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1. Introduction: Knowing the Social in Global Change Research
The study of impacts and dynamics of climate change at various sites and in
different communities across the world has been classified one of the most pressing tasks
science is confronted with in an increasingly interconnected world. Although scientific
findings of global environmental change are by now part of any larger research or
adaptation policy (Barnes et al. 2013), a large part of the public is not convinced about the
reality of global climate change as well as its consequences for the environment and the
organisation of human life. While scientific explorations of anthropogenic impacts on the
environment are well-established by now, research on sustainability has been primarily
shaped and carried out by the natural sciences. In an academic landscape that is
increasingly shaped by calls for interdisciplinarity, the social sciences and humanities have
only been considered as a part of large research clusters that can provide complementary
knowledge.
Recently, it seems as though Global Change Research has heard the calls for a more
integrative and integral approach to studying global environmental change and has
produced new, interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary research projects and programmes
aiming at including all sciences invested in studying dynamics of global change. The
international, interdisciplinary research programme ‘Future Earth – Science for Global
Sustainability’ is often showcased as the one research programme that implements such an
integrative perspective within Global Change Research by including disciplines such as
economy, philosophy and anthropology—investigating ‘the social’ dimensions of global
environmental change.
Social sciences have answered this invitation to look at coherences, inter-linkages
and complexities of the dynamics of their field (Knecht 2012). In line with this shift, I
examine to what extent Future Earth’s understanding of ‘social’ is coherent with
observations scientists make and shifts they describe in connection with current trends of
Global Change Research. By taking a closer look at Future Earth’s programmatic research
papers, I attempt to point out the role the social sciences should play as well as ‘the social’
as subject matter.
The thesis is structured into three major parts. I begin with giving an overview over
current trends in Global Change Research, focusing on the role that the social sciences
play. After shortly describing Future Earth as a research platform as well as my own
approach to studying their conception of ‘the social’, I reflect on further dimensions that
anthropology can contribute to Global Change Research.
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2. Global Change Research
Large-scale interdisciplinary research programmes have invested in studying
environmental change processes and global change since the 1980s (Leemans 2016). In
the last couple of years, Global Change Research (GCR) has witnessed a shift from a focus
on modelling and meteorology to studying sustainability and possible transformations
towards that. Scholars stress the relevance of GCR especially in regard to the many
challenges that societies, politics and economics have to face in the Anthropocene1. But
what is understood by ‘Global Change Research’? Scientific literature does not offer a
precise definition of the term as scholars often vary between the terminology ‘Global
Change Research’ and others such as ‘Global Change Science’, ‘Global Environmental
Change Research/Science’ or ‘Sustainability Science’. I contend that deciphering the
different phrasings and contextualising them in an attempt to establish a theoretical
framework for this thesis is unproductive because it does not offer any more analytic
qualities than it does with these different terms. For this reason, I will use ‘Global Change
Research (GCR)’ as an umbrella term for science that deals with global and environmental
changes of any specific kind.
Human geographer Noel Castree describes GCR as “multidisciplinary endeavour
devoted to describing, explaining, predicting, communicating and (increasingly) changing
patterns of anthropogenic environmental change at the planetary scale” (Castree 2015:
303). He further elaborates that it is applied “across the distinction between environmental
and social science. In aspiration, it encompasses the socio-economic, cultural and political
aspects of environmental change, not only its physical dimensions.” (Ibid.)
GCR is most commonly characterised by interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary or
collaborative modes of research. Issues and matters that are investigated by scientists in
GCR

projects

increasingly

become

interrelated

and

more

complex

(Bromham/Dinnage/Hua 2016).
If aspiring to be successful, cross-disciplinary research2 is confronted with various
dimensions that often are difficult to face. An obstacle that presents itself even before the
actual research can begin is funding policy. Cross-disciplinary research projects have to
1

‘Anthropocene’ is a term coined by geoscientists denoting an epoch in Earth Science. It denotes that

humans not only alter the Earth but all planetary subsystems. Scholars identify three major ideas figuring into
an understanding of this era: the Anthropocene, planetary boundaries and global ‘tipping points’ (Castree
2015).
2

I use the term ‘cross-disciplinary’ to summarise all kinds of research modes that encompass more than one
discipline (multi-/interdisciplinarity) or more than one kind of stakeholder (transdisciplinarity/collaboration).
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overcome the prejudicial perception that they are not as likely to be funded as similar
research proposals with a much narrower or more discipline-focused proposal (ibid.: 684).
A study of funding success rates shows that “because of the negative association between
funding success and interdisciplinarity, interdisciplinary projects are often regarded as
high-risk proposals” (ibid.: 685).
Another difficulty are the constant negotiations of disciplinary boundaries and
knowledge(s) (Barry/Born 2013) that are heavily influenced by a hierarchy of scientific
knowledge that is biased against the social sciences (Lahsen 2013, Lélé/Norgaard 2005:
972). This research hierarchy can also impact the social spaces and working atmosphere of
research clusters on a daily basis in that it can manifest knowledge hierarchies in social
interactions (Callard/Fitzgerald 2015, Mansilla et al. 2015). At last, evaluation criteria can
stand in the way of successful projects as they are not adapted to the manner of crossdisciplinary research programmes as they seem ill-suited to assess specific research
communities consisting of many different disciplines (Bromham/Dinnage/Hua 2016: 685).
The widespread belief that a single discipline cannot help dealing with challenges
of global environmental change seeps into academic discussions at the intersection of
funding agencies and policy-making. Despite low funding rates, interdisciplinarity, or
cross-disciplinarity is widely regarded as the solution to thinking about and dealing with
challenges posed by global environmental change. In this trend of scientific research, it
seems a smart move to unite cross-disciplinary research under one thematic cluster of
human-environment-relations or GCR. Although there are many ways the social sciences
have been dealing with human-environment relationships, they have not been very present
in GCR. This is partly due to the research hierarchy, which was biased against social
sciences in funding and evaluation (Lahsen 2013).
Throughout the last decade, scholars from almost any discipline have been calling
for a greater integration of the social sciences and humanities, highlighting the need for
more epistemic communities involved in GCR (Castree 2015) or have been contending
that the environment has to be understood as a social category in order to conduct research
that would actually promote transformations to sustainability (Pálsson et al. 2013). This
shift to a more integrative approach to GCR was initiated by the widespread realisation
that a human dimension of global environmental change could not be ignored in
mainstream GCR any longer. Key organisations, funding agencies and natural sciences
acknowledged that human equality and health are linked to the environmental changes
4

