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Further reading

Background

In a world grappling with what Nancy Fraser calls the
“non-choice” between adaptation to globalisation and
the socioenvironmental damage it wreaks and the temp-
tation to look inwards gaining ground in many parts of
the world (not least in the guise of growing populism),
transformation should be at the forefront of our minds.
Given its association with ideas of development and pro-
gress, science can ill afford to shirk its responsibility to
find ways out of this unsustainable state of affairs, which
is threatening to make our planet uninhabitable. But how
do we actually put these transformations into practice in
our territories?

https://www.inee.cnrs.fr/fr/zones-ateliers
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The ‘transformative science’
dimension of sustainability
science

Sustainability science first emerged as a con-
cept in the early 2000s, and is supposed to
generate knowledge for the advancement of
sustainable development. But development,
as per the current definition framed in terms
of growth and GDP, is by no means sustain-
able: neither socially nor environmentally.
Even when growth is dressed up as being
“green” or "blue,” it is leading us down an
unsustainable path. Adaptation will obvi-
ously be necessary over the coming decade,
in order to soften the blow of the shocks yet
to come, but adaptation alone will not suf-
fice. A new “great transformation” will be
absolutely necessary to limit the scale and
frequency of the social and environmen-
tal disasters which are threatening the very
liveability of our planet. One branch of sus-
tainability science has taken transformation
to heart, championing joint research with
territorial actors, training and institutional
innovation. The idea of “transformative sci-
ence” represents a major turning point in the
history of science, and raises many questions
as to how science and society, and society
and politics, can interface effectively. The
issue of scientists’ individual positioning is of
clear significance. The aim of this short con-
tribution is to explain how a research infra-
structure - namely the Zone Atelier Network
(RZA, CNRS - Ecology & Environment) - is
positioning itself within this field, taking
concrete action to bring about transforma-
tion on multiple levels.
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The Zone Atelier network
as a field study in the philosophy
and action of transformation

A Zone Atelier (French for “workshop zone,”
often abbreviated to ZA) is a co-research initia-
tive involving researchers and territorial actors,
who join forces to better understand - from
a territorially rooted and long-term perspec-
tive - the workings and evolution of socio-eco-
systems, and thus to help these territories with
their sustainable transformation. There are
currently fifteen such zones. They are used to
develop and test new approaches designed to
improve and facilitate interdisciplinary research,
particularly research combining input from
earth and life science and human and social
sciences, not to forget engineering sciences.
They also serve to develop and test methods
for facilitating joint research involving higher
education and research professionals working
in partnership with different types of actors and
territorial stakeholders (managers, local author-
ities, SMEs, non-profit organisations, other
sectors of education). The central hypothesis
underpinning ZA networks is that the co-pro-
duction of knowledge is a necessary condition
(albeit not a sufficient condition) for improving
and transforming public policy on matters of
sustainability. To test this hypothesis, ZA net-
works set up experiments enabling territorial
stakeholders and academic researchers to col-
lectively re-engage with the major issues facing
the territory, to explore potential solutions and
to make potentially transformative proposals
while working to strengthen capacities and indi-
vidual and social action capabilities. The goal
is to work with actors to galvanise changes in
praxis and observe the medium and long-term
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consequences for the environment, as well as
the economic, social, political and legal rami-
fications. The advantage of working as part of
a network is that it allows for a more systemic
transformative perspective. That begins with
the sharing of methodologies, working in an
inter- or transdisciplinary fashion, testing the
methods in cross-cutting projects involving
multiple ZAs. This may also involve pooling a
certain number of the services required by the
scientific community (e.q. inter- or transdiscipli-
nary methodologies) and territorial stakehold-
ers (e.g. reinforcing capacities, decision-making
etc.). Naturally, this also includes the coordina-
tion of multiple experiments conducted by the
ZAs, which are always situated but which must
be connected in order to foster “joined-up learn-
ing” and disseminate its benefits. This is not so

much about “upscaling” as it is about learning
to capitalise on the diverse array of situations
which are within reach when working as part of
a network, adopting comparative approaches
or testing hypotheses at different points on the
gradients (climate, anthropization, record of
joint research etc.).

Implications for social, educational
and institutional innovation

* The concept of innovation is of crucial impor-
tance to the science of transformations, and far
transcends technological innovation: the latter
alone will not suffice to get us out of our cur-
rent predicament. Innovation is also required
in the social sphere, for example through the
development of third places allowing for the



encounters and interactions, shifts in perspec-
tive, decentring and relations of care required
for inter- and transdisciplinary approaches to
work. Innovation must also incorporate an
educational dimension, not only to convey the
complexities of socio-ecosystems, but also to
develop different ways of approaching them.
Above all, innovation must be institutional, in
order to facilitate all of the necessary accompa-
nying forms of transversality. Quite aside from
the urgent need to break our institutions out of
their organisational silos, the problem of work-
ing in inter and transdisciplinary mode - of such
vital importance in this age of division, misinfor-
mation and fabricated ignorance - is that it takes
a lot of time, a resource which is in short supply
for everybody these days. But behind this “time
shortage” so astutely described by sociolo-
gist Hartmut Rosa, a political dimension lurks:
acceleration and its social and cultural deter-
minants, the competition and techno-solution-
ism whose reach now extends to research. If
research, too, falls prey to the acceleration, it
becomes increasingly incapable of grasping the
complexity of socio-ecosystems, the pernicious
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problems we must all face at both the local and
the global levels. To be capable of stimulating
and/or supporting genuine territorial trans-
formations, research itself needs to be trans-
formed; not only in terms of its practices, but
also with regard to its objectives and, above all,
the ways in which it is assessed and funded. This
is not to say that everybody must be “forced”
to take this direction, but rather that those who
wish to do so should be provided with the nec-
essary opportunities, as early as possible in their
academic careers. The timing is opportune:
the dilemma of the environmental footprint of
research is a major incentive to take our time
(in the spirit of “slow science”), to rethink both
our working practices and the deeper meaning
of our research work, considering what defines
quality in this context of climate emergency.
We all have responsibilities to take (https://
labosipoints.org/les-textes-positionnement/
ResponsabiliteESR#textecollectif). Time is of
the essence, and the ZA network will be working
hard over the coming months and years, in close
collaboration with our partners, on the ground
as well as at national level.

The development of transformative approaches with a systemic dimension
requires a combination of actions and reflections at different levels. Joint research
with territorial actors - necessary, and necessarily situated - can expand our idea
of innovation to embrace social, educational and institutional dimensions. This
has implications for the meaning attached to our work, and for the way that
the research and education world is run - a profound overhaul which is urgently
needed. The question of the role of science in society must be at the heart of this
process, as well as the ways in which research is funded, conducted and evaluated.


https://labos1point5.org/les-textes-positionnement/ResponsabiliteESR#textecollectif
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