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Introduction

Governments around the world have pledged to decarbonize their economies and societies and facil-
itate a sustainability transformation (Tobin et al. 2018). Although the dynamics of transformation
occur across different systems and levels of governance (Leach et al. 2010), states remain key actors
(Barry and Eckersley 2005; Tobin and Wylie 2021) and scholars of environmental politics and poli-
cymaking have emphasized the importance of “bringing the state back in” to their research (Duit et
al., 2016, 2; Hausknost and Hammond 2020; Johnstone and Newell 2018). Literature referring to “the
green state” (Eckersley 2004), “the ecostate” (Meadowcroft 2005), the “green entrepreneurial state”
(Mazzucato 2015), “the environmental state” (Duit et al. 2016), and “the sustainable state” (Borneman,
Marius, and Burger 2025) offers different descriptive and normative accounts of the instruments,
capacities, and limits of states to drive sustainability transformation.

As Martin Jdnicke observed over 30years ago, multiple interrelating factors contribute to a state’s
success in dealing with environmental problems (Janicke 1992). And yet, while there is disagreement
about the most important drivers and obstacles, it has been convincingly argued that the possibilities
for the state to forge a path toward a more sustainable future hinge not only on the ability to make
strategic policy revisions, but more fundamentally upon the collective imagination (Hammond 2021;
Machin 2022a; Milkoreit 2017). Basil Bornemann and colleagues, for example, call for “imaginative
reforms” of state governance (Borneman, Marius, and Burger 2025, 18). Marit Hammond (2021)
underlines the role of “imaginative impulses” that can put states on different tracks.

CONTACT Amanda Machin @ amanda.machin@uia.no @ Department of Sociology and Social Work, University of Agder, Universitetsbveien
25, 4630 Kristiansand, Norway

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc/4.0/), which permits unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. The
terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.


http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3426-7630
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7517-9795
http://orcid.org/0009-0009-7005-5991
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5688-2589
mailto:amanda.machin@uia.no
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2025.2566658
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://www.tandfonline.com
htp://www.tandfonline.com

2 . A.MACHIN ET AL.

For this reason, it is important to attend to the dynamic and competing political imaginaries at play
in and around state policymaking on sustainability. This premise is the starting point of this article.
As we explain in more detail below, political imaginaries constitute the widely shared conception of
what politics is and how it is supposed to work. They orient meaningful political action and interaction,
inform the expectations of policymakers and the public about what is possible and feasible—and what
is not. Imaginaries do more than reflect dominant ideals; they creatively contribute to those ideals,
working to configure social practices and political institutions, enabling processes, shaping decisions,
and legitimizing representative claims (Adams et al. 2015, 19; Browne and Diehl 2019). We follow
literature that contends that imaginaries can play a significant role in facilitating, guiding, and obstruct-
ing environmental governance and delimiting the relevant pathways, actors, timelines, and relevant
knowledges and technologies (Death 2022; Hatzisavvidou 2024; Kliih et al. 2024; Levy and Spicer 2013;
Machin 2022a; 2022b; Milkoreit 2017; Miller 2020; Pigott 2018; Steinberg et al. 2015; Tozer and
Klenk 2018).

The article identifies, compares, and assesses some of the political imaginaries of the sustainable
state that circulate in Europe and their reification and capacitation of certain strategies, institutions,
technologies, and subjects—and preclusion and disempowerment of others. Using critical discourse
analysis, we examine authoritative policy documents that describe key environmental strategies of
four European countries: Germany, Italy, Norway, and the UK. We focus particularly on the different
constructions and patterns of agency, technology, temporality, and rationality within these imaginaries.
We do not try to measure or rank the relative success or failure of the environmental policymaking
of the four states and their imaginaries. Nor are we arguing that these imaginaries are necessarily
dominant across all parts of society. Rather, we are interested in teasing out some of the similarities
and differences that may have an impact not only on the extent, speed, and success of transformation
but also on social inclusion, democracy, and justice. By bringing to light some of the imaginaries of
“the sustainable state” in Europe, the article makes a contribution to literature on state governance
of sustainability and raises questions about the possibilities of transformation without the emergence,
circulation, and salience of more radical imaginaries.

