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Introduction 

There are two major challenges that produce worldwide concern, currently being overshado-
wed while being exacerbated by the ongoing COVID19 pandemic – climate change and the 
increase of inequalities in and between countries. While voices from academia, arts, politics, 
activism and civil society vividly try to raise awareness, both crises are still largely discussed 
separately, or at least without systematically integrating their interaction and entanglement. 
In this research position, I explain the nexus between ecological and social sustainability, 
analyze why climate change and inequality issues fundamentally clash with mainstream or-
ganization and management studies and present suggestions for paradigmatic changes when 
it comes to a future-oriented research agenda, exemplified by alternative organizing. 

The Nexus Between Social and Ecological Sustainability 

The causes and consequences of climate change are embedded within power relations and 
are therefore inextricably linked to inequalities in and between countries. On the one hand, 
ecologically detrimental emissions such as household carbon footprints are unequally distri-
buted. Affluence is an important driver for negative environmental impacts (Wiedmann et al. 
2020) as people living in affluent conditions are responsible for the largest share of carbon 
emissions due to consumption (Ivanova and Wood 2020). As one of the major polluters, 90 
fossil fuel corporations are responsible for almost two-thirds of cumulative global green-
house gas emissions from 1751 and 2010 (with more than 50 percent emitted since 1986) 
(Carbon Disclosure Project 2017). At the same time, the detrimental consequences of climate 
change are disproportionally affecting the underpaid and power-distant in various ways 
(Menton et al. 2020). This happens on inter-state levels, where poorer countries serve as 
waste-disposals for industrialized nations or whole populations lose their homes to floods, 
sea levels rising or plagues. It is also relevant within countries, where unhealthy living con-
ditions in polluted areas due to heavy traffic, irresponsible farming or industrial waste do not 
affect the privileged. Social and ecological crisis resulting from climate change align with 
already prevalent inequality regimes based on class, gender and race/migration relations. Cli-
mate change is an accelerant for already precarious social and political challenges, exacerba-
ting supply shortages in terms of food and water, the rise of sea levels, and the reduction of 
bio-diversity. This has real potential to lead to governance failures, and an increase of irre-
gular and forced migration flows and global conflicts (World Economic Forum 2019). 

In response, sustainability studies scholars pointed to the need for a paradigm shift nearly 
twenty years ago. “Sustainability (…) cannot be simply a ‘green’ or ‘environmental’ concern 
(…). A truly sustainable society is one where wider questions of social needs and welfare, 
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