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Strengthening transgressive orientations in transdisciplinary sustainability

research through queer theory

We move from a provocative analogy: that transdisciplinary sustainability researchers are to academia what queer people are

to a heteronormative and sex/gender binary world. Both may experience disorientation and need to learn how to transgress established
norms. Queer people and scholars have extensively dealt with (dis)orientation and celebrated transgression. We suggest that queer theory
can help transdisciplinary sustainability researchers to raise questions that intensify the transgressive orientations of their work

when contributing to just and equitable sustainability transformations.
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n transdisciplinary (TD) sustainability research, we often talk
about transformation-oriented as well as action-, solution-, and
mission-oriented research. Whereas much is said about the
complex nature of sustainability transformations (Brand 2016),
emerging approaches that may assist in moving our societies to-
wards sustainability transformations do not clarify how we may
orient TD research towards transformative change. This gap calls
for more deliberative reflections on how we find orientation
through research in collaborative settings, such as through the
methods we use when fostering change, the spaces we design to
cultivate inclusion, or the processes we set up to deal with differ-
ences and contradictions. Thus, in this piece, we focus on what
we mean when we say that TD sustainability research is being
oriented towards sustainability transformations. As transforma-
tion-oriented research requires embracing transgressive research
and learning (Lotz-Sisitka et al. 2016, Vogel and O’Brien 2021),
we suggest that TD sustainability research opens itself to con-
tributions from queer lives and from queer studies, which have
made transgression their hallmark in various aspects and di-
mensions. Doing so, we suggest, can help TD researchers to rec-
ognize and intensify transgressive orientations needed to con-
tribute to just and equitable processes of transformation.
The provocative analogy that informs this article is that TD
sustainability researchers are to academia what queer people (com-
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monly, but not exclusively, 2SLGBTQIA+, see box 1, p. 168) are
to a predominantly heteronormative and sex/gender binary world.
Most queer people in life transgress social norms, cross imposed
boundaries, and promote alternative scripts to flourish in a world
hostile to those who lie outside what is predefined as “normal”
and “appropriate” (box 1). Similarly, many TD researchers work-
ing towards sustainability transformations may experience mar-
ginalization and have to transgress widespread academic norms
(Jahn et al. 2012). This is what happens, for instance, when re-
searchers advocate for and embrace a feminist ethos of care as
an alternative to the competition-based values of most academ-
ic environments (Staffa et al. 2022).

The diverse and constantly evolving field of queer theory, or
queer studies (box 1), focuses on the challenges and opportuni-
ties that emerge when transgressing predefined pathways. This
is why, we suggest, queer theory may assist TD sustainability re-
searchers to celebrate the failures as well as to seize the oppor-
tunities that emerge from not complying with the norms of dis-
ciplinary and non-transformation-oriented academic systems.
We propose to use queer as a verD, signifying a way of challeng-
ing assumptions and established norms about research through
anti-normative, anti-categorical, and intersectional questioning
(box 1). Our proposal of queering sustainability research aims to
strengthen transgressive orientations by raising questions about
aspects of research that are often taken for granted or left un-
questioned, but that might jeopardize TD sustainability research-
ers’ capacity to contribute to the generation of transformative
change with their work.

Our goal is not to exhaust the wide variety of ways in which
queer studies and TD sustainability research may be connected.
Rather, we provide examples of how queering may enhance TD
sustainability research. After clarifying the potential of queer the-
ory to enhance the transgressive potential of TD sustainability
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BOX 1: Queer and queer theory

Queer comes from the Indo-European word twist and is used to de-
scribe “what is ‘oblique’ and ‘off line”” (Ahmed 2006, p. 161). Main-
ly, queer refers to the identities and practices of Two-Spirit, Lesbian,
Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Intersex, Asexual and any other
ways (2SLGBTQIA+ people) individuals might express their gender
and sexual orientation outside of gender binary and heteronorma-
tivity. More broadly, the term “maintains a relation of resistance to
whatever constitutes the normal” (Jagose 1996, p. 99).