In the next section, we describe in greater detail our understanding of political imaginaries and
their relevance for sustainability, transformation, and the state. We next explain our methods and
material before presenting our comparative analysis of the political imaginaries of the sustainable
state. In our analysis, we map out four imaginaries—ecological modernity in Germany, ecological
stewardship in Norway, energy security in Italy, and green growth in the UK, noting both differences
and commonalities, and highlight some of the implications of these imaginaries for democracy, sus-
tainability, citizens, and human and nonhuman others. We conclude by calling for the circulation of
more radical imaginaries in the struggle for a green, democratic, and just transformation.

Political imaginaries and transformation

Scholars have increasingly turned to the imagination to understand the dynamics of contemporary
societies that conventional approaches to political science arguably struggle to grasp (Browne and
Diehl 2019). The imagination is not understood by these scholars as imitative of reality, but rather
as a realm in which modes of existence are sculpted and the conditions are laid for concrete inter-
ventions (Yusoff and Gabrys 2011).

If the imagination can sometimes be understood as a faculty of the individual mind, the term
imaginary in general refers to a widely shared social structure (Adams et al. 2015, 16). Much of the
recent work on imaginaries draws on that of Cornelius Castoriadis (1987, 1993) and Charles Taylor
(2004), who have underlined the central role of imaginaries that construct and support society. For
Castoriadis, it is impossible to fully grasp society without considering its imaginaries, since it is
through an imaginary that every society constitutes its own reality (1987, 169). Imaginaries, he
explains, have “instituting power” (1993, 103). Taylor (2004, 24) emphasizes the broadness and depth
of a social imaginary that allows social action and interaction and which he refers to as the “largely
unstructured and inarticulate understanding of our whole situation” (Taylor 2004, 28).
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Political imaginaries, as a particular type of imaginaries, are the background understandings of political
reality in which representatives, citizens, and denizens are affectively invested and that enable political
practices, underpin the functioning of institutions, and guide decision making. They allow political
actors to “go on” in a complex world (Adams et al. 2012; Jessop 2012). Different political imaginaries
both reflect and shape competing constructions of democracy (Machin 2025), of collective memory
(Hatzisavvidou 2024), of welfare (Murphy 2021), and of “the people” (Diehl 2019). Imaginaries produce
coherent visions of the past and the future and of the pathways through which we travel from one to
the other. Although there are multiple approaches to, and uses of, imaginaries, scholars agree that
interrogation of extant political imaginaries and the conditions for the emergence of new ones is crucial
for grasping the opportunities and obstacles for sustainability transformation. Political action, as Shelia
Jasanoff (2015, 331) points out, is “profoundly imaginative” The content and the boundaries of political
imaginaries thus help to determine the pace and agent of change and its horizon of possibility.

This article identifies the imaginaries of sustainable states in Europe that appear in authoritative
government documents and that reflect, justify, and influence policymaking at the state level—and
that therefore may impact society more broadly. Government innovations on sustainability put in
motion imaginaries that present particular trajectories of transformation that may mobilize or disen-
gage (Pigott 2018). This is not to say that imaginaries can always be deliberately chosen and enforced
by those in power. Imaginaries are, on the contrary, co-produced by many different actors and institutions—
public officials, social movements, scientists, artists, journalists, experts, and citizens (Jasanoff 2015;
Milkoreit 2017, 9). In our analysis, then, we do not seek so much to uncover the motives or agents
behind an imaginary of the sustainable state as to highlight and compare its most prominent features.
Before presenting our results, we explain in the following section our methods and cases.

Method and materials

Imaginaries are difficult to capture, and there is no agreement on the proper method to assess them
(Rudek 2022). Imaginaries, as we understand them, cannot easily be put into words; they work at a
visual, affective, and often unconscious level (Arruda 2015, 129). We therefore use a multi-modal
critical discourse analysis (CDA) to identify and map the political imaginaries of the sustainable state
in four countries.

CDA refers to a set of approaches that is used, applied, and developed by many scholars with
varied disciplinary backgrounds, research methods, agendas, and tools. The manifold differences
notwithstanding, what all these approaches have in common is the general idea that CDA is “critical”
in the sense that it attends to power relations, contradictions, exclusions, and inequalities in social
interaction (van Dijk 2015; Wodak 1999, 186). CDA does not simply describe discourses but also
evaluates them in terms of their impact on society, alignment with certain values, relation to social
wrongs, and their impact on the production and disruption of hegemonies (Fairclough 2013). Although
there has traditionally been a focus on spoken and written texts, CDA also attends to other semiotic
elements of a discourse that play a role in producing meaning (Fairclough 2013; Machin and Mayr
2013). We explicitly attend to images through a multi-modal version of CDA (Machin and Mayr
2013: 363). According to Ruth Wodak (2014, 304), the aim of CDA is to “make the implicit explicit.”
Our aim, then, is to “make the implicit explicit” by identifying, describing, and comparing the con-
structions of agency, technologies, temporalities, and rationalities appearing in the political imaginaries
of the sustainable state.

