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Abstract

The United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is a call for ‘transforming
our world’. This transformation discourse, promoted at the international and national
scales of sustainability governance, prompts the production of large amounts of environ-
mental knowledge: technical roadmaps, carbon budgets, climate models, etc. Further-
more, in the last two decades, there has been a discursive and structural push towards
usable and actionable science to be co-produced with societal stakeholders. Yet, despite
this proliferation of knowledge and collaborative efforts, progress on global sustainability
goals remains limited. This raises a critical question: why does more collaborative
knowledge not always translate into transformative action? This thesis argues that a key
reason may lie within prevailing knowledge politics, where knowledge is seen as technical
environmental expertise — and power as the political will to implement it. This perspective
fails to capture the reality of sustainability governance, and the push towards co-pro-
duction and actionable science seems to have done little to unsettle it.

As an attempt to address this misconception of the relationship between knowledge
and action, this thesis explores a set of more nuanced understandings of power, know-
ledge, and knowledge politics. It paints a more complex picture of how knowledge and
action are co-created by a diversity of societal actors working towards contextual and
collective visions of sustainability. It argues that co-production, as a practice endorsed by
research funders to incentivise actionable knowledge produced in democratic and
accountable ways, does not automatically lead to transformation because this practice is
shaped by intricate entanglements of knowledge and power. To problematise co-pro-
duction as practice, this thesis employs the theoretical lens of co-production as an idiom.
Co-production as practice denotes knowledge and action collectively produced by diverse
actors with the ambition to effect change towards their respective visions of sustainability.
Co-production as an idiom interrogates the relationship between knowledge and power.
This thesis employs the theoretical lens of co-production as an idiom to analyse how co-
production as practice is imagined and performed and the transformative pathways
towards contextually envisioned sustainability it enables or precludes.

Empirically, the thesis investigates the policy and practice of sustainability knowledge
production and use, including national sustainability and research policies in Sweden,
two transdisciplinary research programmes (one Swedish and one international), and the
Russian climate lawsuit in the European Court of Human Rights. These co-production
policies and practices are informed by the dominant political imaginaries of knowledge
and sustainability. However, diverse societal actors create ambivalent on-the-ground
interpretations of such imaginaries that result in a diversity of action-oriented ocean
science projects, contestations of climate transition politics in research programmes, and
radical imaginations of climate justice demanded by civil society. The purpose of these
analyses is to explore diverse co-production arenas and encounters as political spaces in
which knowledge and action meet. The intention is to identify how these spaces may
support — or fail to support — transformative societal change towards sustainability. This
empirical scope enables innovative understandings of how co-production can be ima-



gined and practiced along the different axes of power, and what potential effects these
imaginations and practices may have in relation to their ambitions to transform sustain-
ability governance.

The thesis engages with the literatures on sustainability transformations and tran-
sitions, sustainability science, and environmental science-policy interfaces. To address the
limited extent of power-knowledge theorisation in these literatures, this thesis develops a
theoretical account of the relational and processual ways in which power works in the co-
production of knowledge and action. Through the idiomatic lens of co-production (as co-
evolution of knowledge and power), the thesis shows that collaborative efforts between
societal actors often deliver modest outcomes due to how varying forms of power play out
across governance scales. The study identifies three forms of co-production: tame,
(dis)empowering, and transgressive. It demonstrates how these forms operate across a
spectrum of contexts, from policy to activism, producing various constraints and opportun-
ities for change. From this study, co-production emerges not as a method, but as a dynamic,
context-dependent practice that, when critically and reflexively enacted, can cultivate
transformative knowledge-action relationships.

Keywords: Knowledge politics; co-production; sustainability science; science-policy
interfaces; sustainability transformations; environmental governance; power; political
imagination; prefigurative politics; participation; deliberative democracys; citizens' assem-
blies; trade unions; just transitions; epistemic justice; climate justice



Sammanfattning (Abstract)

Forenta nationernas Agenda 2030 for hallbar utveckling 4r en uppmaning att 'omvandla
var virld’. Denna transformationsdiskurs, som forordas pa internationella och nationella
nivder inom héllbarhetsstyrning, ger upphov till en omfattande produktion av miljo-
kunskap: tekniska fardplaner, koldioxidbudgetar, klimatmodeller och liknande. Under de
senaste tva decennierna har det dessutom skett en diskursiv och institutionell forskjutning
mot anvidndbar och handlingsinriktad vetenskap som samproduceras med samhalleliga
aktorer. Trots denna tillvaxt av kunskap och samarbetsinsatser dr framstegen mot de globala
hallbarhetsmalen begrinsade. Detta vicker en central fraga: varfor leder inte mer sam-
arbetsbaserad kunskap alltid till transformativ handling? Avhandlingen argumenterar for
att en viktig forklaring ligger i rddande kunskapspolitik, dir kunskap forstds som teknisk
miljoexpertis och makt som den politiska viljan att omsitta denna expertis i praktiken.
Detta perspektiv fangar inte héllbarhetsstyrningens komplexa verklighet, och satsningen
pé samproduktion och handlingsinriktad vetenskap tycks i begransad utstrickning ha
utmanat denna forstaelse.

Som ett sitt att bemoéta denna missuppfattning om relationen mellan kunskap och
handling undersoker avhandlingen mer nyanserade forstéelser av makt, kunskap och
kunskapspolitik. Den tecknar en mer komplex bild av hur kunskap och handling sam-
skapas av en mangfald samhilleliga aktorer som arbetar mot kontextbundna och kollek-
tiva visioner om hallbarhet. Avhandlingen argumenterar for att ssmproduktion, som en
praktik som frimjas av forskningsfinansidrer for att stimulera framvaxten av handlings-
relevant kunskap producerad pa demokratiska och ansvarsfulla sitt, inte automatiskt
leder till samhallelig omvandling. Orsaken &r att denna praktik formas av komplexa sam-
manflitningar mellan kunskap och makt. For att problematisera samproduktion som
praktik anviander avhandlingen det teoretiska perspektivet samproduktion som idiom.
Samproduktion som praktik syftar p& kunskap och handling som kollektivt produceras
av olika aktorer med ambitionen att 4stadkomma fordndring i riktning mot deras respek-
tive hallbarhetsvisioner. Samproduktion som idiom undersdker relationen mellan kun-
skap och makt. Genom detta teoretiska perspektiv analyseras hur samproduktion som
praktik forestills och genomfors samt vilka transformativa vigar mot kontextuellt
definierad hallbarhet den mojliggor eller férhindrar.