Queer theory (also queer studies) is a diverse and constantly evolv-
ing body of thought critically addressing issues of sex, gender, sexu-
ality, race, oppression, and discrimination (Jagose 1996). Queer the-
ory is rooted in the queer political activism of the 1980s and 1990s
which aimed to resist, transgress, and subvert the oppressive struc-
tures and norms that underpin the marginalization and discrimi-
nation of queer people. Some central conceptual aspects of queer
theory are:

m Anti-normativity and the critique of normalization: Some iden-
tities and practices are constructed as “normal” through estab-
lished social norms. Hetero- and cis-normativity refer to the char-
acterization of heterosexuality and cis-genderism as constituting
the norm, while all other orientations and genders are viewed as
deviant. Queer theorists have counteracted dominant societal
norms based on hetero- and cis-normativity in theory and in prac-
tice (Russell 2021).

Anti-categorical thought and celebration of difference: Queer
theory has deconstructed identity categories, such as gender bina-
ries (men/women), because of their inability to account for the
heterogeneity of sexuality and gender. Queer theory emphasizes
that social worlds are diffuse, unspecific, ephemeral, and elusive
(McGarry et al. 2021).

Intersectionality and marginalization: The idea of intersectional-
ity refers to the study of multiple dimensions of inequality, the re-
jection of single-axis analysis, and the development of ways to re-
sist various forms of oppression (Grzanka 2014). Intersectionality
highlights the interplay of multiple systems of oppression (such as
racism, sexism, ageism, ableism) that affect the lives of margin-
alized individuals and groups.

research, we mobilize the works of feminist, activist, and queer
scholar Sarah Ahmed (2006, 2012) to articulate how TD sustain-
ability researchers can develop transgressive orientations when:
1. finding a way, 2. feeling at home, and 3. coexisting with others
in their research practice. In the spirit of a provocation, we point
out examples that allow for raising questions for the exploration
of new research practices. We conclude by emphasizing the im-
portance and potential to further develop interactions between
TD sustainability research and queer theory.

Transformative, transdisciplinary, and
transgressive research

A core aspiration of transformative approaches in sustainability
research is to enable processes that create capacities and condi-
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tions that empower individuals and communities to act on their
own behalf (Vogel and O’Brien 2021). This aspiration necessi-
tates recognizing the centrality of political agency to address the
injustices and disproportional impacts that sustainability prob-
lems (from climate change to the loss of biodiversity) have on the
most vulnerable and marginalized (Vogel and O’Brien 2021).
TD sustainability research is one of the main assets of trans-
formative research, both as a research mode and as a way of being
(Rigolot 2020).

As a research mode, TD aims to overcome the fragmentation
of methods and academic communities that makes it difficult
to capture the complexity of unsustainability. TD sustainability
research has provided new concepts and methods for conduct-
ing research on complex, real-world problems, including the in-
tegration of disciplinary and societal knowledge, and the facilita-
tion of knowledge exchange with many stakeholders. As a way
of being, TD becomes a mindset that “appears constantly and
ubiquitously in real life” (Rigolot 2020, p. 4) and that grounds
transformation processes in everyday researchers’ experiences.

TD in transformative research includes “a disruptive element
that recognizes the many ways that most contemporary systems
(e.g., social, economic, agricultural, and energy systems) are mis-
aligned with equitable and sustainable development pathways”
(Vogel and O’Brien 2021, p. 3). TD thus requires transgressing
existing disciplinary, conceptual, and methodological frame-
works, as well as identities, social norms, and personal bound-
aries or habits (Jahn et al. 2012). Transgression, though, is not
always comfortable and may require learning how to be trans-
gressive. Therefore, transformative research invites transgres-
sive learning that “intentionally generates critical thinking and
collective agency and praxis that directly and explicitly challeng-
es those aspects of society that have become normalized, but
which require challenging for substantive sustainability trans-
formations to emerge” (Lotz-Sisitka et al. 2016, p. 51).

Similarly, queer theory is a diverse, transdisciplinary and trans-
formative body of scholarship that maintains a “relation of re-
sistance to whatever constitutes the normal” (Jagose 1996, p. 99)
and embraces anti-normative, anti-categorical, and intersection-
al approaches (box 1). Queer theory invites to critically investi-
gate the multiple dimensions of inequality and oppression that
characterize social and academic systems as well as to develop
transgressive ways to resist and challenge them.