Table 1. Case selection.

Criteria Germany Norway Italy UK
Geographical Position Central North South West
Member of EU Yes No Yes No
Climate Change Performance Index* 16 9 43 6
Vulnerability/Readiness** 8 1 36 6

* From the 2025 Climate Change Performance Index Report (https://ccpi.org).
** From the ND-GAIN country index (https://gain-new.crc.nd.edu/ranking/vulnerability).
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As shown in Table 1, our case selection of the four states offers geographical variation and differences
in relation to European Union (EU) membership, indicating that the states have dissimilar concerns
and interests with regard to climate change and that we can expect to capture distinct imaginaries in
our analysis. Indeed, the four states show different levels of ambition and performance in relation to
environmental policy and vulnerability to climate change. Although ambition and performance are
difficult to measure, there are indices providing a ranking of the different countries that offer a helpful
approximation, and that are included in Table 1. As Annex I and II parties to the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), all four countries are committed to “nationally
determined contributions” (United Nations 2015; Dubash 2021), and therefore, we could expect to find
comprehensive national strategies for our analysis. Finally, our selection is also partially determined by
our collective linguistic competencies; a prerequisite for providing reliable and nuanced descriptions of
country-specific imaginaries is that we could read the material in the respective original languages.

First, Germany has enshrined ambitious climate targets in the 2019 Federal Climate Change Act
(OECD 2023). Its “Energiewende,” through which nuclear and fossil fuels will be replaced by renew-
able energy, is widely celebrated, although also criticized from across the political spectrum in Germany
(Krtiger 2022). Germany is regarded as a leader of environmental policymaking—although there is
some skepticism around these claims (Haas 2021); the country’s impressive emissions reductions since
1990 are at least in part due to the shutting of East German powerplants and industry following
reunification, for safety and efficiency reasons as much as anything else (Tobin and Wylie 2021, 94).

Second, Norway has been called a “frontrunner” in environmental policy and is a heavy investor
in technological innovation for sustainability transformation (OECD 2022a). It is nearly self-sufficient
in renewable energy (Hansen and Moe 2022). As an oil-producing state, however, Norway faces a
growing tension between petroleum production and sustainability and criticism for the separation of
these two policy areas (Bang and Lahn 2020).

Third, Italy is vulnerable to a range of natural hazards and is highly dependent on imports of
energy (OECD 2013). And yet historically, the environment was not awarded a high priority in its
national politics (Ghinoi and Steiner 2020, 217; OECD 2013). Despite ranking second in 2014 (behind
Germany) for deployment of renewables in Europe, Italy more recently has become a frontrunner in
dismantling European renewable energy policy (Prontera 2021, 1196).

Finally, the UK has a mixed track record of ambitious targets and underwhelming environmental
policy (Carter and Pearson 2022; OECD 2022b). Presently, the country is seen as lagging far behind
other European countries, which may be at least partly the outcome of the tendency of the govern-
ment’s refusal to act as a strong regulator (Bloomfield and Steward, 2024, 304) but also its “anti-net
zero populism” (Paterson et al. 2024).

The strategies of the four states for pursuing sustainability are laid out in publications that we
took as primary material. Although clearly there are many documents on sustainability and environ-
mental policy, we limited our analysis to documents published by national/state agencies (see Table 2).

We conducted an initial exploratory reading of the words and images' in the documents to inspect
the overall content and to determine an initial coding system for our analysis.? This was followed

Table 2. Material selection.

