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Background

the rise of transdisciplinary research (i.e. the integra-
tion of knowledge from a variety of disciplines, including 
non-academic knowledge) has been fuelled by the realisa-
tion that complex problems require analytical approaches 
that transcend disciplinary boundaries. transdisciplinarity 
is thus regularly cited as a response to the challenges of 
studying complex problems pertaining to “sustainability.” 
“transdisciplinarity in sustainability science” is an increas-
ingly widespread concept in research publications, particu-
larly in english, with an emphasis on its “transformative” 
potential. all of which raises questions as to the nature of 
the epistemological transformation associated with trans-
disciplinarity in sustainability science.
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transformative epistemology  
or epistemological transformation?

Transdisciplinary sustainability science must 
be defined not only with reference to the epis-
temology of transdisciplinary research, but 
also to the normative objective sustainability 
(i.e. the production of knowledge which will 
enable us to face the challenges of sustainable 
development, focusing on the interactions 
between humans and the environment, the 
essential subject matter of sustainability sci-
ence). Sustainability science is defined more 
by the problems it studies than by the disci-
plines upon which it draws. The recent surge in 
interest in transdisciplinarity in sustainability 
science is closely connected to its transforma-
tive potential. What we have here is a transfor-
mative epistemology, potentially conducive 
to the resolution of complex problems. This 
in turn raises further questions for the scien-
tific community: should fundamental research 
remain aloof from the political objectives of 
development?  In reality, science focused on 
contemporary problems is capable of produc-
ing knowledge conducive to change, while 
research processes involving non-academic 
actors and utilising methodologies with an 
emphasis on processes of critical conscious-
ness (informed by the work of Brazilian philos-
opher Paulo Freire) can foster the development 
of knowledge built upon co-construction, com-
bining scientific knowledge with experiential 
and local knowledge. Approaches of this kind 
nurture critical consciousness, with the poten-
tial to catalyse societal transformation.

Participatory approaches of this kind require 
reflexive thinking, as well as the capacity to 
question the power dynamics in play between 

the different actors involved in processes of 
co-construction. We may also wonder whether  
transdisciplinarity should be regarded simply as  
a transformative epistemology, i.e. valued for its  
potential to transform socio-ecosystems, or 
if it does not also represent a form of episte-
mological transformation. While transdiscipli-
narity necessarily implies contributions from 
varied forms of knowledge, it differs from other 
forms of disciplinary interactions in terms of the 
manner in which these forms of knowledge are 
produced. Max-Neef (2005) proposes a review 
of the various definitions applied to different 
modes of disciplinary interaction, gauging levels  
of cooperation or coordination using a gradient  
which stretches from multidisciplinarity to 
pluridisciplinarity, to interdisciplinarity and as  
far as transdisciplinarity. Cross-pollination of 
knowledge – the essence of transdisciplinarity – 
represents a challenge to the binary, linear logic 
of the Aristotelian tradition, cleaving instead 
towards the “complementarity of opposites” 
proposed by Danish physicist Niels Bohr. 
Transdisciplinary epistemology thus recognises  
iterative, systemic and holistic modes of reason-
ing, reconciling the rational with the relational.  
It thus constitutes an “open structure” 
endowed with “extraordinary epistemological  
consequences,” because closed theories are not 
capable of delivering the necessary “permanent 
potentiality for the evolution of knowledge.”

the contribution  
of gender studies

In this context of knowledge co-construction, 
gender studies offer a number of analytical 
frameworks which can help us to deconstruct 
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the power dynamics in play. Standpoint femi-
nism posits that knowledge is dependent upon 
the point of view of those who produce it, and 
thus argues for the development of a femi-
nist epistemology based on women’s experi-
ences. ‘Decolonial’ feminism (which emerges 
from this process) incites us not only to chal-
lenge the patriarchy, but also to decolonialise 
knowledge. Ecofeminism, meanwhile, allows 
us to re-examine gender-based systems of 
exploitation simultaneously with the systems 
of exploitation pertaining to nature. Feminist 
critical theories can thus help us to challenge 
the social relations of gender dominance and 
rethink our positioning as researchers, i.e. 
the ways in which the power dynamics within 
which researchers operate can influence the 
production of knowledge.  Building upon these 
theories, Staffa et al. (2022) propose approach-
ing sustainability science via the feminist ethi-
cal framework of care. This allows us to reframe 
the practices of transdisciplinarity within 
the relations of care which bind participants 
together. This shift of perspective allows us to 
more effectively engage with the conflicts and 
divergent interests which are inherent to the 
multiple systems of knowledge in play, adopt-
ing an approach to relationship management 
– including their conflictual aspects – which 
defies institutional expectations of research 
programmes,  namely the demand to turn out 
win-win solutions while refraining from engag-
ing with underlying power relations (between 
genders,  social classes etc.). Whereas in fact, 
the transformative potential of transdiscipli-
narity – according to the authors  – resides in 
its capacity to develop research “communi-
ties” defined by their relations of care, i.e. 
pushing back against the individualisation  and  

marginalisation  of such collaborative relation-
ships within the neoliberal academic milieu. 
They thus call for a more inclusive, participa-
tory vision of research, founded upon collab-
orative processes with a long-term scope. 
Much as materialist feminists have laid bare 
the connections between neoliberal globali-
sation and gender inequalities, the time has 
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key PointS

transdisciplinary sustainability science is a “transformative” prospect. It encom-
passes both a transformative epistemology, i.e. the capacity to transform socio-
ecosystems, and an epistemological transformation based upon modes of rea-
soning which are holistic and iterative, reconciling the rational and the relational. 
Gender studies can cast new light on the very essence of this transformative poten-
tial: the capacity to challenge power dynamics. an approach informed by the eth-
ics of care enables us to better comprehend the relations of care – as well as the 
conflicts – which are inherent to processes of knowledge production drawing upon 
multiple forms of knowledge. this shift in perspective paves the way for transdis-
ciplinary and transformative sustainability science founded upon a relational and 
collaborative approach to knowledge production.

now come to challenge the neoliberal model 
of academic research, characterised by “fast 
science,” competition and evaluation on the 
basis of impact factors. Gender-informed sus-
tainability science offers an alternative vision 

of academic research which could form the 
basis of a relational approach to the construc-
tion of knowledge, a form of “slow science” 
which is resolutely collaborative rather than 
competitive.
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