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Foreword

The separation of the environment from its social contexts may be seen at the 
root of the interlocking social, environmental, and climate crises we face today. 
With the adoption of Agenda 2030 in 2015, the international community finally 
acknowledged the need to address questions of the economy, society, and envi-
ronment in one frame. This acknowledgment has entered international agree-
ments through the 17 Sustainable Development Goals in Agenda 2030. But what 
might this mean in practice for different places and for the people living in these 
places in different parts of the world? As a recent issue on rural sustainability 
in Europe showed us (Arora-Jonsson et al., 2023), what sustainability means in 
one place may be quite different from another. This is where Salvatore Monaco’s 
book on Identity, Territories, and Sustainability comes to our aid. The author 
takes on the arduous and much needed task of getting to the bottom of the rela-
tionship between territorial and collective identities, territorial policies, and what 
that might imply for sustainability.

Territories have been defined as bounded spaces – regulated, policed, and 
given meaning by the state and people. Territorial policies, including those seek-
ing to promote sustainable development, may be seen as ways of influencing and 
controlling resources and people in a bounded space. The disregard of peoples, 
territories, and culture in policy-making in favor of the belief  in science and eco-
nomic development to solve our environmental and social problems are what I 
have come to see as the blind spots of policy-making. These blind spots lead us to 
overestimate our ability to do what is right and to act undemocratically without 
necessarily meaning to do so. Policymakers continue to treat as merely technical 
matters and decisions that are actually social and political ones and disregard the 
insight that culture too is politics (Arora-Jonsson, 2017).

Through the various chapters in his book, Salvatore Monaco brings culture, 
identity, and everyday relationships back into a discussion on sustainability. He 
stresses the importance of considering the complex interweaving of social, cul-
tural, political, historical, and biophysical factors in shaping different sustain-
ability trajectories in each place. Drawing on diverse case studies from around 
the world, the author demonstrates how environmental and social justice con-
cerns have gained prominence in public debates and how territorial policies shape 
sustainability actions.

Sustainability in policy-making could be both positive and negative. As  
Stiernström (2023) shows us, defining a policy as sustainable can make it appear 
“just and good” regardless of what the policy infers and even if  this entails the 
sacrifice of rural territories, such as by mining operations.
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Salvatore Monaco’s case studies examine diverse sustainability outcomes 
through the examination of grassroots movements and their role in shaping envi-
ronmental and social justice discourses. He shows the pitfalls of territorial poli-
cies, such as those promoting the “green revolution” in countries in the global 
South, that disregarded traditional practices and local identities in favor of West-
ern agricultural models. This resulted in the loss of biodiversity, environmental 
degradation, economic vulnerability, and lasting health problems.

Importantly, the book highlights the importance of taking the natural envi-
ronment seriously and the differences that arise in different environments in 
relation to inland water bodies, land, forests, seas, or mountains. He brings atten-
tion to the work carried out by people, eco-social work, and championing social 
justice critical for sustainable territorial development.

As we navigate the many challenges with him, the book brings home to us all 
the importance of how collaboration and territorial identities can be catalysts for 
positive change, ushering in an equitable, inclusive, and prosperous future.

Seema Arora-Jonsson
Department of Urban and Rural Development

Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences
Uppsala, Sweden
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