currently taking place (Moran/Lopez 2016: 2). Therefore, it is particularly important to
study “human behaviour, social arrangements, and human-environmental interactions”
(Pálsson et al. 2013: 10f). It seems as though scholars realise the ‘anthropos’ of the
Anthropocene is mostly unaccounted for, and they aim at changing that.
This course produced a convergence between natural and social sciences
(Moran/Lopez 2016), where the natural sciences recognised the need to include social
scientists in their research teams. However innovative taking into account ‘the social’
might seem (to the natural sciences as well as funding agencies), on part of anthropology
and other social sciences, taking an interest in ‘the natural’, nature and human-environment
interactions is nothing new.
Social sciences and anthropology long have realised the potential of studying the
environment and nature on various levels. For one, subdisciplines emerged at the
intersection of anthropological and sociological inquiries of the relationship between
humans and their environment(s), such as ecological anthropology (Orlove 1980), cultural
ecology (Barnes et al. 2013, Pálsson 2013) and social or urban ecology (Endlicher 2012:
12,14). This challenges anthropology to integrate knowledge produced by the natural and
social sciences as well as humanities as they all bear reference to human activity (Beck
2008: 181).
Moreover, in the field of Science and Technology Studies (STS) there have been
elaborate studies that investigate how implicit interpretations of ‘the social’ influence
scientific knowledge and, more specifically, the knowledge about ‘nature’ produced by the
natural sciences (Latour/Woolgar 1986, Knorr-Cetina 1999). Acknowledging a social
dimension of scientific knowledge initiated thinking about nature as ‘de-naturalised’. This
finding questioned the dichotomy of nature and culture and resulted in a shift in the focus
of (anthropological) STS to tracing manifestations of this dichotomy (Latour 1993, 2005).
This was in turn picked up by scholars shaping a ‘new materialism’ (Van der Tuin/
Dolphijn 2012), investigating how materiality figures not only into research fields of the
natural sciences but how it is also relevant for the social sciences.
Despite the multitude of approaches to the environment by the social sciences, it is
only now that natural sciences turn to anthropology, economy, history, archaeology,
political sciences and philosophy in order to enhance their own understanding of the social
dimensions of global environmental change. The subfields dealing with questions of
environmental change, whether it is how economic models change or how global
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environmental change influences notions of what is ethical or not, are commonly
summarised by the term ‘environmental social sciences and humanities (ESSH)’.
Scholars have identified many useful contributions GCR can gain from integrating
ESSH that is always accompanied by a specific understanding of what ESSH ought to do.
The research priorities identified in connection to the contribution of ESSH to GCR are
particularly engaged with studying the dynamics between institutions, governments,
decision- and policy-makers as well as society, all while being closely entangled and
inform each other.
One reason why ESSH are considered relevant for GCR is because they could help
to understand social and political dynamics as well as power structures that are salient to
facing challenges global environmental change poses (Lahsen 2016). Moreover,
understanding the dynamics of the societies where adaptation policies to climate change
should be implemented (Barnes et al 2013: 541), current consumption and production
patterns as well as wealth and power distributions (Lahsen 2016) is pertinent to enhance
GCR. Similarly important is studying the social and moral orders of biophysical and
economic development and how people organise living together (Niewöhner et al. 2016:
4), examining what impact climate change has for people in their everyday lives, and what
power relationships climate change challenges and reinforces (Passoth 2010: 57). Scholars
stress studying such power relationships is particularly important in dynamics between the
Global North and the Global South, as the impacts of global environmental change are not
distributed equally across the globe (Pálsson et al. 2013).
Social anthropologist Emilio F. Moran identifies many key priorities of GCR that
ESSH should contribute to. Such research interests are, among others, institutions,
consumption, decision-making and climate change alongside long-term social-ecological
research and industrial ecology (Moran/Lopez 2016: 3ff). With regard to institutions,
ESSH could research how the use of resources in specific localities is affected by social
institutions, governments and markets and how they in return shape human activity in
general, and under which conditions they would advance adaptation goals (ibid.). To add,
when investigating the dynamics of consumption, ESSH can help understanding the
motivations behind environmentally responsible behaviour that is essential in order to
adapt economic strategies (ibid.: 4). Subsequently, Moran states that gaining insight into
the values linked to important elements of the Earth system and global environmental
change, such as biodiversity or ecosystem services, is salient to comprehend how humans
make decisions about the environment (ibid.: 5). Human geographer Jessica Barnes adds
6

one more dimension that anthropology can offer to GCR: “an awareness of the historical
context underpinning contemporary climate debates” (Barnes et al. 2013: 541).
Anthropology is confronted with methodological challenges, despite its integrative
character, fieldwork based and field-specific opportunism when it comes to varying
methods; still, it is a highly flexible discipline to any kind of research site or question. As
Barnes observes, the “focus on in-depth fieldwork makes it difficult for them
[anthropologists; D.H.] to work over large geographic areas” (Barnes et al. 2013: 543) but
at the same time, those “are the scales at which climate model results are the most reliable”
(ibid.).
Looking at these trends and calls in current GCR, a new innovative research
programmes such as Future Earth seems to be the epitome of a progressive, integrative
approach to global environmental change and an advocate for integrating ESSH, to such an
extent that it convinced the Belmont forum – one of the most important funding agencies
for GCR—of the value of ESSH in understanding global environmental change so that it
wants to support and promote Future Earth in the integrative, action-oriented research that
it suggests (Lahsen 2016).

