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Short Letter

Since its inception in the seventies, transdisciplinarity (TD) has evolved in different streams and approaches
[1], [2], [3]. Particularly, a common classification distinguishes two types: 1) “Theoretical” TD, led by the
work of Nicolescu [4]; 2) “Practical” TD, which corresponds to the “Ziirich school” [5], [6]. Although this
classification has been very useful to date in many ways [7], the TD research field has matured in such a
way that it is now time to move beyond. Firstly, there are today many transdisciplinary approaches that
do not fit so well with this Western centric typology, such as the idea of “Indigeneous TD” [8]. Second, I
have suggested that it might be more fruitful now to reframe the debate, by considering TD as a discipline
by itself and/or a “way of being” in tension [9]. As a discipline, TD corresponds to specific skills, methods,
and theories for knowledge integration and implementation within the scope of problem-solving research
projects [10]. When TD is instead considered as a way of being, by contrast, it extends far beyond the
scope of research projects and can manifest ubiquitously in the researcher’s life. In both cases, social
engagement can be intense and practical outcomes tangible; there are also important overlaps between
the two, particularly in terms of researchers’ skills and attitude [9]. However, whereas TD as a discipline
is rather a means by which scientists contribute to problem-solving, TD as a “way of being” can also be
seen as a solution that must be enhanced in society at large [9]. The aim of this short Letter is to explore
further, in other words, the implications for sustainability transformations of being transdisciplinary, in
contrast to practicing transdisciplinarity (as a discipline). I will start by briefly describing the second (the
discipline), and show that it reaches some limits when it becomes either very global or very personal. This
will be useful to further explore the TD way of being in a second time, with a focus on its implications for
personal engagement in sustainability transformations.

Practicing transdisciplinarity (as a discipline) is typically an activity performed by professional academic
researchers, in the context of research projects with stakeholders. The aim is to solve complex problems,
generally at a local scale, and the TD process by itself lasts for a given period of time (corresponding
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to the duration of the research project). In this context, an idealized TD process has been proposed
with three classical phases: 1) Problem framing; 2) Knowledge co-creation; 3) Application of co-created
knowledge [11]. During these three stages, the TD practitioner applies specific skills and methods (i.e.
participatory workshops, modeling, serious games, forum theatre...), as described by Pereira et al. [12] in
the particularly stimulating context of T-Labs (transformation Laboratories). Two important challenges
for TD practitioners have been identified [6]: 1) How to involve non-academic stakeholders in the process
of knowledge production; 2) How to deal with normativity and bias, as researchers are themselves societal
stakeholders (whose stakes are more or less high depending on projects). Now, a thought experiment: What
happens if a TD process would focus not on a local community as usual, but on the whole Planet Earth as
a case study, and if the problem to be solved was the whole sustainability crisis, the future of Humanity?
Figuratively, the character of an outside academic researcher from a far university coming to facilitate
some problem-solving in a foreign community would simply make no sense: If the target community is
Humanity, there is no other choice than to be all equally stakeholders on the same boat, with the highest
possible stakes. Another limit case of an application for practicing transdisciplinarity is when the problems
to be solved become closer and closer to personal issues (for example, if one tries to make her/his own
lifestyle more sustainable). As in our global fiction, the researcher and the stakeholder merge to make
one. In both cases, the TD challenge of involving stakeholders is not relevant anymore (as it cannot be
otherwise), and this has important implications on how to deal with normativity and bias.

Being transdisciplinary,in a way, is a matter of applying TD principles at a very personal level and
for the most global questions. As we are all equally somehow “action-researchers” at these levels, being
transdisciplinary can be relevant for everybody, not only professional academic researchers. For academic
researchers, it is also possible to be transdisciplinary outside the scope of TD research projects, in the
way we are contributing to a discipline or our institutions (for example, by borrowing concepts from other
disciplines, questioning deeply existing paradigms, taking care of the way we relate to each other, making
new connections with society...). Moreover, as we are entangled researcher-stakeholder, the classical
scientific aim for objectivity and neutrality appears to be doomed to fail, or to be an illusion. Indeed, as
Lahsen and Turnhout point out [13], the claim of scientific neutrality often acts as a shield reinforcing
existing power structures and norms, which can paradoxically be seen as a bias, in favor of reproducing
(rather than transforming) the status-quo. Consequently, being transdisciplinary implies to acknowledge the
importance and inevitability of one’s own subjectivity. Along this line, there is no problem of compatibility
for a researcher to engage in transgressive approaches (i.e. involving a violation of a moral or social
boundaries), as in research activism [14]. The ethical attitude is not anymore to limit ones’ own biases at
all costs, but rather to reflect on them, so we can be as transparent and explicit as possible in an open
transformative process [14], [15], [16], [17]. At a fundamental level, this reflexivity on one’s own biases
can be done through personal introspection, and interesting synergies can be noted with spiritual and
religious realms of knowledge (practicing mindfulness, contemplation, prayer...) [18], [19]. Importantly
then, the connection between scientific and spiritual knowledge is not only theoretical, as in Nicolescu’s
axiomatic notions of “levels of Reality” and the “Hidden Third” [1], [20]. This connection can also be made
in practice, for example in our way to deal with emotions, or to embody our values and find the courage
to “walk the talk” [21] [22]. At a more collective level now, as being transdisciplinary can be relevant for
everybody (not only professional researchers), we can also understand that it can be enhanced in society at
large, through education in a broad sense. An implication for academic institutions is that TD has the
potential to become mainstream, in which case it would include and transcend existing disciplines and
interdisciplinarity, beyond merely supplementing them [9]. In other words, TD as a way of being could
ultimately provide like an umbrella to define societally relevant orientations for scientific disciplines, rather
than being merely one more discipline added to the existing disciplinary structure of the academy [22], [23],
[24], [25]. An interesting resonance can be noticed between the personal level and the global level, as if
being transdisciplinary individually was somehow participating to a large collective evolution of thought and
consciousness in human beings [26]. When fully embraced, this approach is so radical that it can be seen
by itself as some sort of “epistemological activism”, in such a way that we are de facto deeply personally
engaged in societal transformations. Beyond the classical theoretical versus practical classification of TD
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approaches, it is my hope that framing TD as a way of being will be resourceful for some “epistemological
activists” to find meaning, courage and hope in their journey.
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