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a tale of two ‘interdisciplinary’ approaches 
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1.  Political Ecology 



Anglophone geography in the 1970s and 1980s 



(p. 24-25)  “We set out initially to write this book from position 
papers which adopted respectively Marxist and behavioural 
approaches, in each case with qualifications.  What happened 
instead was something unforeseen: large areas of agreement 
emerged... 

 

“There is something to be said for declaring a truce on the 
more abstract structural differences in the interpretations of 
social change, however important these differences may be, if 
it allows cross-fertilization of approaches.   

 

“There are certainly fundamental contradictions between the 
'human adaptation', neo-classical, and various Marxist 
approaches….  However, they share the objectives of 
understanding and problem solving, and of bringing about 
change in the situation, albeit in different degrees and in 
different ways. 

 

“There are many blocks to open minds: the criteria for 
excellence and promotion differ between various practitioners 
(academics of various disciplines, consultants, administrators, 
politicians); there can be interdisciplinary rivalry between 
different academic departments (particularly between natural 
and social science), and more specific epistemological 
differences, mainly about the domain and status of proof in 
discourse and research.  Land degradation and society, 
because of its complex and multi-disciplinary nature, and its 
theoretical and practical elements, encounters most of these 
blocks.” 



Chambers (1988), in his review of Land Degradation and Society: 
“This book is a valiant struggle with a subject… where earlier studies 
have often had serious blind spots resulting from disciplinary 
specialisation.  Blaikie, as a political economist, and Brookfield, as a 
geographer, have achieved or perhaps were driven to, ideological 
pluralism in their analysis.  Their multi-interdisciplinarity is illuminating, 
for instance where they discuss the differences between economic, 
ecological and politico-economic marginality….”  
 
Pickles & Watts (1992, p. 303) characterized political ecology as “post-
paradigmatic”, a self-reflecting approach open to a variety of ideas and 
balancing considerations of structure and agency. 
  
Peet & Watts (1993, p. 242), in a review paper, argued that political 
ecology contains an “extraordinary vitality .... reflecting the 
engagements within and between political economy, 
poststructuralism, discourse theory, and ecological science itself”.  
 



bridging disciplinary or ideological gulfs? 

 

“regional political ecology …. combines the 
concerns of ecology and a broadly defined 
political economy” (Blaikie & Brookfield, p. 17)  



messy reality 

1. where is the ecology, where is the politics? 

2. geography vs anthropology 

3. multiple toolsets 

4. regional contexts 

5. all things to all people 

 

flipside: vitality, emblem, etc. 



2.  Resilience 



“[Our] basic assumption … is that resource management… requires 
fundamentally different approaches...  The volume seeks to 
integrate two streams of resource management thought that 
fundamentally differ from the classic utilitarian approach.  The first 
is the use of systems approach and adaptive management, with 
their emphasis on linkages and feedback controls (Holling, 1978; 
Walters 1986)….  The second stream of thought is that improving 
the performance of natural resource systems requires an 
emphasis on institutions and property rights….  the importance of 
a social science of resource management has not generally been 
recognized.” (p.2) 

  

“Many previous studies have analysed the impact of human 
activities on the ecosystem, but few have studied the 
interdependence of social systems and ecological systems.  
Depending on the discipline of the author(s), either the social 
system or the ecological system tends to be taken as a 'given’....” 
(p. 4) 

  

“We hold the view that social and ecological systems are in fact 
linked, and that the delineation between social and natural 
systems is artificial and arbitrary.  Such views, however, are not yet 
accepted in conventional ecology and social science.  When we 
wish to emphasize the integrated concept of humans-in-nature, 
we use the terms social-ecological system and social-ecological 
linkages.” (p. 4) 

Berkes and Folke 1998 



Crossing disciplinary boundaries 

 

“The Resilience Alliance is a research organization comprised of scientists and 
practitioners from many disciplines who collaborate to explore the dynamics of social-
ecological systems.  ….  RA members are leaders in the ecological and social sciences, 
covering a range of disciplinary expertise” (RA website) 