3. Future Earth
Future Earth (FE) describes itself as a “major international research platform
providing the knowledge and support to accelerate transformations to a sustainable
world”3. It was launched in 2015 after decades of GCR conducted in a plethora of projects,
organisations and research programmes. Future Earth aims to advance GCR,
build capacity in this rapidly expanding area of research and provide an
international research agenda to guide natural and social scientists
working around the world. But it is also a platform for international
engagement to ensure that knowledge is generated in partnership with
society and users of science (ibid.).
Promoting collaborative and transdisciplinary modes of research, Future Earth is the
successor to programmes like the International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme (IGBP)
and the International Human Dimension Programme

(IDHP), merging various

interdisciplinary international GCR programmes, projects and organisations (Leemans
2016, Castree 2015).
The idea behind this merge was to create a single overhead structure and platform
3

http://futureearth.org/who-we-are, accessed on 12.12.16.
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for studies of global environmental change, which is better suited to coordinate the myriad
GCR scholars, projects and programmes (Lahsen 2016: 4). At the same time, establishing a
large research community across the world and giving them a common denominator
through uniting them through a single research platform aims at enhancing not only
exchange between scholars of all disciplines but also among stakeholders and public
participants such as governments and civil society.
Future Earth wants to generate and provide knowledge in order to help facing the
risks and challenges resulting from global environmental change together with societies
and governments world-wide (Leemans 2016: 105). The centrality of investigating and
exploring ‘pathways to sustainability’ is evident in every document I analysed as well as in
academic reviews of Future Earth and its website, promoting possibilities to accelerate the
transition to global sustainability.
The conceptual framework of Future Earth attempts to denote the common research
interests as well as the priorities that funding agencies, policy makers and governments
identify by linking three domains—‘Dynamic Planet’, ‘Global Development’ and
‘Transition to Sustainability’ (FE 2025 Vision) which roughly translate to studying drivers
of (environmental) change and their interactions, environmental change issues and how
they affect various aspects of human well-being (ibid.: 106). The trigger to think about
uniting different research issues in one research agenda was initiated at the UN Rio+20
Summit in 2012. At this conference on Sustainable Development organised by the UN, the
decision was made to define sustainable development goals that should “address and
incorporate the economic, social and environmental dimensions of sustainable
development and their interlinkages in a balanced way” (FE Initial Design Report: 78).
Following this, Future Earth’s two-year design process was launched (Lahsen 2016,
Castree 2015) in order to create an organisation that should help implementing and
monitoring the kind of research needed to achieve those goals.
Future Earth is sponsored by the Science and Technology Alliance for Global
Sustainability (STAGS) that is at the same time present in the governing council of Future
Earth. The governing council is supported by the Science Committee and the Engagement
Committee, two advisory committees dealing with the quality and comprehensiveness of
all research as well as overseeing the conducted research in order to make sure it follows
Future Earth’s guidelines and research vision (Leemans 2016: 107). The STAGS includes
important funding agencies such as the Belmont Forum of Funders, International Council
for Science (ICSU), International Social Science Council (ISSC) and UN organisations
8

(Castree 2015: 307). This background information is important to note here, as Future
Earth’s governing council is not solely dominated by the natural sciences—Future Earth’s
Initial Design Report states: “the Science Committee will represent the wide range of
global environmental change science from natural, social, engineering, human, government
and industry science” (FE Initial Design Report: 80). With this, Future Earth not only
aspires to integrate ESSH on the level of research but also on the level of decision-making
related to its research agenda and projects.
The formation of a research platform uniting all previous research programmes that has
come to be Future Earth was not a linear development. There were many different parties
involved. Not only did reviews of existing research programmes suggest a change in
research objectives so that they mirror current challenges, funding agencies as well as
scholars and public partakers urged for only one, more overseeable research programme
(Leemans 2016: 105).
Following reviews of the already existing programmes endorsed the need for new
innovative modes of research and for a more integrative approach to Earth system science.
This was picked up in discussions of key funding agencies and research councils that in
return stressed the “need for a better integration of not only natural and social sciences, but
also humanities, health and engineering disciplines” (ibid.). This call for interdisciplinarity
and a more participatory approach to a science that better connects with societal needs—
Leemans talks about an approach of “co-design and co-production of relevant research
questions and research products” (ibid.)—resonates with Future Earth’s agenda to “codesign and co-produce knowledge” (FE 2025 Vision, FE 2014 Strategic Research
Agenda). Yet, the reviews failed to suggest a transition to a more integrative approach to
the issues presented so that each global change programme and the ESSP4 “started to
develop its own agenda, and these generally progressed the traditional natural-science
dominated approaches and limited further interdisciplinary collaboration and integrations
across programmes and projects” (Leemans 2016: 108).
Not everyone is enthusiastic about Future Earth’s vision and research agenda, what is
perhaps best expressed by noting that some scholars are cautious about the seemingly
predetermined success of Future Earth. Concern has been expressed on two predominant
levels: one that criticises the role that different disciplines and actors played in Future
Earth’s formation process, and one that comments on Future Earth’s conceptualisation of
research. The first stresses the fact that some concerns raised by the social sciences and
4

Earth System Science Partnership, uniting international interdisciplinary global-change research
programmes such as the IGBP, IHDP and DIVERSITAS.
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humanities were not adequately addressed, sometimes even superficially discarded
(Lahsen 2016, Leemans 2016). To add, the process of thinking about how the
aforementioned sciences could be integrated into current GCR was lacking consideration
of how ESSH’s methods and methodologies could contribute to Future Earth and neither
were ESSH scholars doing current research engaged in formulating Future Earth’s
transdisciplinary international research agenda (Leemans 2016: 109).
The other level addresses the difficulties of working with such a large conceptual
framework, as they have the tendency to flatten the multitude and depth of many Future
Earth projects, or already established research projects that were merged under Future
Earth. According to Rik Leemans5, the actual value and utility of such a conceptual
framework still needs to be assessed with regard to how it works when put into practice
(ibid.: 107). Moreover, such conceptual frameworks are difficult to create because all
involved disciplines “must be able to understand and comprehensively apply each other’s
concepts” (ibid.: 106). As a result, such large-scale frameworks need to emphasise only the
major common denominators of different disciplines and their research, which then in turn
often ignore significant discussions about involved disciplines’ methodologies or other
more discipline-based challenges. This is why Leemans contends that in order to be a truly
transdisciplinary international research platform, a participation of established as well as
early career researchers has to be promoted and clear criteria for research projects
developed (ibid.: 110).
In an increasingly Mode-2 shaped science6 with a growing diversity of research sites at
which various kinds of knowledge(s) are produced (Gibbons et al. 1994), Future Earth
attempts to harbour the produced knowledge and give those diverse sites a platform where
researchers from all over the world can exchange and distribute the specific knowledge
they generate. However, it is salient to consider how Future Earth actually wants to
integrate ESSH’s expertise into its vision of GCR. In order to do so, tracing the
understanding of ‘the social’ and the implications this has for the research of ESSH on the
level of research practices and objectives is imperative.
Hence, the following analysis of Future Earth’s understanding of a ‘social’ builds on
three documents published by Future Earth: the ‘Future Earth Initial Design Report’
published in 2013, the ‘Future Earth 2025 Vision’ and the ‘Strategic Research Agenda
5