Empiriskt undersoker avhandlingen policy och praktik kring produktion och anvind-
ning av héllbarhetsrelaterad kunskap. Detta innefattar svensk héllbarhets- och forsk-
ningspolitik, tvd transdisciplindra forskningsprogram (ett svenskt och ett internationellt)
samt den ryska klimatprocessen i Europadomstolen for de manskliga rattigheterna. Dessa
samproduktionspraktiker och styrformer priglas av dominerande politiska forestill-
ningar om kunskap och héllbarhet. Samtidigt skapar olika samhillsaktérer mangtydiga
och situationsbundna tolkningar av dessa forestéllningar, vilket ger upphov till en mang-
fald av handlingsorienterade havsvetenskapliga projekt, ifragasittanden av klimatom-
stallningens politik inom forskningsprogram och radikala forestillningar om klimat-
rittvisa formulerade av civilsamhallet. Syftet med analyserna 4r att undersoka olika sam-
produktionsarenor och samproduktionsméten som politiska rum dér kunskap och hand-



ling mo&ts. Ambitionen dr att identifiera hur dessa rum kan st6dja, eller misslyckas med
att stodja, transformativ samhéllsférandring i riktning mot hallbarhet. Det empiriska
materialets bredd mojliggor nya forstdelser av hur samproduktion kan férestillas och
praktiseras langs olika maktdimensioner och vilka konsekvenser dessa forestillningar och
praktiker kan fa i relation till ambitionen att fordndra hallbarhetsstyrning.

Avhandlingen ansluter till litteratur om hallbarhetsomstillningar och héllbarhets-
transformationer, héllbarhetsvetenskap samt grinsytor mellan vetenskap och politik
inom miljoomréadet. For att hantera den begransade teoretiseringen av relationen mellan
makt och kunskap inom dessa forskningsfilt utvecklar avhandlingen ett teoretiskt ram-
verk for att forsta de relationella och processuella sétt pa vilka makt verkar i samproduk-
tionen av kunskap och handling. Genom det idiomatiska perspektivet pd samproduktion,
forsttt som samutveckling av kunskap och makt, visar avhandlingen att samarbets-
processer mellan samhillsaktorer ofta ger begrinsade resultat pa grund av hur olika former
av makt verkar pa olika styrningsnivaer. Studien identifierar tre former av samproduktion:
taimjd, (o)myndiggorande och transgressiv. Den visar hur dessa former fungerar i olika
sammanhang, fran policy till aktivism, och hur de skapar savil begrinsningar som mojlig-
heter for fordndring. Samproduktion framtréder ddrmed inte som en metod utan som en
dynamisk och kontextberoende praktik som, nar den genomfors pa ett kritiskt och reflexivt
sitt, kan fraimja transformativa relationer mellan kunskap och handling.

Nyckelord: Kunskapspolitik; samverkan; héllbarhetsvetenskap; vetenskapspolitiska
gransytor; hallbarhetsomstallningar; miljostyrning; makt; politiska forestdllningar; pre-
figurativ politik; deltagande; deliberativ demokrati; medborgarférsamlingar; fackfore-
ningar; rittvisa omstéllningar; epistemisk réttvisa; klimatréttvisa
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Preface

Behind this thesis lies the idea that knowledge creation and sharing can be transfor-
mative. Few things, in fact, are more transformative than people learning together and
creating knowledge that informs their collective action. Today, big questions are
looming about the role of research and knowledge in sustainability governance. Demo-
cracy is retreating globally, scientific consensus about the environment is increasingly
ignored or denied, and environmental action is delayed. At this time, the collective
practice of learning, at universities and beyond, remains a space where a sense of
proportion and relationality can be continually recovered and restored.

This thesis is concerned with the co-creation of knowledge and action by diverse societal
actors and the ways in which it is related to the politics of sustainability and is shaped by
relationships of power. Originally, I had a more limited ambition: to examine how and
why, in specific contexts, practices of transdisciplinary research (fail to) live up to the
expectations imposed on them by researchers themselves, research funders, and the
intended beneficiaries of the research. The academic audience to whom this thesis is
primarily addressed will know only too well: researchers in the field of sustainability
studies are expected to produce research which is ‘relevant’, salient’, and ‘useful’ to
society. However, during the pre-study interviews with a few executives and senior
analysts in Swedish research funding organisations, I discovered that their attitudes
towards the need of ‘usable’ and ‘relevant’ research were far from uniform. While some
offered a strong endorsement of usable research, others were sceptical, raising questions
about the implications of knowledge co-production for academic freedom.

This insight coincided with my immersion in the theoretical intersections between the
literatures on science and technology studies and political ecology. These fields - each
interrogating the relationships between knowledge and power - opened to me a set of
new questions around knowledge, power, environment, and democracy. Thus, instead
of focusing on transdisciplinary processes and their evaluation, I gradually came to
study how these processes are embedded in sustainability action shaped by the anti-
cipation of desired or feared futures. Rather than examining co-production merely as a
transdisciplinary process of collaboration between researchers and societal actors, I
explored co-production in Jasanoff’s (1996) theoretical sense: as the co-production of
knowledge and power, but also of imagination and action. Thus — how, when, and with
what effects knowledge practices become entangled with other socio-political practices
and what they produce through their constitutive force.
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1. Introduction

Environmental knowledge, politics, and power

In recent decades, scientific environmental knowledge has been denied, attacked, and
discredited by political and industrial elites (see Lahsen 2005; Oreskes and Conway
2012; Mendy 2026). In September 2025, the US President Donald Trump dismissed
climate science as ‘the greatest con job ever perpetrated on the world’ (United Nations
2025a). The same year the US, one of the largest greenhouse gas emitters and fossil
fuel producers, again withdrew from the intergovernmental Paris Agreement on
climate mitigation. Earlier that year, Australia, the world’s third largest fossil fuel
exporter, locked in massive extraction of natural gas for two generations into the
future (Evans 2025) - despite its government discursively endorsing decarbonisation.
As a result of outright denial of scientific evidence or its apparent disregard by
environmental governance actors, the latest Sustainable Development Goals reports
point to a ‘global development emergency’ (United Nations 2025b:2) and make
‘sobering reading’ (United Nations 2024:2). Biodiversity loss rates are staggering
(IPBES 2019, the latest global assessment). The parties to the Paris Agreement are
unlikely to achieve their declared climate mitigation goals (UNFCCC 2023, the latest
global stocktake).