In the following, we draw on literature from queer social sci-
ences (Browne and Nash 2016, Ghaziani and Brim 2019) and from
works that merge queer, feminist, environmental, and anticolo-
nial research (Liboiron 2021, Russell 2021). Our approach reso-
nates with those that have emphasized the role of feminism and
the importance of focusing on gendered dimensions of TD re-
search (Katz 2006). We align both with their critique of conven-
tional societal and academic norms, and with their provisioning
of alternative worldviews for sustainability science (Staffa et al.
2022). We use these alternative approaches to raise questions
that may help to enhance the transgressive, and thus transfor-
mative, potential of TD in sustainability research.
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Strengthening transgressive orientations in
transdisciplinary sustainability research

Transgressive orientations are disorienting, question the align-
ment with existing norms, and usually compel one to find new
ways of reconfiguring the entanglement of the bodily, the spa-
tial, and the social. In Queer phenomenology: Orientations, objects,
others, Ahmed conceptualizes orientations as related to “how we
reside in space” (Ahmed 2006, p. 1), that is “how the bodily, the
spatial, and the social are entangled” when people move in social
spaces (Ahmed 2006, p. 181). Following Ahmed (2006, 2012), we
look into the institutional and cultural dimensions of social spac-
es, rather than at their geographical and physical connotations.
Such spaces are shaped by institutions and norms that determine
what is normal and abnormal, natural and deviant, straight and
oblique. Thus, different people can move differently in them de-
pending, for example, on their race, sex, age, social status, class,
and mental and physical disabilities (Ahmed 2006, 2012). Some
can easily follow predefined lines. This is the case for white and
cisgender people in predominantly white and cisgender academ-
ic environments, that have been shaped over time by their bod-
ies, histories, and cultures. Others experience resistance and mis-
alignment, such as when people of color or transgender people
experience exclusion and dissonance because not aligned with
the norm of being white and cisgender (Ahmed 2012).

Below, we extrapolate three meanings of “orientation” from
Ahmed’s work and use them to define what we mean by trans-
gressive orientations in TD sustainability research.

'ITransgressing when “finding a way”

A transgressive orientation refers to the process of following un-
conventional lines toward objects that enable one to take on dif-
ferent journeys and routes. In this respect, orientation “points to
how one is placed in relation to objects, in the sense of the di-
rection one has and takes towards those objects” (Ahmed 2006,
p- 69). This is the case, for instance, when TD sustainability re-
searchers orient their work towards sustainability transforma-
tions in academic cultures that do not praise collaboration with
societal actors, or that see themselves as neutral knowledge pro-
viders (Fraude et al. 2021). The first way in which TD research-
ers can strengthen transgressive orientations is by queering the
objects and, at the same time, the directions of their research.

Queering research objects: Ways of seeing

Research objects in sustainability research, such as a specific sus-
tainability challenge under study (e.g., biodiversity loss in a spe-
cific ecosystem), are often defined in ways that do not leave space
for alternative framings, such as those of the marginalized people
who are most affected by these challenges (Vogel and O’Brien
2021). Research itself is usually defined by funders who pre-con-
figure the research agenda through their own established fram-
ings and understanding of sustainability, such as the Sustainable
Development Goals (Molders 2019). Queering research objects im-
plies learning how to move away from existing classifications and
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acquiring new ways of perceiving what is often illegible within
prevailing disciplinary and social schemas and perspectives.

Queering one’s way of understanding the sustainability chal-
lenges addressed requires asking, for instance: How can we crit-
ically interrogate dominant narratives used to frame sustainabil-
ity challenges and that determine, among others, whose perspec-
tives are valued or neglected? The Civic Laboratory for Environ-
mental Action Research (CLEAR Lab), for example, shows the
power of reframing dominant narratives around plastic pollution
(Liboiron 2021). The lab reframes pollution as a colonial issue
rather than as a technical problem as assumed by the convention-
al threshold model (Liboiron 2021). This shift brings land and
human relationships to the center of the research process and
actively involves Indigenous people into the research on plastic
pollution on their own land.