Rik Leemans chaired the ESSP Science Committee during the foundation of Future Earth; was “deeply
involved in the discussions on the need for and how to plan, structure, govern and implement” this new
research platform (Leeman 2016: 104).
6
Mode-2 science roughly describes the trend to bring together scientists from various disciplines for short
research intervals to investigate current (global) issues (Gibbons et al. 1994), such as GCR.
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2014 – Priorities for a global sustainability research strategy’, both published in 2014.
Although the documents are heavily influenced by previous programmatic documents of
other initiatives such as the ICSU’s Grand Challenge Report, I chose not to consider them
as data for my thesis so that its focus remains on Future Earth’s research agenda.
Moreover, I did not analyse other documents published by Future Earth because the three
papers at hand are labelled “key documents” on Future Earth’s website, which stresses
their centrality for its research agenda and thus, for my inquiry. On the Belmont Forum’s
request for an overview and guide for how funding agencies and research communities can
contribute to fulfilling Future Earth’s 2025 Vision, Future Earth published its 2014
Strategic Research Agenda. As this document is first and foremost a framework for
external actors, it is the Initial Design Report and the 2025 Vision that captures Future
Earth’s own research agenda the most (Lahsen 2016: 18). Thus, my focus complies with
this observed relevance of the documents.

4. Methods
As my main focus in this thesis lies on Future Earth’s conceptualisation of research and
its understanding of a ‘social’ that is ingrained in its vision of future GCR, taking a closer
look at its declared research agenda seems as imperative to determining its understanding
of the ‘social’ as is perhaps conducting interviews or doing participant observation. Within
the limited time frame as well as volume given for this thesis and given the suspected
difficulty of gaining access to those shaping Future Earth’s research agendas and policies, I
did not pursue other possibilities of gathering data further.
Nonetheless, I stress that combining the analysis of the Future Earth papers at hand
with interviews or participant observation of Future Earth’s project’s research practices
would be key in working on a more integral understanding and critical inquiry of Future
Earth and its suggested GCR. In order to analyse Future Earth’s agenda for GCR, both oral
and written forms of information are relevant on different levels: While researchers
invested in global environmental change research can offer insights into their daily
research practices and collaboration with scientists from other disciplines, stakeholders and
civil society, the texts that Future Earth publishes can offer insights into its conceptual
framework, the ideas and presumptions that drive the kind of global change research they
(want to) do.
Although I solely analyse text documents in this work, I do not embed my approach in
methodological approaches of linguistic anthropology or contextualise it within the
11

linguistic turn7 —I merely see it as a part of the holistic approach of anthropological
methodology that I am unable to follow in this thesis. Text documents can only ever offer a
one-sided account of the subject matter, which can make them an unreliable source for
data8, and yet, a qualitative content analysis can manage to analyse the (large bodies of)
material thoroughly without quantifying the findings too quickly due to the reflexivity that
ethnography entails (Mayring 2000: 2).
The establishment of a more widely spreading qualitative content analysis has led to
calls for context-sensitive and ethnographic approaches to the study of academic texts and
official documents (Lillis 2008)9. Some scholars think that ethnography is best equipped to
put this into practice in what is termed ‘Ethnographic Content Analysis (ECA)’ (Lillis
2008, Altheide 1987). With ECA, scholars want to make ethnography methodologically
suitable for academic writing research in two ways: first, through engagement of
ethnographers in academic writing worlds (for example by studying the practice of writing
scientific papers and producing scientific (text) knowledge) and second, through the
holistic approach that ethnography offers in collecting a wide range of types of data. (Lillis
2008: 362) ECA can highlight pre-structured, implicit categories in (academic) writing and
is particularly suited to illuminate and analyse images, meanings and nuances of categories
and the language and communications patterns used (Altheide 1987: 67f).
My approach does not trace patterns of communication as most types of qualitative
content analysis, (sociolinguistic) Critical Discourse Analysis (Wodak/Meyer 2008) or
ECA do, as it is simply not possible given the kind of data I analyse. The text documents
by Future Earth are, above all, marked by their programmatic character of suggesting and
conceptualising research, whereas communication flows are not explicated. Rather, I read
the text documents as ‘data set’ (Emerson 1995) and try to work out and differentiate
emerging patterns and themes (Altheide 1987: 65). Skipping open coding in my approach
to the documents, I started with focused coding (Emerson 1995) where I looked for direct
references to ‘social’ and ‘social sciences’ as well as references to ‘knowledge’,
presupposing that one part of the ‘social’-references would be about the social sciences and
their role in GCR and the knowledge production that Future Earth envisions, being mindful
of the item’s relevance for several aspects (Altheide 1987: 69). Taking the lead from
sociologist Altheide, I summarised the references for each document and subsequently, in

7

For a discussion and critique of the linguistic turn, see Pálsson 1995: 7, 89.
For a demonstration of methodological strains and arising challenges when equalling text documents to
scientific reports of the same matter, see Garfinkel 1967.
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a second step, compared them on levels of frequency of references to a particular phrasing
taking into account the different qualities and significance of the document they appear in.