These failures are not due to a lack of environmental knowledge. Rather, they are,
at least in part, the result of a particular kind of knowledge politics that plays out at
the global and national scales of sustainability governance. This politics seems
Machiavellian: soliciting environmental expertise to then act upon it in politically
advantageous ways. If environmental knowledge politics can be seen as the relation-
ship between knowledge and power, at these governance scales power appears as
control, political domination, and the reinforcement of unsustainable practices, while
knowledge is reduced to technical environmental expertise.

However, there are richer ways of understanding power, knowledge, and know-
ledge politics. In this thesis, I show that at different governance scales and in different
contexts, diverse kinds of relationships between knowledge and power can generate
a variety of (micro)political practices for sustainability action. Some of these practices
can be productive and empowering, although they are always ambiguous and nested
in complex hierarchies.
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Co-production: Tyrannical or transformative?

This thesis examines a particular practice where knowledge and power come together
in diverse and sometimes unexpected ways: the co-production of knowledge and
action in sustainability governance. Co-production as collaborations between societal
actors for sustainability has, allegedly, come to challenge the linear model of top-
down expert communication (De Loureiro, Horta, and Santos 2021). Co-production,
as a way to democratise knowledge production and widen participation, has become
highly prominent in sustainability science (Norstrém et al. 2020). Research funders
around the world are increasingly endorsing co-production as a tool for usable and
actionable science (Beck 2019; Arnott and Lemos 2021). While critically exploring
the implications of such endorsement, I see co-production as part of a more general
decentralisation trend in environmental governance. This trend, in addition to co-
production of knowledge, also includes such phenomena and concepts as the de-
liberative turn (Béackstrand et al. 2010), participatory environmental governance
(Pickering et al. 2022), and multistakeholderism (Fritzsche and Backstrand 2023).

However, not all decentralisation has been seen as democratic. For example, the
privatisation and marketisation of environmental governance has led to the diffusion
of responsibility and the alignment of environmental policy with market logics (Mert
2012). Some forms of participation tend to depoliticise sustainability governance.
They may do so by professionalising civil society, removing issues from matters of
public concern, and by shifting responsibility from governments and industry to
citizens (Fawcett et al. 2017). Participation has also been critiqued for engendering a
‘new tyranny’ of postcolonial development practice — a continued legitimising of the
governance of the Global South by the Global North through tokenistic participatory
methods (Cooke and Kothari 2001). Analogies to the ‘tyrannical’ tendencies of
participation have been noted at sustainability science-policy interfaces (Turnhout et
al. 2020), where participatory processes have often been seen to depoliticise debates
and legitimise elite interests.

Such tendencies are problematic for co-production as the potentially transfor-
mative practice that some have suggested it to be. Schneider et al. (2021) argue that
co-production enables transformative sustainability governance by linking know-
ledge creation to collective action, generating new networks and creating shared
pathways for change. Co-production itself can be a transformative process, able to
reframe problems and empower marginalised voices. It can enable reflexive learning
and forge new alliances that can challenge dominant framings and support systemic
change, especially when tensions are engaged constructively rather than suppressed.
However, the transformative impact of co-production depends on addressing
existing power relations and connecting local processes to wider structural change
(Chambers et al. 2022; Mehta et al. 2025).

28



1. INTRODUCTION

Research problem

In this thesis, I problematise the co-production of knowledge and action for sus-
tainability governance as a transformative democratic practice. In doing so, I explore
how the idea of co-production of knowledge and action is imagined and represented
in sustainability policy, how it is practiced by researchers and diverse societal actors
in sustainability research and governance, and how it enacts various relationships
between knowledge and power. I do not aim to evaluate the direct impact of these
imaginations and practices. Instead, I analyse them as continuous relational process-
ses, living up to their transformative potential differently at different moments.
Understanding the problem of co-production as a transformative democratic prac-
tice is inseparable from understanding diverse kinds of knowledge politics operating
in different co-production arenas and encounters.

Core theoretical framings

The core conceptual-theoretical framings in this thesis include: the dual meaning of
co-production as idiom and practice; knowledge and action; power-knowledge;
politics and the political; transformations; and imagination. In this section, I will
sketch out my theoretical base by defining these concepts and explaining how I see
the relationships between them.

To problematise co-production as practice, I employ the theoretical lens of co-
production as an idiom (Jasanoff 1996; 2004). By co-production as practice, I mean
the co-production of knowledge and action as a collective act practiced by diverse
actors with the ambition to effect change towards their visions of sustainability. By
co-production as an idiom, 1 mean an interrogation of the relationship between power
and knowledge.

While co-production as practice is the empirical object of this thesis, idiomatic co-
production serves as an analytical lens and a medium of critique of this object.
Analysing co-production as practice through co-production as an idiom implies that
knowledge that is produced in collaborative spaces is shaped by power (Stirling et al.
2018). This understanding shifts the task of knowledge producers from ‘speaking
truth to power’ to understanding how power constitutes knowledge production
processes (ibid.).

When talking about co-production as practice, I deliberately refrain from a priori
definitions of ‘knowledge’, ‘action’, or ‘sustainability’ in substantive terms. Instead, I
document the diverse meanings ascribed to them by societal actors in sustainability
science and governance. For example, there are different conceptualisations of the
connection between knowledge and action in these contexts. Linear (positivist)
models see the two as separate, while relational approaches highlight the interconnec-
tedness and complexity of the knowledge-action dyad (West, van Kerkhoff and
Wagenaar. 2019). I adopt a relational paradigm that focuses on the open-endedness
and unpredictability of co-production as practice. It is concerned with the nego-
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tiation of meanings in complex situations, practical wisdom, experiential and
experimental dynamics (ibid; see also Hajer and Wagenaar 2003). West, van Kerkhoff
and Wagenaar (2019:541) define social practice as an ‘activity that obtains its
meaning from a given collective or group context’, thus foregrounding the impor-
tance of collective meaning-making and negotiation. This approach is process-
oriented, highlighting the continuous ‘becoming’ of co-production processes, their
irreducible pluralism and diversity. The authors align themselves with a pragmatist
view of knowing and doing as interrelated and mutually constitutive. Following them
in this understanding, I discover multiple practices of co-production: creating norms
and rules for actionable science, data extraction, nuancing existing discourses, and
prefigurative activism, among others. Thus, my focus is on the detailed analysis of co-
production as the different processes of creation and co-creation of the ideas,
identities, and practices that emerge out of the evolution of actors’ relationships
through these processes.