State Germany Norway Italy UK
Name of report 1. Klimaschutzprogramm der 1. Norway’s Climate Action Piano Nazionale 1. Net Zero Strategy:
Bundesregierung Plan for 2021-2030 Integrato per I'Energia  Build Back Greener
(Climate Action Programme of the 2. Klima | Endring— e il Clima (PNIEC) 2. UK Net Zero Research
Federal Government) sammen for et (National Integrated and Innovation
2. Update of the Integrated National klimarobust samfunn Plan for Energy and Framework
Climate and Energy Plan (NECP) (A Changing Climate— Climate)
for Germany Together for a
Climate-proof Society)
Author Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs Ministry of Climate and Ministry for Environment UK HM Government
and Climate Action Environment and Energy Security
(Synthesis)
Year 1. 2023 1. 2022 2024 1. 2021
2. 2024 2. 2023 2. 2023
Page extent 1. 27 1. 232 488 1. 368
2. 417 2. 84 2. 93
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by several readings as part of an “abductive process” of moving back and forth between the empirical
material and our theoretical assumptions (Wodak 1999). Our readings allowed us to highlight prev-
alent features of the imaginaries and to test and refine the code structure. By comparing the findings,
we arrived at four main code categories:

1. Agencies: Who are the agents of the sustainable state? What is the role of the state and other
actors (e.g., citizens, residents, markets, civil society) in sustainability governance?

2. Technologies: How is the state to achieve sustainability? Which instruments, systems, and forms
of knowledge are needed for sustainability?

3. Temporalities: When does a sustainable state emerge? Does it exist in the present or in the
future? How does the pathway to sustainability unfold?

4. Rationalities: Why is sustainability important? On what basis is policy and transformation
justified?

We attended to both words and images in the documents to populate these categories for each
country, examining who and what is (and is not) represented as central to sustainability transforma-
tion and governance, the depiction of the pace and scope of events and processes, and the justification
and legitimization of policy on sustainability.

Imaginaries of the sustainable state in Europe
Germany and the imaginary of ecological modernity

Germany, as indicated above, has frequently portrayed itself as a leader of environmental politics
(Schreurs 2016, 114), with a strong presence of environmental movements, an abundance of envi-
ronmental legislation, and an active and successful Green Party, which was, in 1998, the first such
party to be elected into the federal government (Haas 2021).

Indeed, scholars widely describe Germany as a pioneer of strong “ecological modernization” (Dryzek
et al. 2002, 674; Janicke and Jorgens 2023; Tobin and Wylie 2021, 94). Ecological modernization
involves the transition away from a polluting economy to an environmentally friendly one through
investment in technological development. Technological innovation and economic competitiveness
and environmental protection are not seen as contradictory in this imaginary, but on the contrary
are expected to be mutually reinforcing (Machin 2019; Schojan et al. 2024).

It is not surprising, then, that the dominant imaginary we find in the material of the German
government is that of ecological modernity. In this imaginary, climate protection drives the innovation
and development of future technologies and of German industry as well as energy security. As the
document Klimaschutzprogramm der Bundesregierung (The Federal Government’s Climate-Protection
Program) states, “The transition to climate neutrality offers many opportunities for a good future”
(BMWK 2023, 1).

This document is an updated version of an earlier Climate Action Program from 2016 and outlines
the German government’s key policy agendas to tackle climate change. It emphasizes a plurality of
different technologies, including e-fuels, hydrogen, and carbon capture and storage (CCS), and por-
trays digitalization as supportive of sustainability (rather than a drain on energy and resources). What
is of interest here is not only that this technological plurality builds the picture of German industrial
strength, innovation capacity, and leadership, but that these are technologies that have not yet been
fully developed to support energy transition, but are imagined as being so in the future, giving this
imaginary a distinct temporality of deferred innovation.

Crucial here is the active role played by the state as the primary agent in the imaginary. Traditionally,
Germany has been known for its corporatism—a model of governing in which the state coordinates
the negotiations between social and economic actors and for consensus-based decision making (Streeck
1999). The country’s environmental policy has, in the past, been built on the support of industry
(Knill and Lenschow 1998). This resonates with the idea of the Vater Staat and the state as a fatherly
figure or caretaker who functions as a “moderator” of equal ownership of progress (Schimank 2009).
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Indeed, in this imaginary of the sustainable state, the state assumes the role of moderator in cli-
mate action while protecting both economy and society from the urgent danger of climate change.
The German Federal Government is given the responsibility of tackling climate change while simul-
taneously maintaining living standards and economic competitiveness, ensuring social justice by
“securing a life of prosperity for all people in this country” and “protecting the freedom of future
generations” (BMWK 2023, 1). This win-win picture is one from which it is hard to dissent—the
imaginary of ecological modernity smooths over any ideological discord or material hardship and puts
Germany as an innovator of environmental policy and technological development on the pathway to
a clean green future.