5. Zooming in: ‘the Social’ in Global Change Research
The references to ‘social’ in the text documents can be broadly differentiated into
two categories: on the one hand, ‘the social’ is part of ‘social sciences’ that refer to the role
of the social sciences within Future Earth’s research vision and agenda as well as aspects
that are attributed to social scientists. In this category, I summarise the codes ‘social
science/s’ and ‘social scientists’. The other category summarises ‘the social’ that is
referred to as part of Future Earth’s subject matter. Before discussing the data, I will
describe and summarise the most relevant references 10 to the social within the two
established categories, starting with the ‘social’ as in ‘social science(s)/scientists’. While I
mostly focus on the Initial Design Report, everything I summarise resonates in the other
two texts as well.
The Initial Design Report refers to the social sciences on multiple occasions in
order to demonstrate Future Earth’s transdisciplinarity and integrative approach to GCR as
it stresses that under Future Earth’s monitoring, the social sciences will work together with
natural sciences, humanities, international organisations, research funders and businesses
(19, 26, 37) because social sciences “should be integrated into a new kind of global
environmental science” (19). The authors understand the social sciences “as part of a broad
community of researches that co-designs the research” (12) and see the need to assess “the
interaction of social and natural sciences […] in order to improve GEC [global
environmental change; D.H.] research” (19). Moreover, they acknowledge that in the past,
social science initiatives were rarely integrated into global environmental change research
and programmes although many of those programmes addressed societal challenges
induced by GEC (62) and that social scientists “have knowledge essential to understanding
changing patterns of vulnerability and options for reducing it” (35). Furthermore, Future
Earth wants to draw on the “expertise” (22) of social sciences (without further elaborating
what specific expertise that is). While theoretical developments from natural and social
sciences as well as the humanities will enter into many of the research themes,
“crosscutting workshops on topics such as social or ecological theory may be helpful to the
10

Whenever I cite or refer to content of the Future Earth documents in this analysis, I will do so following
citation guides of Literary Studies that do not cite examined texts like scientific papers. Rather, they only
indicate the page number, presupposing the understanding that their primary texts are referred to. If not
indicated otherwise, I refer to the Future Earth Initial Design Report.
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themes and to entraining a broader group of researchers to work on global environmental
change” (41f).
Additionally, Future Earth wants to accelerate an integration of the social sciences
by primarily supporting global environmental change projects that also integrate the social
sciences (51). Summarising the aspects of its GCR, Future Earth maps out the following
research agenda for the social sciences; they should
•

satisfy the “critical need [to] understand and forecast phenomena of particular
regional concern” (32)

•

observe and model a dynamic planet, more specifically, contribute to an
understanding of oceanic environments and ocean systems because of the human’s
impacts on them (33)

•

collaborate closely with the other disciplines in order to understand human
responses to Earth system processes and governance (for example, projecting the
impacts of energy policy or ecosystem management) (37)

Social sciences were not explicitly referred to in relation to specific research questions
although the report states that some research questions identified by the Future Earth
Transition Team should be assessed with regard to what social science’s insights and
innovations are “most important to the environmental bases of sustainable development”
(34). However, there is one research question regarding establishing new evaluation
criteria for research projects where the participation of the social sciences is implied,
namely “how socially and environmentally effective, efficient and equitable are alternative
approaches for conceiving, measuring and implementing development projects and
initiatives?” (34).
In a word count study of, the three Future Earth programmatic papers, among others,
cultural anthropologist and STS scholar Myanna Lahsen identified an important change in
the focus of international GCR research agendas from modelling and preventative aspects
towards a progressively more inclusive approach. While references to meteorology and
modelling have disappeared, the need for social transformation emerges as part of the
programme’s objectives. Increasingly, references are made to ‘social (sciences)’ and
‘sustainability’ as well as to ‘transformation’—‘sustainability’, for example, is mentioned
nearly six times more than ‘climate’ (Lahsen 2016: 13).
Although Lahsen asserts that the primary focus of a GCR as outlined by Future Earth is
on ‘sustainability’ and questions regarding environmental equity and justice as well as
14

transformation, the idea of developing models to work on predicting and dealing with
future challenges has not vanished completely. Interestingly, studying scenarios and how
people would react to them would not only contribute to studying alternative ‘pathways to
sustainability’ but also to take into account behavioural patterns and integrating them into
already existing models of environmental change, if not even create separate behavioural
models for responding to climate change in the first place. In the Initial Design Report, the
Transition Team declares that “social data is the only type of data that is important for
Future Earth” (87). In their description of what ‘social data’ is, they particularly highlight
the fact that “social scientists are able to ascertain behavioural patterns, regional and
economic differences in behaviour” (86f, emph. D.H.). Moreover, the 2014 Strategic
Research Agenda suggests social sciences should study “the nature and role of narratives
(…) in driving human behaviour and social change” (24, emph. D.H.) and, more
importantly, “what new aspects need to be developed, integrating [among other disciplines,
D.H.] anthropology, in order to look at how computational models of human individual
and collective behaviour be integrated into Earth system models of global environmental
change” (16).
My reading of the references to the social sciences in relation to studying behavioural
patterns and integrating them into existing and developing models is marked by two
observations: first, merging aspects of people’s behaviour (on an individual as well as
collective level) confirms the change Lahsen sees in Future Earth’s research agenda,
namely, that the social dimensions of the Earth system are not ignored anymore. Second, I
nuance this observation by arguing that the quest for (more) models does not cease (as
indicated by the word count) but that models just now also encompass behaviour and
social practices, adding the ‘human dimension’ GCR calls for. Thus, there has not been a
shift from modelling towards sustainability, but a shift within modelling to include
sustainability. This differentiation may seem redundant in the face of the importance of
sustainability being included in the programmatic suggestions of GCR. However, the
implications of this observation for actual research practices are salient to what Future
Earth argues is the role of social sciences. Thus, I illustrate how keeping on the notion of
modelling is reminiscent of old dichotomies such as natural (sciences) versus social
(sciences), which reveals the ambiguity of Future Earth’s ‘integrative’ research
programme.
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5.1. The Role of Social Sciences: Studying Individual Communities
As I will outline in the following, Future Earth understands the role of ESSH as
contributing studies of individual communities above all other contributions that ESSH or
anthropology11 can offer. The anthropological knowledge that is expected by Future Earth
is perhaps best described by the term ‘case studies’ that offer understanding of (social)
phenomena, processes and dynamics of and responses to global environmental changes
(33) or data about individual or collective lifestyles, trade, production and consumption
practices (38). Furthermore, the call for studying dynamics or effects of global change is
not marked by conceptual work of anthropology such as taking into account the global
connections, issues of scaling and assemblages as well as infrastructures embedded in
specific practices, but rather characterised by a study of distinct groups in a specific
society, such as “Indigenous people, women, children, subsistence farmers, business, the
poor or the elderly” (34). Despite my objection that examining these social categories
separately, as implied by the enumeration, may be too short-sighted and homogenising
rather than conceptualising social practices as heterogeneous as they are; the task bestowed
upon anthropology as part of ESSH by Future Earth does not consider global scales,
assemblages as well as infrastructures that shape and produce new forms of interactions,
and spatial implications as well as temporal horizons (Tsing 2005). Yet, these aspects in
turn influence the patterns of economic and political dynamics that Future Earth wants to
focus on and therefore would be essential to the GCR Future Earth envisions.
Such insights into the dynamics of social practices and analytical frameworks that can
be used as resourceful tools for describing and conceptualising impacts of global
environmental change is another aspect that anthropologists can contribute to GCR, next to
studying distinct communities which have been prominent in anthropological studies. In
fact, anthropology has a long tradition of producing such case studies12, from Boas’ studies
of Inuit in Alaska (Boas 1884) and Malinowski’s studies on the Trobriand Isles
(Malinowski 1979 [1922]) to more recent studies on the implications of expeditions and
narratives around biodiversity (Helmreich 2009), or showcasing how human-environment
relations can be re-conceptualised and understood beyond the dichotomy of nature and
culture (Kohn 2013, Harris 2005). Moreover, anthropology has been invested in how
11