To critique the practice of co-production, I analyse it through the prism of co-
production as an idiom and a theoretical concept: ‘the production of mutually
supporting forms of knowledge and forms of life’ (Jasanoff 1996:397). Co-production
in this sense implies that power and knowledge produce each other. In this context,
power defines what counts as knowledge (Flyvbjerg 1998), whereas knowledge is used
to define political ends and means. This view of power and knowledge as mutually
constitutive and implying the other can be traced to Foucault’s notion of power-
knowledge (1995/1975). Co-production in the theoretical sense does not only point
to the politics of knowledge concerned with knowledge hierarchies, domination, and
resistance. It also encompasses modes of thought that enable action, as well as social
practices and discourses that make phenomena thinkable, and how individual actors
are constituted in response to these practices and discourses. Thus, in Foucauldian
terms, power is not (only) repressive and censoring, but (also) productive of objects,
subjects, and what he calls ‘the rituals of truth’ (ibid:194). Thus, power does not only
denote domination - it is also constitutive and productive. In this thesis, I explore
what is produced through co-production practices and how the resulting forms of
knowledge politics differ across contexts.

This theoretical understanding of co-production as the co-constitution of know-
ledge and power conceptually disturbs the instrumental and practical understanding
of co-production as collaborations between actors in producing knowledge. Co-
production, in its theoretical sense, serves as a critical guide for collaborations,
bringing attention to their power dynamics. It questions not only whose knowledge
counts, but what counts as knowledge, and what other practices, discourses, and
actions are (re)produced in the process of its creation and use - seeing knowledge not
as a product, but as social (and political) practice.

At this point it is important to note the way ‘politics’ and ‘political” are used in this
thesis. There are different understandings of these terms in political philosophy and
theory. Schumpeter’s (1976/1942) minimalist understanding of politics as com-
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petition for power between elites contrasts with Arendt's (2005) view of politics as
collective action in the public sphere, and Ranciére’s (1999) view of it as the eman-
cipatory enactment of equality through disruption of the current order. Schumpeter’s
definition is normatively charged as negative, whereas Arendt’s and Ranciere’s are
not just normatively positive — they represent a central social value for these thinkers.
Moutffe (2005) distinguishes between ‘the political’ as the ever-present possibility of
conflict (antagonism) and “politics’ as practices that create order and mask conflict.

Despite their differences, all these definitions have a common denominator:
contestation. In this thesis, by the political’I mean an inherent element of democracy
- what Mert and Marquardt (2022) describe as the process of widening of the public
debate and embracing the contestation around sustainability visions and action. By
‘politics’ T mean the various practices of dealing with this contestation: concealing it,
using it to serve a particular interest, or channelling it for the common good. Thus,
in this thesis, politics is not seen as inherently positive or negative - it takes various
forms. However, I assign normative value to the types of politics of knowledge that
enable the political - open debates and contestations between a plurality of know-
ledges on issues that matter to diverse societal actors. This is because such contes-
tation potentially creates opportunities for mutual learning in co-production (Tafon,
Saunders, and Gilek 2019).

To critically examine transformative aspirations of knowledge-action co-pro-
duction, I draw on the relatively young and burgeoning field of ‘transformations
to(wards) sustainability’ (Scoones et al. 2020; Temper et al. 2018) or ‘sustainability
transformations’ (Patterson, Feola, and Kim 2024). I understand transformations not
as an empirical phenomenon, but as a concept and a normative aspiration which is
discursively produced and variously attempted in practice. A general idea of trans-
formations is that overcoming complex sustainability challenges requires profound
socio-political change beyond technological innovations. Literature in various fields
of environmental governance has called for changes that will affect social, economic,
and political structures. It points out that such changes cannot be effected without
power struggles and reconfigurations of power (Nightingale et al. 2020; Stoddard et
al. 2021; Lidskog and Sundqvist 2022). At the theoretical core of my thesis, I argue
that the way co-production manifests in practice is shaped by different processes of
power.

Relational approaches to transformations present them as shared spaces for
diverse forms of being, knowing, and doing (West et al. 2024). A key component of
these spaces is imagination, because transformations towards sustainability neces-
sitate the collective imagining of sustainable futures (Moore and Milkoreit 2020).
Imagination and imaginaries have been foregrounded in the sustainability trans-
formations field as political resources defining policy trajectories and opportunities
for concerted action (Hajer and Versteeg 2019; Beck et al. 2021; Brodén Gyberg and
Lovbrand 2022). Diverse ways of imagining futures, epistemologies, and action
pathways uniquely inform the co-production processes that this thesis explores. At the
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same time, imagination processes can also be limiting and restrictive (Machin 2026).
This thesis, therefore, approaches them critically, empirically examining their
emergence and effects in the different encounters and arenas of co-production
explored in the four papers.

Research object and questions

The empirical object of my research is co-production of knowledge and action for
sustainability as a practice that brings together diverse societal actors. This co-
production happens in diverse arenas (designed spaces) and through varied en-
counters (moments of co-production, sometimes spontaneous). It involves diverse
imaginings of what knowledge, action, and sustainability might imply. This practice
is productive in the sense that it creates various pathways towards desired futures. It
also produces discourses, meanings, and subjectivities of those involved in the co-
production process. It is driven by a normative aspiration for transformative change,
involving interventions in the social, political, economic, and ecological relationships
in which societies are embedded. Such transformative changes are impossible to
effect or understand without attention to power relationships, both in terms of
domination and resistance, as well as productive, constitutive power.

With these definitions in mind, the thesis examines co-production of knowledge
and action for sustainability transformations as productive and political practices. It
pays particular attention to how these practices are enabled and constrained by power
relations and the effects of these dynamics. I ask:

1. How is co-production of knowledge and action imagined in sustainability
policy, research, and litigation?

2. How is it practiced in these arenas and encounters — and what kinds of
discourses and subjectivities emerge through its practice?

3. What kinds of transformative pathways are enabled and precluded through
the power processes shaping co-production?

Scope and relevance

In the four papers comprising this thesis, co-production as practice — the co-pro-
duction of knowledge and action by diverse actors - is examined through the critical
lens of co-production as an idiom - co-production of knowledge and power, or
knowledge and society. Paper 1 sets the scene by presenting how an environmentally
progressive state (Sweden) imagines the character of sustainability and knowledge
that is needed to bring about ‘the future we want’ (United Nations 2012). In Paper 2,
my co-authors and I examine the interpretations of ‘the science we need for the ocean
we want’ (Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission 2021) by an international
research programme financed by Belmont and JPI Oceans. The paper analyses a
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range of research projects’ interpretations of sustainability and social change and how
the two might be achieved through co-production. In Paper 3, I go back to Sweden to
zoom in on one research programme financed by Swedish public and quasi-public
sustainability research funders. This programme, aimed at supporting the Swedish just
green transition through research and collaboration with societal actors, engages with
Swedish trade unions and citizens, touching upon the very core of the Swedish green
transition conflicts.

