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Abstract 
 
One of the peculiar things about institutions, made laws, is that they are both a product of and 
involved in the process of producing ideas.  This is one of the reasons why they are of such 
central importance for the study of sustainability: because they are intimately involved in the 
process through which humans and human societies go about developing their self 
understandings of environmental place.  The Janus-faced character of institutions has both 
ontological and epistemological implications for how they may be effectively studied.  
Ontologically, there is wide acceptance across the social sciences and humanities that something 
institution-like plays an important role in social organisation, while there is, at the same time, a 
great diversity of concrete ontological positions regarding what actually constitutes an 
institution, and indeed whether or not it makes any sense to talk about institutions as 
independent objects.  Epistemologically, insofar as the idea of institutions is understood to be 
ontologically relevant, and insofar as this is understood to include their involvement in the 
process of producing ideas, and assuming that modern scientific knowledge production is an 
ordinary human practice, embedded, like any other ordinary human practice, in an institutional 
context, the meta-ontological positioning (i.e. within the self-understanding of environmental 
place of societies involved in producing modern scientific knowledge, and within the societies 
impacted by this) of particular ontologies of institutionality can be understood to have 
implications for how ideas, including ideas about institutions, are generated within modern 
science.  Taking that proposition as a point of departure, this lecture and the associated working 
paper aim to develop a rough inventory and mapping of the variety of modern science 
ontologies of institutionality available to inter- and transdisciplinary teams of investigators that 
are concerned with better understanding how institutions are involved in facilitating both 
virtuous and vicious anthropogenic environmental impacts. 
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