Although Future Earth seldomly directly mentions anthropology in their text documents, I will mostly use
‘anthropology’ in the following section in order to make my following argument more precise. Nevertheless,
I am mindful of the fact that it is never singled out of ESSH by Future Earth.
12
The following enumeration of studies about specific communities is by no way complete and does not
claim to be a genealogy of anthropological research about human-environment relations.
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various communities observe environmental changes such as the weather, climate, and
landscapes as well as how they respond to those changes (Barnes et al. 2013).
Additionally, anthropological research interests investigates how “local observations of
changes in the climate and local mechanisms developed to deal with those changes can
lead to contextualized understandings of climate change impacts” (ibid.: 541) and therefore
impact decisions regarding policies around adaptation of society. Hence, the lack of
concepts denoting and describing processes, driving forces and the social consequences of
the implied anthropogenic changes can be, at least partly, remedied by ESSH that can offer
concepts and challenge mainstream narratives (Pálsson et al. 2013: 7).
One consequence of conceptualising research that is mainly based on such case
studies within GCR is that it puts a considerable limit to the possible research sites.
However, given the long tradition of studying specific communities in anthropological
research, it is safe to assume that a significant part of anthropologists will most likely
comply with this idea about their work. Additionally, being based on clear categories of
the research’s extent—whether it takes place at a local or regional level, urban or rural
areas—the generated knowledge can be integrated in the fixed models of the natural
scientists in the sense that either the scale of the research or the research matter (water
distribution, land use change, and so on) is their lowest common denominator.
Another aspect underpinning my observation that Future Earth is first and foremost
interested in anthropology’s methods to study individual communities as implied
homogenous categories is the fact that at the level of frequency, the combination ‘social
system’ is by far used most often in Future Earth’s key documents when referring to
something ‘social’ as subject matter. In frequency, it is followed by the phrasing ‘social
data’. A variety of terms of which none are used more distinctively than the others
remains: social transformation, social contract, social changes, social media/networks,
social

consequences,

social

elements/components,

social

development,

social-

environmental interactions and crises, social vulnerabilities and resiliencies, social
dynamics, social foundations of sustainable development, social driving forces, social
processes, social practices, social attitude, social context(s), social behaviour and social
sustainability.
Future Earth first uses ‘social system13’ to declare that it wants to gain insights into
the interaction of social systems and environmental changes14 (32, 33). Part of this research
13