Finally, Paper 4 focuses on the Russian climate litigation case in the European
Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) in 2022. It represents a diametrically different
situation to where the story starts. The central conflict in this paper is the contestation
of a state’s sustainability policy and the knowledge claims and projections on which
it is based. However, the state is not a liberal-democratic environmental state like
Sweden, but Russia, an autocratic state whose economy depends largely on fossil fuel
exports. The protagonists here are no longer the researchers funded by research
funding conglomerates, but Russian civil society and human rights defenders with
their leadership in exile, suing the Russian president and government in the ECtHR
for what they see as a hypocritical and unjust climate politics. This lawsuit can be seen
as a rather reckless political act of co-production, one that envisions and prefigures a
utopian future of return to democracy.

The empirical contexts in my thesis range from the sustainability research
imaginaries of the state, through research practices, to grassroots activist experiences
of co-production. In these cases, co-production moves from ‘invited’, through
‘created’, to ‘claimed’ spaces (Gaventa 2006). This move shows how co-production is
imagined and practiced in arenas and encounters that have different kinds of
institutional arrangements and protagonists. I observe how the co-production of
knowledge with diverse actors translates from a knowledge-political idea to practice.
More specifically, I look at how it shifts from diffuse and abstract understandings of
what co-production means in policy, through more action-oriented practices, to
activism. I chose this progression because it reveals the shifting line between research
and activism, between ‘simply documenting’ and acting to change things. Environ-
mental scientists often have to walk this line, either out of their own convictions or
prompted by research funders like Formas, Mistra, and Belmont Forum to produce
usable and actionable science. Including an activist case of co-production under
authoritarianism was crucial for this progression, because it shows co-production as
a case of antagonistic contestation of policy, an overtly political act, and at the same
time a case of prefiguration that many researcher-initiated co-production efforts lack
or simply cannot legitimately exercise. As such, Paper 4 shows the limits of co-pro-
duction and its ideal. At the same time, it speaks back to the co-production initiated
by researchers, offering prefiguration as an often-missing element in researchers’
practice.

My aim in this thesis, therefore, is to offer insights that are relevant not only to
environmental scholars, the primary audience of a thesis in environmental studies. It
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is also addressed to research funders, policymakers, and other environmental profes-
sionals who seek to understand the challenges and tensions presented by environ-
mental knowledge co-production. More broadly, the thesis aims to contribute to the
public accountability of academic knowledge production and societal collaborations
by showing in detail how socially relevant knowledge is produced and the trade-offs
and challenges that must be navigated in the process.

Contribution to the field of environmental social sciences

My main contribution is the development of a relational, process-oriented theoretical
framework of co-production of knowledge and action, rooted in social and political
theories of power. This framework allows me to make a second contribution: a
theoretically and empirically informed conceptualisation of co-production practice
in relation to its potential for transformative change: as taming, (dis)empowering, or
transgressing. I make these contributions in relation to two broad and overlapping
sets of literature: first, the critically informed literature on co-production in the fields
of sustainability science and environmental science-policy interface; second, the field
of sustainability transformations.

In the literature on co-production in sustainability science and environmental
science-policy interface, despite the calls to understand the role of power relations in
the production and institutionalisation of sustainability knowledge (see, for example,
Fritz and Meinherz 2020; Turnhout et al. 2020), there have been few systematic
theoretical conceptualisations of power-knowledge. Felt et al. (2016), Jagannathan et
al. (2020), and Turnhout (2024) operationalise such concepts as ‘powerful actors’,
‘power relations’, ‘empowerment’, ‘power imbalances’, and ‘power hierarchies’, and
thus view power as domination and institutionalised interests. In their analysis of the
interactions between researchers and practitioners, Fritz and Meinherz (2020)
conceptualise power in both oppressive and productive terms as power ‘over’, ‘to’,
and ‘with’. In contrast to this approach that focuses on agents’ power, Schmidt and
Neuburger (2017) analyse the structural power of research infrastructures in the post-
colonial context, whereas van der Hel (2018) explores how researchers themselves
understand their practice, including power structures and epistemic power.

The literature on transformations towards sustainability has made many attempts
to theorise power. Temper et al. (2018) conceptualise power in three dimensions
(structural, cultural, and people and networks) and draw out the potential im-
plications of these dimensions to transformations strategies. Others in this field have
discussed power in terms of incumbent interests, power imbalances, asymmetries and
differences (Patterson et al. 2017; Pickering et al. 2022; Patterson, Feola, and Kim
2024), as well as economic structures under the capitalist system (Feola 2020) and
hegemonic power (Hamilton and Ramcilovic-Suominen 2023). In transitions studies,
Hoffman (2016) describes theorisations of power that include relational, dis-
positional, and structural power. Hoffman himself develops a specific relational view

34



1. INTRODUCTION

of power, conceptualising it as creativity and innovation. In the same field of sustain-
ability transitions, Avelino (2021) provides a broad conceptualisation of power,
drawing on various dichotomies of power as featuring in wide power literature, and
deriving implications for how social change can be studied. Ahlborg (2017) and
Ahlborg and Nightingale (2018) offer a power framework that draws on theoretical
and empirical insights from sustainability transitions studies and political ecology. In
general, however, Ahlborg et al. (2024) show that, as a critical approach, the power
lens is only used in a fraction of the research on energy transitions, even in studies
that explicitly address justice and exclusion.

In adjacent broader fields of environmental governance, researchers engage in
innovative theoretical ‘bricolage’ by combining power theorisations with other
theoretical instruments (see Saunders et al. 2025) or theorise from a wide range of
empirical insights. A conceptually innovative example of the latter by Stoddard et al.
(2021) provides nine lenses for explaining why sustainability transformations do not
occur, suggesting that power relations are the culprit. They see power as institutional
power (discourses and politics), instrumental power (technology and economy), and
the power of ideas.

This thesis makes its core contribution at the intersection of the scholarship on
power, knowledge co-production, and sustainability transformations. While existing
studies have generated valuable insights into power dynamics in co-production and
transformation processes, they rarely develop power frameworks that are explicitly
grounded in the diverse traditions of social and political theories of power, nor do they
systematically theorise power in relation to knowledge and transformations. In parti-
cular, there is a lack of analytical approaches that explain how specific forms of power
and forms of knowledge mutually constitute one another - that is, how power and
knowledge are co-configured through practices of knowledge-action co-production.