Queering research directions: Methods and practices
Academic disciplines decide and give form to what counts as
“normal”. Directions “take us somewhere by the very require-
ment that we follow a line that is drawn in advance” (Ahmed
2006, p. 16). Queering research directions implies reimagining
and reinventing methods and practices outside of conventional
disciplinary lines to pay attention to the ephemeral and transient
aspects of situations, as well as to the microphysics of power.
Queering methods and practices in TD might mean asking,
for example: How can I capture subtle interactions and dynamics
of collaborative processes that elude more conventional meth-
ods? Methods used often in queer studies, such as microsociol-
ogy and auto-ethnography (Ghaziani and Brim 2019), can help to
capture interactions and dynamics at microscales that are rele-
vant when designing and implementing a TD project, but that
we often tend to oversee or fully neglect. Fields (2019), for in-
stance, shows how these methods can enhance participatory ac-
tion research involving marginalized actors in a jail, as they al-
low for reading bodily interactions, including sexual and erotic
ones, and how they affect power-dynamics in a collaboration.

2Transgressing when “feeling at home”

In another sense, orientation is about making the strange fa-
miliar when exploring and moving through social spaces. This
cannot happen in the abstract, but depends on how people in-
habit such spaces with their bodies (Ahmed 2006). Social spac-
es are not neutral as they are often designed for some bodies
(white, male, cis-gender, able) rather than for others (black, indig-
enous, people of color, women, transgender, neurodiverse, peo-
ple with physical and mental disabilities) (Ahmed 2012). TD sus-
tainability researchers can intensify their transgressive orienta-
tions by understanding how their own bodies, and those of oth-
ers, inhabit and shape research environments and institutions.

Queering bodies: Embodied researchers

Queering bodies in research implies reflecting on researchers’
positionality with, among other things, their bodily and mental
disabilities, or genders and sexualities. Feminist and queer the-
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orists have shown that knowledge production rests on how bod-
ies — of a particular age, race, ethnicity, gender, sex, and disabil-
ities — move in places, contexts, and interactions. They invite
considering the embodied nature of our interactions in research
contexts.

Queering here would imply asking question that open the re-
search space to the bodies, standpoints, and experiences of mar-
ginalized actors. This may imply asking: How can I care for and
give visibility to people with disabilities in sustainability projects
and initiatives? (Molders 2019, Kosanic et al. 2022). For example,
this would mean committing to reciprocity and care in research
projects that impact and affect people with disabilities (such as
climate adaptation projects about mobility). These projects tend
to disregard the challenges that they often posit to people with
physical impairments, so-called ecoableism (Bell et al. 2020). It is
only by including people with disabilities in the design and im-
plementation of adaptation strategies and actions that such pro-
jects can generate options that are truly inclusive and just for all.

Queering spaces: Non-neutrality of institutions

Inhabiting the non-neutral spaces of research from a queer
perspective entails a commitment to learning how to deal with,
and to potentially re-direct, the power dynamics and inequali-
ties that such spaces tend to perpetrate (Ahmed 2012). As Li-
boiron (2021, p. 134) points out in Pollution is Colonialism: “Re-
search and activism, scientific or otherwise, never happens on
a blank slate. As a result, we are always caught up in the contra-
dictions and injustices that already exist, that we have already
identified as violent and in need of change”. It is thus a capacity
to see and deal with such contradictions and injustices that is
essential to create reflexive spaces in TD sustainability research
(Fraude et al. 2021).

Queering institutions invites asking: How can I cultivate re-
lationships while maneuvering institutional discrepancies in
order to make academic institutions and spaces safe for all?> TD
scholarship has recognized that power can configure and distort
relationships and influence integrative and inclusive processes
(Fritz and Meinherz 2020), thus emphasizing the need to create
fecund spaces where multiple paradigms, framings, and interests
can be used (McGregor 2015). The idea of a pluriversity (as opposed
to the university) offers an example of queering research spaces
as communities that accommodate a plurality of unconventional
knowledge and ways of knowing, at the intersection of academ-
ic research and social and environmental justice struggles that
are intersectional, creative, and empathetic (McGarry etal. 2021).
The pluriversity embodies a reflexive and evolving research prac-
tice that unleashes this plurality towards transgressive and trans-
formative learning.