Norway and the imaginary of ecological stewardship

The government of Norway has pledged to be entirely carbon neutral by 2030 and is renowned for
its green investments. As the homeland of Gro Harlem Brundtland, it might be expected that the
country would be a leader in environmental policy. However, and in contrast to Germany, scholars
have described Norway as promoting “weak ecological modernization” (Dryzek et al. 2002). This is
because of the active inclusion of civil society organizations as “arms of the state,” which undermines
their potential to ask critical questions (Dryzek et al. 2002, 670; Fasting and Serensen 2021, 151).

It is indeed striking that while the imaginary presents the Norwegian state as a principal agent
positioned to set targets, to regulate, restrict, and monitor, it also at the same time portrays the state
working alongside an active society in which all public authorities, businesses and industries, civil
society, families, and individuals contribute to reaching the national climate goals. In contrast to the
German imaginary, in which the state is a coordinator of negotiation, here the state plays the role
of partner with the whole community. Agency is therefore given to “everyone” Conlflict, tradeoffs, or
losses are notably absent in this imaginary, whereas “joint effort” is expected from across Norwegian
society.

We label the imaginary in the Norwegian documents as environmental stewardship. Environmental
stewardship aligns with the ethics of collective ecological management and the intertwining of nature
and identity (Barry and Smith 2008, 565). In this imaginary, protection of the environment is simul-
taneously the conservation of the traditional Norwegian way of life, characterized by outdoor activities
and embedded in nature. The portrayal of climate change as a threat to this way of life reflects, on
one hand, the expectation that sustainability involves a series of holistic tasks for all, and on the
other, the tendency to portray Nordic cultures as homogenous (Keskinen et al. 2019, 1).

The identity of Norwegian culture as inseparable from the natural environment is further reified
by the frequent use of images of children playing outdoors and of distinctively Nordic landscapes of
glaciers, mountains, rivers, and forests. Just over a third of the images in the documents that we
analyzed (21 out of 62) showed Norway’s pristine nature and wilderness and four more were of
children and outdoor activities. Noticeably, however, coverage of the identity and agency of indigenous
peoples is very sketchy. Only one image—a picture of grazing reindeer—represented the indigenous
Sami culture. Ironically, however, diminishing areas for reindeer herding have been blamed by scholars
on the green colonialist tendencies of the Scandinavian renewable energy transition (Kuokkanen 2023).

The climate-action plan certainly, albeit briefly, addresses the vulnerability of traditional Sdmi
lifestyles and cultural practices to climate change (Norwegian Ministry of Climate and the Environment
2023, 30). The documents also acknowledge that the Sami peoples have special knowledge about
living in the Arctic. However, this indigenous knowledge is not mentioned as part of finding solutions
to climate change and other environmental concerns.

Instead, emphasis is placed on the importance of global scientific expertise as the dominant “tech-
nology” of the imaginary. Reflecting this characterization were the frequent appearances of illustrations
of scientific information, appearing in the form of graphs and maps (26 out of 62 images). A par-
ticularity of this imaginary is that it includes the preservation of domestic oil and gas production,
albeit in a new, “greener” form. New technologies and prototypes such as oil tankers powered by
volatile organic compounds (VOCs) (Norwegian Ministry of Climate and the Environment 2022, 100,
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102) and retrofitted oil-supply ships, that can use more sustainable ammonia as fuel are presented
as essential tools to reduce the carbon emissions stemming from the extraction and transport of oil
and natural gas (noticeably without factoring in the emissions from the use of these fossil fuels
abroad).

According to this imaginary, then, sustainable transformation is not conceived as an aspirational
goal only to be realized in the future. The temporality in this imaginary is distinct: Norway has
already begun to deploy technologies, implement regulatory measures, and develop public awareness
to preserve what Norway has—not for distant future generations but for Norwegians today. In short,
sustainability is important to the country because it is essential for being Norwegian. By drawing on
scientific expertise, promoting green technologies, and encouraging everyone to support sustainable
transformation, the Norwegian state is already protecting the Norwegian way of life.