By addressing this gap, my ambition is to contribute to the literature on co-
production in sustainability science and environmental governance by introducing a
theoretically informed heuristic that foregrounds power as a constitutive element of
knowledge-action relations, rather than as an external constraint or attribute of
actors. At the same time, I aim to contribute to the literature on sustainability
transformations by offering a relational and processual theorisation of power that
illuminates the ‘in-between’ processes where different instantiations of power
interact. This perspective reveals tensions, constraints, and opportunities for trans-
formative action that tend to remain obscured in conceptualisations of power that
focus only on specific instantiations of power. The thesis contributes to both
literatures with a theoretically informed empirical investigation across different
governance scales and diverse arenas of co-production, including the production of
discourses, research practices, and policy contestation in court by civil society. Such
a broad scope invites innovative understandings of co-production along the various
axes of power, with implications for co-production practitioners.
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This thesis is organised as follows. Chapter 2 maps the conceptual origins of know-
ledge-action interfaces for sustainability transformations. Chapter 3 develops a
theoretical framework through an engagement with social theories of power. Chapter
4 details the methodological approach and explains the selection of the empirical
material. Chapter 5 presents and integrates insights from the four papers, discussing
them in relation to the main research problem. Chapter 6 situates these findings in
relation to the broader literature, and Chapter 7 concludes. The Afterword re-situates
the thesis within its broader socio-political context, which, while being outside the
scope of the thesis, continuously informs it.
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Co-production as an idea and practice
The lingering linearity of ‘speaking truth to power’
In the Introduction, I discussed co-production as a model of connecting knowledge
and action that is meant to lead to a better understanding of the relationship between
the two and, ultimately, to ‘more sustainability’. But what is the conventional model
of relating power to truth and knowledge to action that co-production is meant to
subvert?

In the science-policy interface literature, ‘power’ traditionally referred to the
power of political elites and decisionmakers (Hoppe 1999). In relation to sustain-
ability as a political agenda, Haas (2004) pointed to the breakdown of the ‘speaking
truth to power’ model. He located this model in political science and international
relations literature of the 1980-90s; however, he was sceptical about the application
of this model to the relationship between sustainability science and policy at the
beginning of the century. Indeed, twenty years later, Jagannathan et al. (2023)
reported that most researchers at science-policy interfaces in the past two decades
disagree with the idea of the linear unidirectional movement of knowledge from
science to policy.

Social constructionist and poststructuralist approaches in environmental policy
and governance literature critique the very idea of this model. Lovbrand (2006) sees
its origin in the modern positivist understanding of the scientific method. Positioning
the ‘speaking truth to power’ modeal in the broader historical and geopolitical
context, Lovbrand points out that Western science and society have long been
politically interdependent through technological and economic progress. The idea
that science might be autonomous from politics has also been criticised by Saunders,
Gilek, and Linke (2017), who suggest that the ‘ethnographic’ understandings of
science-policy relationship prevalent in science and technology studies enable a more
truthful analysis of the enmeshment of science and politics. Beck (2011) blames the
linear model for depoliticisation of environmental governance, as it presents political
issues as technical and limits policy options. Turnhout (2024) sees this model as
perpetuating the ‘dangerous illusion of neutrality’ (p. 2) under which environmental
science operates. Assuming neutrality, Turnhout argues, amounts to siding with the
powerful. Invoking a different form of power than Hoppe and Haas, Turnhout is
concerned about what she terms the ‘cultural hegemony’ of economic growth and
excessive reliance on technical solutions, which, in her opinion, perpetuate inequal-
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ities and injustices. She advocates instead for the epistemic and ontological diversity
of environmental science and greater critical attention to power relations and
considerations of justice.

In this thesis, my ambition is to critically observe the enmeshments between
environmental knowledge and politics and analyse them through a multi-dimen-
sional power lens. This approach is inspired by empirical studies at the science-policy
interface. Lovbrand (2011), for example, shows the entanglements between climate
science and policy in a research programme. She reveals the two-way workings of
these entanglements: both how science influences policymaking, and how climate
policy structures the production and interpretation of research. This complexity is
echoed in the study by van Beek et al. (2022) on the political calibration of climate
science, which similarly displays a mutual adjustment between the modelling and
policymaking communities, a process the authors describe as ‘refining the fit’
between policy priorities and the modelling data. In both cases, the understanding of
power is multi-faceted. The studies show the agency of the political elites as un-
deniable but also embedded in the structural power of institutions, closely interacting
with the epistemic power of making environmental phenomena governable through
modelling.

These understandings diverge from the earlier literature on science—policy
interfaces, which has often adopted the view of power as decision-making. These later
studies demonstrate empirically that, at such interfaces, politics and knowledge
intertwine in subtle and complex ways. At the same time, van der Hel (2018) observers
that, despite most sustainability researchers’ awareness of the two-way relationship
between research and politics, they strongly support the notion of ‘speaking truth to
power’ manifesting in their work. Thus, to borrow an expression from Maas, Pauwelus-
sen, and Turnhout (2022), the linear model of knowledge-action is ‘lingering’.

The problem this thesis aims to address is the suggestion appearing in sustain-
ability science that co-production practices can transcend this ‘lingering linearity’ in
sustainability research. Co-production as collaborative processes of knowledge
production by academic and non-academic actors has been mainstreamed in
sustainability science (Brandt et al. 2013; Norstrom et al. 2020) with the view to
increase salience (relevance to policy), credibility (adequacy in face of evidence), and
legitimacy (fairness to diverse ‘stakeholders’). However, as this thesis shows, co-
production is not a panacea for transformative change, as it is fraught with its own
contradictions. I will describe these contradictions in the next section, where I will
chart a genealogy of co-production, describe its connection to democracy and
sustainability, and summarise the critique that co-production has encountered.

Co-production of knowledge-action: The practice

Within sustainability science literature, collaborative co-production of knowledge
has been construed as a potential way to overcome the ‘lingering linearity’ of the
interfaces between knowledge and action. Terms describing knowledge production
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processes that bring together different types of actors have proliferated in sus-
tainability science and environmental policy literature. Integrative modes of research
and engagement, knowledge exchange, actionable research (Louder et al. 2021);
transdisciplinary, participatory, and collaborative research (Lang et al. 2012);
interactive social science, participatory research, and issue-driven interdisciplinarity
(Polk 2015) are all concepts that fall under the umbrella term ‘co-production’. Other
related terms include actionable knowledge and science, engaged research, science-
to-action, and research—-practice partnerships (Mach et al. 2020), among others.