3Transgressing as “co-existing with others”

Finally, orientations are embedded in and emerge through re-
lationships with multiple others. Indeed, “orientation exceeds the
objects they are directed towards becoming ways of inhabiting
and co-existing in the world [with multiple others]” (Ahmed 2006,
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p. 67). TD sustainability research has recognized the intrinsic
relationality of participatory research and acknowledged the need
to pay attention to mutual dependencies, responsibilities, and ob-
ligations towards practice partners or entire communities, with
their divergent worldviews and value systems (Staffa et al. 2022).
TD researchers can cultivate transgressive orientations by queer-
ing both the relationships with those involved, and the way they
engage with pluralism as a basic principle of knowledge co-pro-
duction.

Queering relationships through responsibilities
Queer theory has emphasized the need to creatively imagine and
embody anti-normative lifestyles, ways of relating, and ways of
generating alternative kinship models both with human and
more-than-human others (McGarry et al. 2021). These range
from non-heteronormative or non-binary queer families (which
are not homonormative and do not follow conventional family
models), to new ways of cultivating non-hierarchical relation-
ships between teachers, students, and the environment (such as
in educational settings; Russell 2021). The anti-normative rela-
tionality suggested by queer theory invites reflection on how to
deal with responsibilities and obligations in TD research.
Queering relationships here may imply embracing respon-
sibilities that come “from the admission of being in a relation-
ship” (Liboiron 2021, p. 120) with the environment, the land, and
the people involved in research. This means asking: How can [
develop new ways of cultivating relationships based on my re-
sponsibility towards human and more-than-human subjects when
engaging, for instance, with multiple stakeholders in a TD pro-
ject? The community peer review process in the CLEAR Lab is an
example of how to conduct TD research in ways that foreground
responsibilities (Liboiron 2021). This process enables and em-
powers local communities to refute research results acknowl-
edging the expertise of non-academic actors and making space
for narratives often neglected in scientific research.

Queering pluralism through difference

According to queer theory, anti-normativity implies resistance
and subversion from the standpoint of the identities and prac-
tices of queer people that are misaligned with taken for granted
notions of what is normal or deviant (box 1). Anti-normativity
invites embracing pluralism and difference, not bypassing is-
sues of power, contestation, and historical legacies.

Queering pluralism in TD sustainability research implies be-
ing able to preserve difference even when dealing with perspec-
tives that “cannot speak to one another, cannot be aligned or al-
lied” (Liboiron 2021, p. 136). Attention to difference invites asking
questions, such as: How can I develop capacities to work with
multiple and often conflicting values, imaginaries, and knowl-
edge systems? Also in this case, the pluriversity provides an ex-
ample of how to imagine radically plural and intersectional de-
partments (e.g., the Department of Intentional Paranoia) where
humor and imagination inspire reflection and action based on
the appreciation of others’ incommensurable worldviews.
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Conclusions

Claiming an orientation towards just sustainability transforma-
tions implies a commitment to finding ways to navigate messy
situations and, where relevant and appropriate, to transgress ac-
ademic and societal norms built around disciplinary and non-
transformation-oriented objectives. In this short piece, we follow
an extended notion of orientation informed by Ahmed’s work
(2006, 2012) and suggest that TD sustainability researchers can
learn from queer lives and theories how to enhance the potential
of transgressive research. Our proposal to strengthen transgres-
sive orientations in TD sustainability research through queer the-
ory entails an invitation to ask critical questions about “how we
do” research and “how we are” TD researchers. These questions
foster reflection on how we embrace the oddity, disorientation,
and discomfort that comes with the transgression of established
norms. Critical questions invite learning from the histories and
experiences of those who have resisted normalization, subvert-
ed hegemonic paradigms, and contributed to more just social
and academic systems. Indeed, as queer theory is rooted in the
subjective experiences of queer people, queering TD sustaina-
bility research implies a commitment to including, giving voice,
and empowering queer and marginalized actors in TD spaces
and institutions. These actors, with their histories of struggle
and with their theories, have significant contributions to make
in orienting research towards more just futures in times of in-
terconnected social, political, and environmental crises.
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