacts.
It also directs the attention to often neglected windows of opportunity, which
open up in the process of fighting for and negotiating new forms and func-
tions of public space (Checker 2011; Swyngedouw 2009).

However, if new ideas are supposed to oppose adverse effects of NbS on
marginalized groups, urban sustainable development must seriously discuss
how to reflect and integrate those groups’ demands and interests. In this re-
gard, advocates of participatory research argue in favor of a transdisciplinary
perspective, in which the involvement of local and non-scientific knowledge
leads to better informed decisions, enables social learning, and, thus, fosters
more “ecologically rational” and sustainable decisions (Newig/Fritsch 2009:
205). In addition, it is supposed to increase the acceptance and decrease soci-
etal opposition, which improves the compliance with the final decisions and,
thus, leads to better outcomes and impacts (ibid.: 200). A transdisciplinary
approach includes practitioners or extra-scientific actors in the joint genera-
tion of knowledge by different academic disciplines — with the goal of solving
societal (Jahn et al. 2012) or “real-world” problems (Klein et al. 2001: 4). In
sustainability or climate change adaptation planning, this includes the iden-
tification of vulnerabilities, refinement of research questions, design of the
research approach, collection of data, and formulation of conclusions and
following recommendations (Scherhaufer/Griineis 2014). Ideally, this would
reduce sustainability initiatives’ risk of being used to couch the provision of
NbS as politically neutral goal (Anguelovski et al. 2018a) while increasing the
chance of social inequalities being considered (Anguelovski 2018b). However,
urban researchers have to acknowledge that the knowledge and especially the
decision of who is integrated how into the generation of knowledge is a politi-
cal act: It is connected with societal values and runs the risk of reproducing
existing social inequalities, which applies in particular to the integration of
marginalized groups who often lack access to those processes — while in ad-
dition scholars often lack access to marginalized groups.
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Conclusion: Critical inter- and transdisciplinary perspectives
on urban sustainable development

The increasing presence of wicked problems in urban politics also increases
the demand of research on urban sustainable development to deal with
complex interconnections of social and ecological developments, such as
the rapidly growing population of cities and impacts of climate change.
Green gentrification, a result of attempts to respond to these developments,
is a perfect example for a phenomenon, in which a variety of aspects are
interconnected. To unveil those interconnections and understand, inter alia,
the displacement of economically vulnerable populations, the exclusion of
marginalized groups, or the loss of social and cultural diversity as a result of
greening initiatives, this article suggests the development of inter- and trans-
disciplinary research perspectives. It concludes that the equal integration of
various disciplinary angels as well as non-scientific knowledge is indispens-
able for uncovering the political of seemingly apolitical environmental policies
(Meishar 2018: 65; Checker 2011).

Greening initiatives are a deeply political issue because they reproduce
social inequalities while political efforts in support do not seem to oppose
those tendencies. Political science theories and methods help to understand
underlying power relations and grasp the political dimensions. However, the
identification of political dynamics is impossible without an understanding of
interrelations between natural, technical, and social dynamics. For instance,
if the actual distribution of hot spots, in the true sense of the word, across
the city suggests focusing on other areas than major greening projects are
located in, or if spatial planning experts would prioritize different types of
measures (e.g. space for urban wildlife instead of an upgrade of sports facil-
ities), it is worth questioning the status quo of underlying decision-making
procedures. It raises questions when a city government frames a new green
space as major contribution to adapting the city to urban heat islands, while
in fact its development, first, does not target one of the areas that have been
identified as the city’s most vulnerable, second, channels resources away from
more pressing hot spots, third, only relocates the problem within the city’s
boundaries, and fourth, does not consider the demands of the directly af-
fected residents. The questions concern the democratic quality of the deci-
sion-making process (e.g., Who has been involved in the decision-making?
What groups are represented in decision-making? How are they represented?
Who decides about their involvement?), political priorities and responsibili-
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ties (e.g., Who has made the decision? Based on what knowledge? How is the
decision justified?), economic interests (e.g., Who benefits from an upgrade
of the neighborhood? Who benefits from an associated increase in real estate
values in the area?), to name just a few.

The fact that green gentrification happens in urban regions allows to
grasp as many details as possible of these complex situations within the
constantly developing, fluid space of a city and nonetheless embed them
within their global context and broader social developments (Blok 2020),
above all the neo-liberalization of urban policy (Brenner/Theodore 2002;
Peck/Tickell 2002). Only in close cooperation with other disciplines and non-
scientific knowledge, political science can inform a more just sustainable
development of urban regions — a development that aims at a balance of
social and ecological sustainability.
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