  

“The journal seeks papers that are novel, 
integrative and written in a way that is 
accessible to a wide audience that includes 
an array of disciplines from the natural 
sciences, social sciences, and the 
humanities concerned with the relationship 
between society and the life-supporting 
ecosystems on which human wellbeing 
ultimately depends.”  (Ecology and Society 
website) 



Crossing epistemological or worldview boundaries 

 

“We propose a reorganization of interdisciplinary research, which we will refer to as 
epistemological pluralism, that we hope will lead to the production of more useful 
scientific knowledge for the study and management of SESs” (Miller et al. 2008, p.2) 

 

“In this book we argue that the process of developing policies and investments for 
sustainability requires a worldview that integrates ecological with economic with 
institutional with evolutionary theory- that overcomes disconnects due to limitations 
of each field.    But as compelling and easy as it is to criticize disciplinary gaps, they are 
clearly not the only reasons for unsustainable practices.  There are other, deeper 
limitations that arise from worldviews that people hold [such as ‘nature as balanced’, 
‘nature as anarchic’, ‘nature as flat’].  These worldviews are also partial 
representations of reality: representations that are valuable because they provide 
temporary certitude to allow action, but whose partial nature ultimately exposes their 
inadequacy…” (Gunderson & Holling 2002, p. 10) 

 

 



Goulden et al. 2013 Annals AAG 



Xu & Marinova (2013) Scientometrics 



3.  New silos,  
New boundaries 



ideology 



vs. 

epistemology 



natural and 
social science 

 
vs. 

 
critical and 
interpretive 

theory 



lone scholar vs. team 



PE and RA as ‘disciplines’ or ‘schools’ 

central networks of individuals - places - citations 

Berkeley 

Clark 

Blaikie 

Robbins 

Stockholm 
Canada 

Florida 

Berkes 

Holling 

Gunderson 

Folke 

Walker 

Watts 

Forsyth 

Stanford 

Peterson 

Colding 

Bryant 
Batterbury 

Peluso 

Castree 
Kentucky 



differences   

– formality/tightness of network 

– communications 

– normative vs. reflexive 

 



tensions 
Gunderson to Peluso:  “I’m an ecologist, I’ll leave the social science to you” (AAG conference 
2010) 

 

Watts (2011, p. 87-88) commenting on The Roots of Resilience (World Bank):  “what is on offer … 
is a bland and bloodless shopping list of ‘conditions’ for adaptive governance including ‘policy 
will’, ‘coordination of stakeholders’, ‘science’, ‘common goals’ and ‘creativity’.…. Ecological 
resiliency is the calculative metric for a brave new world of turbulent capitalism and the global 
economic order, and a new ecology of rule….  To return to Foucault and his notion of an 
expanded sense of eco-security, resiliency is an apparatus of security that will determine the 
process of ‘letting die’. Africa, once again, is the testing ground for a vision of security and care in 
which life is nothing more than permanent readiness and flexible adaptiveness. It is a deeply 
Hayekian project….” 

  

Birkenholtz (2012, p. 5):   Resilience abstracts “social-ecological systems from the political-
economic relations in which they are embedded, prompting a submission of vulnerability as 
ultimately contextual… and [exposing] the limits of ecological frameworks to explain local social-
ecological processes” 

 

Beymer-Ferris et al (2012. p297):    “the seemingly apolitical resilience approach is actually highly 
political as it supports the status quo. …. Power relations and ecological conditions structure 
social-ecological systems and produce unequal outcomes that are often highly contested by 
competing resource users.”  



echoes of 70s & 80s: 

 

 

 
Gregory (social geography) 

 

vs. 

 

Chorley (physical geography – systems theory) 



two-way traffic across a 
porous border 



4.   Implications 



a)  spirit 



b) recognizing multiple interdisciplinarities 



© C Kull 

c) problem focus 
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