For the following section, I decided to mainly focus on the term ‘social system’, by which no means I want
to forfeit all other listed aspects of a ‘social’ research object above. Rather, although I describe how Future
Earth conceptualises a ‘social system’, I see those aspects as features of ‘social systems’ in the sense that
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objective is to study the dynamics of social systems and examine their likely responses to
predicted scenarios of future global environmental change and crises (30). The only time
that ‘social system’ is used in a research question is also a specific example of the
aforementioned objective: “How can the Earth and social system adapt to environmental
changes that could include warming of more than 4°C over the next century?” (38). Here,
as in other instances, the distinction between ‘social system’ and ‘Earth system’ plays into
the dichotomy of separating ‘nature’ from ‘culture’.
Furthermore, Future Earth suggests that Future Earth-external projects studying the
dynamics of social systems should collaborate in initiatives to exchange their findings (32).
To add, Future Earth’s understanding of ‘social system’ is
underpinned by basic theories of how natural and social systems function
and often differing views on the fundamental explanations of social,
economic and political behaviour and institutions. These theories draw
on a wide range of disciplines, from physics, chemistry and biology to
anthropology, economics or philosophy and new ideas from these fields
often have significant impact on explanations of global environmental
change. (41f)
Much to my chagrin, the report does not offer more insight into what specific theories were
key or to which extent they shaped Future Earth’s interpretation of ‘social system’.
On the one hand, Future Earth is considered a symbol of progress because it
acknowledges the importance of social sciences in GCR, especially in dealing with
responses to global environmental change. On the other hand, suggesting ‘social systems’
as research objects hints to an underlying assumption that the ‘social world’ is viewed as
autonomous, “with inputs and outputs, whose causal mechanisms can be understood from
outside, much as the natural sciences might represent natural systems” (Pálsson et al. 2013:
6). In this sense, equalling social sciences with natural sciences in GCR programmes might
still frame social sciences as “subordinate research partners by separating the social and
natural worlds” (ibid.). They further elaborate that this kind of integration of ESSH into
GCR
fails to recognize the important role that the humanities and social
sciences can play in understanding the character and status of the natural
they are inseparably tied to each other (admittedly, some more than others, for example ‘social dynamics’ or
‘social changes’).
14
The report suggests a historical analysis could offer those insights.
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scientific knowledge of nature. Global environmental research, the
(implicit) assumptions and approaches embedded in it, as well as the
formulation of problems and solutions, should be more important social
and humanities research topics. (ibid.)
With this, an essential issue to the study of global environmental change from an
anthropological perspective is addressed, namely that the current trend of GCR is negligent
of the rich anthropological and sociological traditions of studying knowledge as done by
STS-scholars. Moreover, it also ignores the shift in anthropology away from producing
case studies towards directing their questions to research practices of GCR itself, asking
“how we know what we know about climate change” (Barnes et al. 2013: 542), an
approach that coined social studies of scientific knowledge since the 1970s (Hess 1997).
Although anthropology can conduct and contribute studies about individual communities,
anthropologists can use their strong conceptual work in order to take such case studies one
step further, as I will shortly show in the following.
One example of conceptual work that can contribute to making local observations
useful for the global and spatial implications of anthropological in-depth fieldwork is
anthropologist Kirsten Hastrup’s conceptualisation of ‘climate worlds’ (Hastrup 2015).
Climate worlds denote lived social spaces as sites of theorising climate in their own right,
which at the same time can be considered knowledge spaces and constituents of knowledge
production, as they have the “capacity for storing, sharing and moving knowledge about
and using it for puzzle solutions beyond the particular instance” (ibid.: 150), as Hastrup
explains referring to Turnbull’s ‘knowledge spaces’. This mobility of knowledge could
enable knowledge to be a part of a larger knowledge system (ibid.), which can be linked
globally by comparing climate worlds that can be equalled to case studies.
Another advantage of employing analytics such as climate worlds is that they can, if
carefully applied, produce and advance equality among various kinds of knowledge spaces
(ibid.). Many scholars have emphasised the imbalance regarding the divergence between
impacts global environmental changes have geographically alongside trajectories of
responsibility for those changes as well as the unequal relations between stakeholders, in
all of which the Global South is on the downside (Moran/Lopez 2016, Pálsson et al. 2013).
Anthropologist Gísli Pálsson, among others, calls for ESSH that not only provide the
knowledge that research programmes like Future Earth need for an integral study of global
environmental change, but that also work together with movements from the Global South
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(Pálsson et al. 2013: 7). He further elaborates that “together they can develop frameworks
for thinking about ways of ensuring that humanity lives within natural limits that do not
implicitly reproduce notions of human-nature-relations that we already know are harmful
to nature of humans, or perpetuate structural and historical global inequalities” (ibid.). This
approach resonates with Future Eearth’s research agenda in that it wants to “accelerate the
transformation to sustainability” (FE 2025 Vision, FE 2014 Research Agenda). For this
agenda, it is essential to trace social dynamics that result in changes of water delivery, food
and energy distribution (2014 Strategic Research Agenda: 6), rapid urbanisation,
degradation of soil and changing land use (FE Initial Design Report: 32). Some of those
research domains, for example land use change, are already studied in transdisciplinary
research constellations (Niewöhner et al. 2016), which integrate perspectives from
geography and anthropology, among others. It also showcases anthropology’s value for
studying dynamics of global environmental change through mapping out possible forms
and modes of research, which range from on-site fieldwork to theoretical work. In this
particular example, the authors discuss how the concept of ‘competition’ can be made
useful in studying and understanding patterns of land use change (ibid.).
Combining fieldwork with theoretical and conceptual work in order to gather local
knowledge(s) about global environmental change, as well as to study practices that
produce scientific knowledge about climate change should be considered a quintessential
part of GCR. This is why I will illustrate how anthropological STS can contribute to these
dimensions to GCR in the following section.
6. Further Contributions of Anthropology to Global Change Research:
Studying Research Practices and the Production of (Scientific) Knowledge
In my understanding, anthropology can contribute two more dimensions to GCR. On
the one hand, it can study how disciplinary boundaries shift and re-materialise in the crossdisciplinary research teams that add up to GCR; on the other hand, it can study the impacts
scientific knowledge has when communicated and made accessible to society and in a
second step, how this knowledge influences daily livelihoods and living strategies of
people. (Beck 2008: 195) Although both dimensions are equally salient to GCR, the latter
seems slightly more pressing, considering the distributive agency that is based on how
knowledge about global environmental change is accessed, distributed and shapes local
practices (Pálsson et al. 2013: 8). Given that “it is impossible to experience global change
directly and without the help of global climate science” (Niewöhner et al. 2016: 34),
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examining the scientific knowledge that influences the way we understand global change
and in return informs our responses to those changes, this approach should be an integral
part of GCR.
An anthropological lens on knowledge suggests that it should not be understood as
cumulative commodity but as a conglomerate negotiated in various social practices (Beck
et al. 2012). This perspective on the production of knowledge takes into account that
everything happening under the umbrella term ‘science’ is always embedded in layers of
material-semiotic contexts (Haraway 1988) and only manifests itself in scientific research
practices (Pickering 1992). Through examining who participates in the production of
knowledge on global environmental change – on the level of those shaping and creating
GCR (institutions, governments, decision- and policy-makers) as well as on a level
studying localised knowledge(s) in a similar fashion to Hastrup’s climate worlds – and
taking a closer look at how this knowledge is distributed and circulates, anthropology can
provide insights as to how these practices can inform policy- and decision-making (Barnes
et al. 2013).
As “traditions of Western thought are repeatedly confronted with their internal limits
and intellectual tipping points” (Pálsson et al. 2013: 9), it is important to anthropologically
comprehend how knowledge practices can contribute to accommodating a more flexible
approach to dealing with deeply rooted dichotomies of nature and culture to enhance
research in and of the Anthropocene. This approach would also contribute to understanding
the dynamics of knowledge flows and hierarchies as well as how they are mediated in
research fields (Barth et al. 2002). Another salient aspect that anthropological STS could
contribute to GCR is an understanding of how people and organisations handle incomplete
and uncertain scientific information, and in turn produce and act upon their own
knowledge (Lahsen 2016).
Future Earth’s papers stress the centrality of investigating and evaluating different
‘pathways to sustainability’ and ‘transformation to sustainable systems’ – yet it is
dangerous to assume that after such research is done, the decision of which path to take is
based on grounded, empirical data. More important, the outcome of researching possible
pathways as well as the choice of which research question to pursue is always based on
values and ideologies. Particularly in a GCR that is explicitly charged with shaping the
future, it is imperative to explicate such values and ideologies that foreground important
research decisions and assess them in their consequences (Niewöhner et al. 2016: 5), and
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to expose underlying and implied discourses, for example by investigating how the idea of
a ‘transformation to a sustainable world’ is linked to ideas of progress.
Anthropology can gain insights into current research practices of GCR scholars in
order to provide an interpretation of what happens in such research groups, on a scale of
disciplinary exchange as well as the social spaces inherent in such cross-disciplinary
research. Although there have been calls for more transdisciplinarity and an integrated
approach to complex environmental and societal changes, these kinds of research practices,
their potentials and constraints have not been studied elaborately (Felt et al. 2016).
Studying dynamics of the ‘Anthroposcene’, Castree foresees studies about the ‘social life’
of concepts such as the Anthropocene “as they are infused with specific meanings, and
exert a certain influence, within and beyond universities” (Castree 2015: 309).
Studying research clusters where anthropologists “participate in the expertness of
others through the co-construction of knowledge space or knowledge scapes” (Beck 2015:
11, emphasis in original) can help understanding the negotiations of expertise. This hints at
an ambiguity of anthropology’s role in GCR that can be understood as such a ‘knowledge
space’. On the one hand, it is important for anthropology to be part of GCR to provide
knowledge on human dimensions of global environmental change, on the other hand, it can
use this access to the key producers of scientific knowledge about climate change to study
their knowledge production.
Indeed, Future Earth’s own emphasis on ‘co-designing and co-producing knowledge’
seems so ubiquitous that it leaves open the question why the three papers foundational of
Future Earth’s research and science agenda are missing a suggestion to integrate not only
ESSH’s ability to conduct case studies, but also to examine research practices and how a
co-production of knowledge could be enhanced.
In any way, studying scientific research practices and knowledge production challenges
anthropology and ethnography with their methodologies and the modes of research they
have been used to so far, whether in inter-, multi-, or transdisciplinary; collaborative or
participatory research groups.
Moran and Lopez cautiously note that in order to study their scientific practice,
social scientists are confronted with the task to understand other discipline’s methodology
and concepts, which entails Earth system and climate models (Moran/Lopez 2016: 6), or
what Boyer calls “second professionalization” (Boyer 2015: 591). Paired with difficulties
of gaining access to such research sites and considering the time it takes to build a
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relationship to those that could enable such research (Niewöhner 2016), an anthropology of
expertise indeed sounds like a challenging enterprise.
Nevertheless, it seems as though an anthropology of experts or expertise is and will
continue to be an essential part of STS and should develop to be paramount for GCR
(Castree 2015: 309, Boyer 2015), whether within GCR programmes such as Future Earth
or within the discipline, whether collaborative or even co-laborative (Niewöhner 2016).
Boyer forecasts that an anthropology of expertise will consist of a much more sharpened
focus on theoretical as well as conceptual work on expertise (Boyer 2015: 591). This is
met by the task of a conceptual work on the side of anthropology in GCR research in
general (see for example Niewöhner et al. 2016: 18 for a discussion of how notions of
scale will challenge anthropology theoretically).
The integration of anthropology or anthropological STS into GCR can produce
three major advantages: first, as part of GCR programmes like Future Earth, anthropology
can offer empirical data on case studies while advancing this idea of anthropological
knowledge production through conceptual work which, second, can enhance
anthropology’s theoretical work and promotes a re-thinking of its methodologies. In other
terms, while GCR programmes and natural sciences can learn from the knowledge that
anthropologists produce, anthropology can learn something, too; for example through
challenges posed by acknowledging and working with knowledge produced by other
disciplines. Third, being a part of GCR programmes and teams, anthropologists might gain
insight into the actual research practices and sites of knowledge production and offer a
critical view on the knowledge hierarchies (re-)produced in GCR. Shedding light on how
and under what circumstances specific kinds of expertise are mobilised could help
improving GCR, in a particularly optimistic outlook perhaps even to the extent that it
influences current hierarchies and dynamics of disciplinary contributions to this kind of
research. This is how studying the dynamics of knowledge production in the Anthropocene
and underlying driving forces can advance transformations not only of society, but also of
science.

