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About me….

• Science-policy-society relations

• The politics of knowledge

• Biodiversity and nature 

conservation

• Intergovernmental Panel on 

Biodiversity and Ecosystem 

Services (IPBES) 

https://www.utwente.nl/en/bms/kites/#

https://www.utwente.nl/en/bms/kites/


A global polycrisis of intersecting environmental 
and social problems 



Conservation is not saving nature

Image credit: Jerry van Dijk



The proliferation of stopgap measures

• We become ever 

more effective at 

mopping the floor

• But we do not close 

the tap

• And we even allow 

the tap to grow 



Why are we not making (more)  progress?



Norms and values that govern research

• Neutrality

• Evidence

• Relevance

• Effectiveness

• Efficiency

• Turnhout, E. 20204 A better knowledge is possible: transforming environmental science for justice and 
pluralism. Environmental Science & Policy

• Turnhout, E. & Lynch, C.R. 20204. Raising the carbonised forest: science and technologies of singularisation. 
Environmental and Planning F: Philosophy, Theory, Models and Practice.



The dangerous illusion of neutrality

..within these (IPCC) models we have entire things like 

imaginary technologies like carbon removal from the 

atmosphere that are only in the models in order to protect 

existing powerful industries. And when we’re told within the 

IPCC“Oh, you shouldn’t be political, you shouldn’t be policy 

prescriptive”. But we are acting in a politicised domain. Climate 

change has been politicized by these industries …wehave to give

ourselves the right to not just observe…. If we don’t fight to 

expose these interconnections……we will reproduce it and we 

will constantly be contributing to make things worse.. 

(Steinberger https://youtu.be/j9LzajO1sWw)



The dangerous illusion of neutrality

“If you are neutral in situations of 
injustice, you have chosen the side of 
the oppressor. If an elephant has its 
foot on the tail of a mouse and you say 
that you are neutral, the mouse will 
not appreciate your neutrality.” 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu

“We must always take sides. 
Neutrality helps the 
oppressor, never the victim. 
Silence encourages the 
tormentor, never the 
tormented” Elie Wiesel

“The hottest places in hell are reserved for 
those who in a period of moral crisis 

maintain their neutrality. There comes a 
time when silence becomes betrayal.” 

Martin Luther King

“Washing one’s hands of 
the conflict between the 
powerful and the 
powerless means to side 
with the powerful, not to 
be neutral.” Paulo Freire



Measurementality

Turnhout et al.2014 Environment and Planning

Science and 
research

Policies and 
decisions

Framing of 
knowedge using 
relevant terms

The problem of relevance



“There is a problematic circularity at work here: scientific knowledge and its 

attendant political rationality defines the object of climate and biodiversity 

governance. The same forms of global knowledge, now under demand for 

ever-greater precision, are then used by new global governance systems to 

regulate the planet to this end. Knowledge and power embrace tightly as 

globalized knowledge conditions the political imaginary of global 

environmental governance and vice versa: how one knows constrains how 

one governs and how one governs shapes what one needs to know”. 

Turnhout, Hulme and Dewulf 2016, COSUST

The problem of relevance



Solutionism and its problems
• Strong preference in research, policy, and society for addressing problems with  

clear causal narratives

• They enable discrete and isolated ‘solutions’ whose effectiveness can be assessed in 

an evidence-based way

• Relevance and efficiency justify the exclusive focus on these solutions and the 

evidence they require

• Neutrality prevents the open questioning of these frames

• This marginalizes actions that are not seen as rational or feasible and that do not 

have a strong evidence base. Because they are not taking place, because research 

about these actions is underfunded, or because their cause effect relations are 

difficult to quantify



Science’s role has been reduced to the 
accountant of destruction and it has become an 
obstacle for the transformations it continues to 
call for 

Michler:https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-05-26-neoliberalism-and-
sustainable-use-are-cut-from-the-same-paradigm/

Nikofurik: https://thetyee.ca/Opinion/2019/05/28/Stop-Battle-Against-Biodiversity/



Transdisciplinarity and the paradox of inclusion



Transdisciplinarity and the paradox of inclusion



Framing and its consequences

• Framing is inevitable. Research and policy derive from frames that 

define what the problem is

• These problem frames shape what solutions are seen as feasible 

and rational  and what knowledge is needed

• Inequities between knowledge systems,  worldviews, or modes of 

governance lead to certain frames gaining dominance over others

• Dominant frames will become normalized; they will be seen as 

reality and rationality

• And this justifies the exclusion and marginalisation of alternative 

frames, knowledge, and solutions as unrealistic, irrelevant, 

ineffective, inefficient, irrational, anti-scientific, and political



Knowledge inequities



The imperative of transformation

• Not just ‘doing things better’ but ‘do better things’

• Elevate alternative frames that put the spotlight on the root causes of 

the problem

• Challenge dominant frames and dismantle the power structures and 

interests (in science, policy, and society) that keep these in place

• A key step is to change research programming and priorities towards 

pluralism and justice: equal power relations between diverse 

paradigms, norms and conceptions of what good research is and how 

it should relate to policy and society



Thank you
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