Italy and the imaginary of energy security

Unlike the imaginaries of Germany and Norway, the imaginary we find in Italy does not place the
state in a leadership position. On the contrary, the imaginary we find in the Italian document pres-
ents a reluctant, passive, and, to some extent, skeptical state with regard to climate change and
renewable energy policy. Such passivity to climate policy is displayed not only by the blatant lack of
ambitious targets but also through the emphasis on compliance with only the very minimum require-
ments for decarbonization set out at the European level of governance, which are depicted as external
obligations. Explicit criticism is directed toward the previous national plan issued in 2019 for setting
“very ambitious sectoral and comprehensive targets, in some cases higher than the mandatory ones”
(Italian Government 2024, 5).

Environmental issues have traditionally only had a marginal position in Italian politics (Ghinoi
and Steiner 2020). Historically, parties of the right have campaigned and governed against climate-change
initiatives (Prontera 2021) and the current government, led by Prime Minister and leader of the
far-right Brothers of Italy Party, Giorgia Meloni, is not an exception. So, while the release of the first
National Integrated Plan for Energy and Climate in 2019 might have provided the opportunity for
a change of direction in the Italian political debate about climate change, pointing toward a more
active and dutiful strategy of framing, assessing, and tackling climate change and related issues, the
revised version of the plan presented in Summer 2024 clearly pursues the goal of dismantling renew-
able energy policy (Prontera 2021). The document seems to be aligned with the portrayal of energy
transition by many contemporary European far-right parties as a threat to national sovereignty
(Campolongo et al. 2024; Machin and Ruser 2019).

In the National Integrated Plan for Energy and Climate, Italy is depicted as potentially playing a
leading role in regional energy security through strategic positioning as a Mediterranean hub for
natural gas, allowing the country to reduce its energy dependence on any single country, in a context
of global instability. Our analysis, therefore, detects here an imaginary of energy security, in which
the pathway toward decarbonization is desirable insofar as it provides energy independence and
freedom, as well as a political and economic opportunity to both strengthen the national economy
and to regain strategic centrality in the European Community.

This imaginary involves a mix of technological solutions, one of which is nuclear power, indicating a
renaissance of the Italian nuclear industry (Catanzaro 2023) that was once a pioneer (Di Nucci 2006). Its
temporality is characterized by a certain level of urgency but also a level of orderliness, “a moment to
rethink the system” (Italian Government 2024, 5) and a “prudent and realistic” set of strategies and actions
while transitioning to a decarbonized economy and society (Italian Government 2024, 7-9).

The imaginary is distinctly technocratic, as is illustrated by the fact that of the many images in
the documents, none were actual pictures. Instead, all 98 images were of figures or graphs displaying
economic statistics, financial information, and technical measurements—for example, representations
of the “Ttalian boot” that showed national gas grids, pipelines, and sites for various planned activities.

Interestingly, however, an awareness of the social and economic burdens imposed by the energy
transition was a key part of this imaginary. The document proposed different forms of protective



8 A.MACHIN ET AL.

measures to meet the needs of the most vulnerable. Such apparent concern correlates with the obser-
vation that supporters of far-right parties disproportionately include those who are disadvantaged by
environmental policies (e.g., those in carbon-intensive industries) and the concomitant rejection of
global climate policy as “elitist” (Lockwood 2018, 718; Machin and Wagener 2019). There is also an
explicit mention of the importance of public and stakeholder consultation that should take place
through online meetings and surveys, although these appear more as “top-down” mechanisms of
policy legitimation rather than “bottom-up” initiatives of credible and active participation.

To summarize, the imaginary of the sustainable state found in the Italian documents is one in
which the passive state cautiously and reluctantly pursues energy security through technological
innovation and stakeholder consultation, with an urgency that is circumscribed by an awareness of
the burdens of transitions.

UK and the imaginary of green growth

While in the 1980s analysts frequently referred to the UK as the “Dirty Man of Europe,” by the 2000s the
country had become somewhat of a European leader in climate politics (Burns and Carter 2018). Indeed,
the UK Climate Change Act of 2008 and the creation of the Committee on Climate Change as a cross-party
and independent body were innovations that were widely regarded by political leaders, environmentalists,
trade unions, industry, and the media as landmark commitments on climate policy, marking a historical
shift (Lockwood 2013). However, the committee has no formal powers and the ambitious targets and
rhetoric of the Conservative Party, in government from 2010 until 2024, were belied by its failure to imple-
ment effective policy (Carter and Pearson 2022, 169). This was not a matter of low salience; on the contrary,
net zero became highly politicized within the Conservative Party (Carter and Pearson 2022, 163), leading
to a diagnosis of backlash and “anti-net zero populism” with roots within the party (Paterson et al. 2024).
Indeed, the UK government under Prime Minister Rishi Sunak abolished its net zero pledge, in what has
been described as a “populist U-turn” (Bloomfield and Steward 2024, 303). Moreover, Brexit has provoked
widespread concern that leaving the EU would lead to regulatory gaps, policy retrenchment, and ultimately
a fundamental destabilization of UK environmental politics (Burns and Carter 2018).

