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Disrupting the normalisation of 
unsustainability:  

rethinking education and research in times of 
global systemic dysfunction 



Outline 

 Systemic Global Dysfunction – The Anthropocene 
 Science in the ‘post-truth’ era 
 The SDGs 
 T-learning in and for transitions 
 Education & Science for Planet & People 

 



Source. The Guardian 
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ICT-driven Psychic Numbing 





 Complexity and uncertainty 

 Confusion, ambiguity, extinction of ‘truth,’ lack of ‘trust’ 
in science and in government   

 Hyper-connectivity – erosion of meaning, short attention 
spans – loss of ‘place’ – ‘viral nonsense’ 

 Dominant neo-liberal economic forces accelerate 
inequity and material values that normalize and breathe 
unsustainability 

 Need for continuous learning in a ‘reflexive’ society 

Wicked problems in unusual times... 



 
“While we marvel at Nasa’s discoveries, we destroy our 
irreplaceable natural resources – so we can buy pre-
peeled bananas and smartphones for dogs”  

George Monbiot,  
The Guardian, 30-09-2015 

 
 

“There may be flowing 
water on Mars…  
But is there intelligent life 
on Earth?” 
 
 
 





Key area’s for sustainability science & 
education 

 Understanding change, complexity and transitions 
 Boundary crossing, systems thinking and connectivism 
 Building agency and transformative capacity 
 Utilizing diversity, uncertainty and dissonance 
 Dealing with values, ethics and moral dilemmas 



Understanding Change, Complexity & 
Transitions 



Based on Kropff, 2012 



Doing what we do better vs doing better things… 
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To address sustainability we need to  
transgress the ‘walls of our minds’ 

What makes 1.5 degrees 
seem nigh impossible?  
 
• the ongoing nature-culture 

dualism of modernisation 
logic 

• colonial / narrow mindsets 
and cultures - including 
modern neo-colonialism 
and market logic 

• those processes and logics 
that hold inequality in 
place  

what and how we learn is 
important for transitions to 

sustainability  



Boundary crossing & Seeing Connections 



Source: CDI, MSP-Guide, Wageningen 
UR 2015 



Building Agency and Transformative 
Capacity 





 





Frances Lappe 

Smallplanet.org 



Frances Lappe 

Smallplanet.org 



Creating Vital Coalitions Utilising Diversity  



arjen.wals@wur.nl 

Participatory village Mapping (Male participants) 

Source: Mathews Tsirizeni & Sosten Chiotha, 
Malawi PGIS study 



arjen.wals@wur.nl 

Participatory village mapping (Female participants) 

 

Source: Mathews Tsirizeni & Sosten Chiotha, 
Malawi PGIS study 





transformative 

transgressive 

transdisciplinary 

? Slides from the T-Learning Project 
prepared by Professor Heila Lotz-
Sisitka, SARChI Chair, Rhodes 
University, South Africa  



T-learning countries & foci  
 

Multi-
stakehold
ers in the 
Mekong 
Delta 

Network 
of organic 
farmers  
coops 

Diverse 
learning 
networks 
in rural 
and  
urban 
areas 

Rural 
women’s 
groups in 
Lake 
Chilwa 
Basin  
Urban 
food as 
socio-
cultural 
cohesion 
Reclaiming 
sacred 
natural 
sites (bio-
cultural 
response) 

Green 
Schools and 
Philosophy  

Youth led 
monitoring 
using ICT 
(App) 

Bioregional 
networks 
linked to 
CASA social 
movement   

A range of intersectional concerns being 
addressed through T-learning:  

 
Environmental inequalities, gender, 
poverty, food security, water access, 

educational inequality, youth opportunity, 
cultural erosion, cognitive and epistemic 

justice, fossil fuel and  
climate change issues 



#Not Yet Uhuru:  An expression of young people looking for more socially 
just, sustainable futures that include them … What kinds of teaching 
and research are needed to transform structural dysfunction and 
exclusion?  

1994-2016 



Initial scoping and expansive learning  
responses in one site… 

South Africa:  Former 
Bantustan area, Land 
redistribution without 
water access  Inequalities:  

• Political 
historical  

• Land 
• Cultural 
• Economic 
• Educational  
• Social (gender)  
• Health  
• Youth 

opportunity 
 
 



Pictures  

Learning Network Activities:  Sharing Knowledge, 
Individual and Institutional Change Projects, Shared 
Productive Demonstration Sites 



learning network development 



Indicators of T-learning?  
•Expressions of collective action 
and ‘small changes’ that are 
situated within larger change 
trajectories  
•Resistance, disruption and re-
framing as expressions of agency  
•Invisible silences , tensions, 
contradictions or challenges 
surfacing  

• Problem solving and development of new skills  
• Transgressing boundaries, norms  or that which has been 

normalised  
• Reframed narratives and social movement for the common 

good – at multiple levels (intersecting) 
 



Indicators showing people  are creating a world 
that is easier ‘to love and live in together’ 

 Signs of crossing boundaries  

 Signs of conflict/tension 

 Signs of conviction 

 Signs of empathy 

 Signs of attentiveness 

 Signs of listening/attentiveness 

 Signs of creativity, innovation, imagination 

 Signs of intuitive action  

 Signs of new friendships 

 Signs of a sense of purpose 

 

How can 
we create 
a world 
that is 

easier to 
love?  



Education & Science for Planet & People 

 Look for boundary crossing opportunities  
 Adopt a systems approach – e.g. by linking with SDGs 
 Utilize diversity and multiple perspectives – looking for 

synergy but also for contestation and conflict 
 Move beyond increasing awareness and understanding 
 Ask: what am I/are we strengthening in society, what 

am I/are we ignoring or weakening? What needs 
sustaining? What needs disrupting? 
 Science for societal impact with people and planet in 

mind – rather than science for impact factors with 
continuous growth in mind 







 

 Thank you for 
listening! 

Source: Banksy 

Twitter: @arjenwals 

Email: arjen.wals@wur.nl 

Blog: www.transformativelearning.nl 



Publish AND Perish...? 

T 1990 2000 2010 

Time to 
read/review 

n-publications 



Science for society – counter trend  
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