Although they describe a variety of phenomena, these terms commonly tend to
denote, first, the bringing together of multiple knowledge-holders and forms of
knowledge, and second, some ‘action’ component — ambition for an intentional
change for variously defined sustainability visions and values. Thus, in sustainability
science and policy literature, co-production has been conceptualised as a set of know-
ledge-to-action relationships or interventions (van Kerkhoft and Pilbeam 2017).
Action includes environmental decision-making and, even broader, sustainability
practice in general, often carried out by actors other than scientists (Cornell et al.
2013; van Kerkhoff and Pilbeam 2017). Knowledge-related terms include actionable
knowledge, action-guiding, and action-oriented knowledge, all of which centre action
as an integral part of knowledge production in sustainability literature (Apetrei et al.
2021). In this thesis, when I refer to co-production as practice, I mean the processes
which display the above-mentioned characteristics of the conceptual family: multiple
types of institutional knowers (e.g. academia, civil society, policymakers); multiple
forms of knowledge (e.g. scientific, practical, lived experiences); informed by an
orientation to some form of action.

Tracing the origins of co-production is complicated by the ‘family resemblances’
between many concepts with different origins. This ambiguity suggests that co-
production may have several historical roots. One of them can be traced to the social
movements of the late 1960s that challenged the relatively autonomous relationship
between science and society in the Global North and led to a degree of demo-
cratisation of science (Lengwiler 2008). The call for such democratisation emerged
against the backdrop of technocratic post-war governance: the tendency to delegate
the decisions of the public sphere to technical experts (Shapin 2008; Irwin 2008).
These developments are associated with the emergence of science and technology
studies (STS; Thorpe 2008:76) reflecting the agendas of the ‘antinuclear, antipsychiat-
ric, patients-rights, environmental, anti-GMO, and other movements’. To paraphrase
the feminist adage, ST takes on the position that ‘the technical is political’. As a new
field within social sciences, STS strived to make science more transparent to society
and reveal the inherently political nature of scientific processes, serving both the
democratisation and repoliticisation of science in the Global North.

Another possible root of co-production can be traced to the Global South. Hirsch
Hadorn et al. (2006) and Mach et al. (2020) connect today’s understanding of trans-
disciplinarity to the concept of action research (or rather, a particular strand of it
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stemming from the Global South®), characterised by hermeneutic and qualitative
social research approaches and designed to foster social action and participation.
Hirsch Hadorn et al. (2006) trace the origin of action research to the thinking of Freire
(1970), suggesting that action research is a ‘Southern version of transdisciplinarity’,
which around the same time (1970s) manifested in development approaches chal-
lenging techno-scientific modernisation. In this vein, participatory action research
(PAR), as expressed by Fals-Borda (1987:329), commits to ‘further the interests of
exploited groups and classes’, inspired by ‘phenomenological and Marxist trends
adjusted to regional realities and factors’. Like STS, PAR also emerged as a response
to social movements of the 20" century - the anticolonial movements (Glassman and
Erdem 2014). Two decades later, PAR was developed and mainstreamed as
Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA; Hirsch Hadorn et al. 2006), in particular by
Chambers (1994), among others.

Other authors suggest a later origin of co-production. One thread leads to the
public administration idea of co-production as the joint creation of public goods by
providers and users (Ostrom 1996; Wyborn et al. 2019; Miller and Wyborn 2020;
Mach et al. 2020). Another trend, described in the 1990s as ‘Mode-2" knowledge
production (Gibbons 1994; Nowotny 2014) or ‘post-normal science’ (Ravetz and
Funtowicz 1993; 1999), also has a potential role in the origin of co-production, with
its shift in emphasis towards participatory and actionable knowledge production (van
der Hel 2016). Finally, De Loureiro, Horta, and Santos (2021) locate the ‘participatory
turn’ even later, namely in the early 2000s, as a response to the ‘deficit model’ of top-
down science-society relationship. In all these cases, co-production may not only
signify a democratic or emancipatory ambition, but a particular outlook. Miller and
Wyborn (2020:90) suggest that ‘as a way of imagining and acting in the world, co-
production may be almost an inevitable outcome of the spread of constructivist
sensibilities in research and in society’.

However, not all manifestations of co-production reflect such ‘constructivist
sensibilities’ or an emancipatory approach. Transdisciplinarity, which is a prominent
form of co-production, has two distinct versions. Hirsch Hadorn et al. (2006) offer a
perspective of transdisciplinary research as a bottom-up social process aimed at
problem-solving, in which norms and values are negotiated. In contrast, Klenk and
Meehan (2015:161) contrast this with a top-down approach that manifests in ‘triple-
helix’ collaborative research networks that include universities, public sector, and
industry. These networks employ transdisciplinarity as the method of knowledge
production ‘funded, mandated and monitored by governments’ (ibid.). Clearly, the
logics, processes, and outcomes of these two different understandings of trans-
disciplinarity can be expected to radically diverge.

4 This pedigree of action research has no relation to the action research of Lewin (1946) designed
to address marginalisation of religious and ethnic minorities in the US after World War II
(Glassman and Erdem 2014).
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The top-down forms of transdisciplinarity and co-production call into question
the extent to which today’s practices of co-production in sustainability research have
truly inherited and seek to promote the radical ambitions of these earlier eman-
cipatory research traditions (like PAR). Lack of transparency in partner selection and
epistemological and ontological tensions that often fail to be understood and addres-
sed (Wyborn et al. 2019) are only two ways in which co-production can be used to
reinforce existing hierarchies (Flinders, Wood, and Cunningham 2016), rather than
overturning them. In development studies, for example, participation has been
critiqued as a ‘new tyranny’. In particular, PRA have been identified as reifying cer-
tain essentialist ideas of local communities by development practitioners (Cooke and
Kothari 2001). Analogically, in the science-policy literature, Turnhout et al. (2020)
see participatory knowledge processes as potentially ‘tyrannical’, with their tendency
to legitimise the framings and solutions proposed by elite actors. Klenk and Meehan
(2015) are also critical of transdisciplinarity’s integration imperative due to its poten-
tial to foreclose the antagonistic relationships between irreconcilable epistemologies.
They warn that the tendency of transdisciplinarity to tidy up the ‘messiness’ of
knowledge co-production may make transdisciplinary efforts futile if due attention is
not given to ‘the necessary political work of composing a common world, which may
open (or shut out) different pathways of societal development’ (ibid:163). Trans-
disciplinary action research has been critiqued for its symbolic and ‘invited’ engage-
ment, the expert framing of questions, and fixation on elite processes of knowledge
brokering and leadership (Sovacool et al. 2020). Bell and Pahl (2017) see co-
production as ‘co-opted’ by the neoliberal logic, resulting in participatory practices
that are ‘diluted, repressed, or turned against those who produce them’ (p. 108).