Against this background, the Build Back Greener Report, published in 2021 under the government
of then Prime Minister Boris Johnson, promoted a strong and uncompromising imaginary of green
growth, in which environmental policy is not a brake but a driver for economic growth (Jacobs 2013).
In line with this characterization, the document promises a “green industrial revolution...made in
Britain” (UK Government 2021, 15). In his foreword to the report, Johnson states that the shift to
a sustainable economy will create new industry as well as new “green” jobs (UK Government 2021,
8). This section is followed by a foreword by Kwasi Kwarteng (then Secretary of State for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy) that explicitly states that economic growth and reducing emissions
can go hand-in-hand (UK Government 2021, 10). The mutuality (rather than simple compatibility)
between economic growth and environmental sustainability is one of the main storylines of ecological
modernization, as explained above in relation to Germany. In the green growth imaginary, however,
environmental sustainability almost entirely disappears behind the “good news” that catastrophic
climate change can be avoided (UK Government 2021, 14) and that no sacrifice whatsoever will be
needed by consumers (UK Government 2021, 16). Moreover, technological innovation is portrayed
as a smooth process in which new technologies appear and costs are reduced, implying that the
change will occur automatically; the temporality here is a matter of easy transition that is broken up
into “bitesize chunks” (UK Government 2021, 17).

The Build Back Greener report was followed two years later by a policy document entitled UK Net
Zero Research Innovation Framework. This text sets out the scientific and technological challenges
foreseen by the government, led by Rishi Sunak at the time, a few months before he notoriously
announced a “watering down” of the UK’s net zero policies (Horton 2023). Although this is a more
specifically focused document, it nevertheless promotes the same imaginary of a “prosperous and
efficient transition to net zero,” of a green growth that will inevitably benefit consumers (UK
Government 2023, 6) and of the huge opportunity afforded to industry by a transition to a low-carbon
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economy (UK Government 2023, 16). Government support is mentioned as necessary for catalyzing
and de-risking private sector investment (UK Government 2023, 9). Again, the role of the state here
is simply to guide and invest in the pathways to net zero. Unlike the German imaginary of ecological
modernity, the main agent in this imaginary is the market.

Both the state and the environment move to the very margins of this imaginary, which has at its
center technological innovation and market investments. The pictures in the two documents further
illustrate this imaginary: of a total of 87 images, 46 are of technology (e.g., wind turbines, electric
vehicles), 23 are graphs or diagrams, and 14 are of people (workers with hard hats or laptops). Only
four depict non-human nature (Table 3).

Discussion: differences and similarities

The four imaginaries we delineate above have similarities and differences in terms of who, how, when,
and why of sustainability transformation. The imaginaries offer dissimilar pictures of the main agent
of change, the technologies that are used, the time frame for change, and the justifications for it.
They also construct and reify the relations between the public, the market, and the state in strikingly
different ways. For instance, while in the (German) imaginary of ecological modernity and the
(Norwegian) imaginary of environmental stewardship, the state plays an active role as either a coor-
dinator or partner, in the Italian imaginary of energy security and the British imaginary of green
growth, the state is far more passive. This is a key difference between the German and British imag-
inaries that both emphasize the importance of leadership and both promote the role of market
mechanisms. In the German imaginary, the market demands support from the state. In the British
imaginary, in contrast, the market works automatically, in line with the neoliberal ideas of economic
rationality and free markets (Hatzisavvidou 2020). Although we don't have space to discuss it here,
the different roles allocated to the state presumably have implications for the negotiations around
sustainability at the global level.

However, there are some striking similarities across all of the imaginaries. First, they all promote
technological innovation and market mechanisms over more radical cultural change. Indeed, three of
the imaginaries offer a picture in which social transformations can be ushered in smoothly without
any ramifications on employment opportunities or regulations around building, agriculture, and
transportation. Perhaps unsurprisingly, imaginaries of ecological modernization, environmental stew-
ardship, and green growth proffer an image of cohesion and consensus in which energy is secure,
growth is ongoing, stakeholders agree on the stakes, and consumers continue to consume.