7. Conclusion
Future Earth is indisputably one of the first major research programmes to get
funding agencies to acknowledge the importance of integrating ESSH into Global Change
Research. In the international research landscape, this is an important basis for shaping
future research on global environmental change (Castree 2015: 310, Moran/Lopez 2016:
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5). Integrating different methodologies into one single research programme bears its
challenges; and yet, Future Earth seems to have overcome them. However, it has overcome
them with a certain understanding of ‘the social’ still intact. Future Earth envisions
research by social sciences as portraying how people respond to a rapidly changing
environment and how their way of organising lives in specific communities is affected by
those changes. This implies that ‘the social’—in Future Earth’s interpretation—only ever
denotes aspects where a changing nature overlaps with a changing ‘social system’,
reinforcing the dichotomy of nature and culture. In this case, ‘the social’ is merely a
residual category that cannot be examined by natural sciences and therefore, must be
studied by ESSH like anthropology.
Although Future Earth advertises integrating the social sciences, a more ESSHinfused research agenda that goes beyond such case studies did not convince senior leaders
of the atmospheric sciences (Lahsen 2016: 8), so that anthropological research as outlined
by Future Earth’s key documents so far remains on the level of doing fieldwork to
compensate for the ‘social data’ natural sciences cannot reach. Considering the fact that
models of the environment, albeit integrating ‘social data’, are still predominantly shaping
the outcomes of Global Change Research. Giving anthropological knowledge a frame even
before sending ethnographers off to their research-sites, it seems to me that old disciplinary
boundaries and hierarchies are still at work, however implicit they may be.
Anthropology can comply with this vision of how ESSH should be integrated into
Global Change Research, yet it has the potential of contributing significant insights into
manifestations of dynamics and processes of global environmental change through
integrating conceptual work. At the same time, anthropological perspectives on knowledge
production and regimes can contribute not only to a better understanding of responses to
global environmental change but also of those scientific practices that will influence future
adaptation policies to such changes.
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