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SUMMARY.

Humanity is very close to missing a last chance 
to reach the broadly agreed Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs) in time. This insight is shared 
by most experts. Top-down approaches often 
face significant obstacles to implementation. 
To increase the speed and depth of the needed 
societal transformations the key change agents 
must be reached. These are the everyday actors, 
ordinary citizens, with their routines and habits. 
In order to reach them, cultural and regional 
diversities must be respected. In this context, 
the design and implementation of culturally and 
regionally differentiated pathways towards global 
sustainability calls for a stronger engagement of 
the humanities, social sciences, and the arts.
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1. Accelerating the progress towards achieving the Sus-
tainable Development Goals and implementing the UN 
“Decade of Action” successfully, requires a move from talk-
ing about sustainability to living sustainably. Such a shift 
implies the need to focus especially on peoples’ everyday 
practices. This includes developing policies that enable, 
promote and support radical change in peoples’ everyday 
actions.

2. Many sustainability policies stem from a human- 
nature dichotomy, understanding nature as humanity’s 
surrounding environment. Yet with our body we are our-
selves an integral part of nature, and we also incorporate it 
into our practices in specific ways, depending on what we 
are doing. This premise inverts the perspective on sustain-
ability from a nature-society opposition to a society-nature 
interdependent relation.

3. Most of the present crises find their roots in unintend-
ed, often foreseeable, problematic consequences of human 
actions that are, ultimately, of global significance. This im-
plies the need to frame the crisis as primarily a societal 
rather than purely an environmental issue, and to expand 
what is understood to be its knowledge base. 

We, the participants of the conference on “Humanities and 
Social Sciences for Sustainability” (October 21 – 22, 2020), 
organized in partnership with the Canadian and German 
Commissions for UNESCO, the International Council for 
Philosophy and the Human Sciences, the Social Sciences 
and Humanities Research Council of Canada, the World 
Academy of Art & Science, The Club of Rome, the Academia 
Europaea, and the International Geographical Union hav-
ing considered that the world is very close to the last chance 
to attain the broadly agreed Sustainable Development Goals

Declare that:

4. Establishing long-term sustainable ways of living re-
quires recognizing everyday practices as key drivers of the 
transformation. This calls for respecting those practices’ 
cultural, social, and regional diversity, as well as past ex-
periences of adaptation. In this context, the social sciences 
and the humanities must play a central role in shaping sus-
tainability policies.

5. Transformations towards living sustainably will be 
broadly accepted if they are co-developed by everyday peo-
ple, specific stakeholders, and policy-makers at all levels 
working together with academic experts and scientists. 
This implies a radical paradigm shift away from imposing 
“one size fits all” top-down strategies and towards specifi-
cally tailored approaches.

6. Cultural, social and natural dimensions of everyday 
practices are all inherently connected, locally embedded, 
and globally interrelated in specific ways. This insight re-
quires scholarship that transcends disciplinary silos while 
benefiting from each discipline’s findings, and is supported 
by new forms of research organization.

7. Genuine transdisciplinary research should provide in-
formation and insights in an accessible form, and facili tate 
participatory knowledge production. This requires sup-
porting bottom-up movements among relevant communi-
ties, allowing them to offer effective contributions and to 
take action. 

8. A deep societal transformation across generations re-
quires that young people are especially strongly involved 
in this shift from the start. This demands that they have 
access to robust information and education, civic involve-
ment, as well as political participation.

9. To establish culturally and regionally diverse ways of 
living sustainably, creativity and a new aesthetic are neces-
sary. How we do things depends very much on what they 
signify to us, how we see the world and our place in it. The 
arts in all their forms, together with the humanities and so-
cial sciences are crucial for expanding mindsets, providing 
new perspectives on ways of living. This shall allow human-
kind to move from the age of extraction towards cultures of 
regeneration, to reach the SDGs with increased speed and 
depth, and to ensure measurable success.

10.  To that end, we call upon all relevant political and 
scientific institutions, including funding agencies, to use 
the UN “Decade of Action” as a time to ensure that the cul-
tural dimension is at the core of sustainability programs. 
This  includes the need to:

-   Reframe the basic perspective from an environmental 
issue to a societal challenge 

-   Complement solution orientated top-down strategies 
with more inclusive, regionally differentiated  
problem-avoiding bottom-up approaches 

-   Promote participation of younger generations in  
decision-making processes 

-   Reform sustainability research, its funding and 
organization 

-   Strengthen transdisciplinary cooperation in all  
domains of research 

-   Revamp the curricula of all educational institutions, 
focusing on global social emergencies and their 
mastering 

-   Establish universities, research and  educational 
institutions as authentic examples for societal 
transformation  

-   Integrate the arts, as well as findings from the  
humanities and social sciences into the co-design  
of future, culturally and regionally diverse “ways  
of living sustainably”.
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