Second, and relatedly, no conflict between the different actors appears in these three imaginaries
and can therefore be accused of removing the politics from sustainability transformation. These
imaginaries offer a depoliticized picture of the processes of policymaking, matching the depoliticizing
tendencies of accusations have been made about the political imaginary of the European Green Deal
(Machin 2025). We suggest that these imaginaries preclude any possibility of democratic discussion
and fail to engage with the inevitable disagreements, challenges, and exclusions posed by sustainability

Table 3. Dominant imaginaries of four European states.

Country Imaginary Agency (Who?) Technology (How?) Temporality (When?) Rationality (Why?)
Germany  Ecological Active state A diverse range of technologies Deferred innovation  Environmental protection
Modernity “Vater Staat” needed: digitalization, CCS, and economic growth
hydrogen, renewable energy are reinforcing
mix
Norway  Environmental “Everyone”: the state Expert knowledge Transition is already ~ The Norwegian way of life
Stewardship is a partner with occurring must be protected
society
Italy Energy Security  Passive state Research and consultation, Urgent, but realisticc, Opportunity for Italy to
diversification of technologies, orderly, and reduce energy
including nuclear power cautious transition dependencies
UK Green Growth Markets: the role of Market mechanisms and Step-by-step Britain can lead the way
the state is to government investment transition toward a “green
invest and industrial revolution”

“de-risk”
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transition (Ruser 2023). This veiling of political conflicts implies that, ultimately, these imaginaries
will deviate from the unfolding everyday realities, socioeconomic struggles, and democratic debates
of a transforming world.

The imaginary of energy security that we find in Italy, however, proves to be an exception in that
it includes the environmental and social risks that a green transition might pose and allows space
for disagreement and conflicts (albeit only for present generations—the conflicting interests of future
generations and nonhuman nature are not included). And yet in this imaginary, the state takes a
back-seat role in environmental and climate politics. This leads us to ponder the question of whether
acknowledgement of the difficulties of transition always correlates with a lack of aspiration for lead-
ership to drive the sustainability transition. Is awareness of the difficulties and disagreements of social
change and ambition in environmental policymaking mutually exclusive?

Finally, a third similarity is the exclusion of other types of knowledge. All four imaginaries neglect
the role of indigenous, local, or “lay” knowledges that potentially offer a different account of what
constitutes a legitimate, just, and effective transformation (Hatzisavvidou 2024; Thompson and Ban
2022). Although Norway acknowledges its indigenous Sami people, there is no substantive reference
to, or engagement with, their knowledge and experience of socioecological challenges and sustainability
policies. This is a concern that invites further discussion.

Conclusion: imaginaries beyond?

Transformation is underpinned by the background understandings that delineate what is possible and
what is not. Our analysis has explored and interrogated some of these different background under-
standings by identifying, comparing, and categorizing the dominant political imaginaries of the sus-
tainable state. We have found four quite distinct imaginaries—of ecological modernity, environmental
stewardship, energy security, and green growth—that feature within authoritative texts and that reflect
and reinforce powerful normative assumptions.

These imaginaries have implications for environmental politics and for the populations of Germany,
Norway, Italy, and the UK—and many others around the world who are impacted by the decisions
made by these states. We do not claim that the boundaries of these imaginaries correspond exactly
to the four states, that they are widespread throughout society, or that they are fixed in place. There
will be shifts, especially when new governments come into power with distinct ideas, agendas, and
commitments or when challenges such as international conflicts emerge. Alternative imaginaries cir-
culate, resonate, and stick, within and beyond, these four countries.

If, as we have suggested, the dominant imaginaries that we have identified do not offer any pros-
pect of radical transformation, then those demanding substantive change might well call for the
building of new imaginaries that can offer alternatives, counter the status quo, and mobilize citizens.
The struggle between political imaginaries can be seen as inevitable in the ongoing attempts at closure
of the social order. We argue that a significant part of any chance for real transformation is located
in this struggle over the political imagination.

Notes

1. The German document does not contain any images.
2. Our initial coding scheme used the following categories: role of the state, inclusivity, climate change, level
of urgency, tools and technology, and tone.
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