These challenges confronting co-production can be summed in van der Hel’s
(2016) three co-production logics: accountability, impact, and humility. Accoun-
tability (to the public) has to do with democratisation of science; impact — with the
instrumental orientation of co-production at creating ‘better’ and more ‘effective’
knowledge; and humility — with the calls for epistemic and ontological pluralism in
knowledge production. Despite the ‘helpful ambiguity’ (ibid.:105) of the co-
production term, these logics tend to conflict. These tensions and the dangers that
co-production can present are the focus of scrutiny in the empirical part of my thesis.

Co-production of knowledge and power: The idiom

The critical approach to co-production that I adopt in this thesis is rooted in the
idiomatic understanding of co-production. Co-production as a social critique
exploring the power-knowledge interplay originates in STS (Apetrei et al. 2021).
There it is understood as ‘co-production of science and its social context’ (Latour
1990:147) or ‘the production of mutually supporting forms of knowledge and forms
of life’ (Jasanoff 1996:397). The STS understanding of co-production has been
referred to as analytical (Turnhout et al. 2020), idiomatic, theoretical (Wyborn et al.
2019), descriptive, interpretive, critical, or reflexive (Lovbrand 2011). It goes beyond
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stakeholder engagement towards understanding how the interactions between
science and society are organised (Wyborn et al. 2019). Co-production in this sense
invites the questioning of the separation of science and politics, to reveal how they
are co-produced (Gustafsson 2014).

This distinction between co-production as a practice and as a social critique has
been questioned by some of the science-policy interface scholarship. For example,
Wyborn et al. (2019) regard the dichotomy between the idiomatic and pragmatic
understandings of co-production as overstated. The authors suggest bridging it by a
‘more deliberate engagement between critical scholarship and the practice of co-
production’ in order to ‘situate co-production practices within their sociocultural,
political, and normative contexts’ (p. 324). This ‘false dichotomy” hypothesis is
echoed by Beck (2019) who shows that the two ‘co-productions’ occur simul-
taneously. My perspective on this dichotomy is that it is a helpful analytical device
that enables a critique of pragmatic co-production through the co-production idiom.
In this thesis, the pragmatic meaning is used when applied to transdisciplinary
research, or other practices of bringing knowledge and action together. The idiom of
co-production is important for designating my ontological position regarding the
relationship between knowledge and action. It signifies translation processes between
imaginaries of sustainability and understandings of knowledge-action (Paper 1);
provides an implicit guide for how I think about the practices of collaborative
research (Paper 2); denotes the different meanings of co-production operating at the
same time (Paper 3) - or shows how knowledge, imagination, and action constitute
prefigurative politics (Paper 4).

My premise is that ‘co-production-1’ (as practice) should never escape the scrutiny
of ‘co-production-2’ (as idiom). This means that the co-production of knowledge and
action by diverse societal actors must be seen critically, as a process that constitutes our
ways of knowing and ways of acting. In this sense, I answer Wyborn’s (2019) and Beck’s
(2019) calls for bridging the two understandings of co-production and analysing their
simultaneous co-occurrence.

Groping for a (theory of) transformation

One argument underpinning that co-evolutionary relationship can be
traced back to Foucault (2010) and Polanyi (1975(1944)): without the
establishment of ‘the economy’ as a quasi-independent, naturalized,
and dynamic sphere of social reality (based on fossil energy) that
serves as the common ‘object’ of steering and thus as the material
essence of ‘society’, the modern democratic state would have lacked a
stable foundation upon which to erect a representative order
(Hausknost and Hammond 2020:6).

‘Mama, why haven’t we stopped climate change?
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I'm locking the door at 7.30 am, and I'm not ready to answer my eight-year-old’s
question a la ‘After three decades of mitigation, why haven’t we bent the emissions
curve? (Stoddard et al. 2021).

‘Tm busy right now’, I mutter, fumbling with the keys, the phone, the gloves, while
trying to negotiate the steep stairs.

‘Now?’, he asks when we’re out in the backyard. The benches, bushes, and houses across
the road are powdered with snow. I can’t see another excuse not to answer, so I begin.

‘Well. The thing is, we have these fossil fuels, and we keep burning them, and until we
stop, we can’t stop climate change.’

‘Then these people who burn them should be arrested.’

‘Well, they can’t be arrested, because burning fossil fuels doesn’t break any laws. It’s an
important part of our economy and everyday life; you and I are going to take a bus now
that runs on petrol, for example. But some people do want to make it illegal, and they
have created the concept of “nature’s rights”, and “make ecocide a crime”, and they are
litigating in courts. But burning fossil fuels is not illegal in itself, so they are having a
hard time.’

‘Then the fossil fuel people should do something else instead. Grow food, for example.’

‘Yes, but you see, fossil fuels are good business. And it’s also subsidised by governments.
So it’s not economically viable for them to suddenly start growing food. I mean, some of
them invest in green technologies, like solar power, but technically while there are fossil
fuels, they’ll keep selling them.’

‘Then everyone should come together, the whole world, and stop climate change.’

‘You're right. There is the UNFCCC - remember you went to Glasgow with papa? But
despite the UN, it is up to the individual governments to decide what they will do. They
promise to mitigate emissions, but it’s hard for them to deliver, because there are so
many other actors who influence mitigation. Also, recently it’s been a trend to hold
these UNFCCC meetings in oil-producing countries. So it kind of defies the idea... a
little.”

‘Then we should rosta (vote) and stop them.’

‘You’re right, democracy is a good tool. But the thing is, the democratic system we have
today is organised in such a way that stuff like this doesn’t really enter the agenda
directly. Like, you can’t vote for or against fossil fuels. You can vote for a party which
wants to stop fossil fuels, so that it can represent your preference in the parliament. But
such parties, if they exist, don’t usually have much influence, and the process of getting
these things through takes years... Also, fossil companies have a lot of lobbying power
which they use to influence political decisions. There are people who think like you, and
they suggest direct democracy and deliberative democracy, where you can either vote
directly for stuff which you find important, or you can get people together and talk and
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come to a conclusion which you then tell the politicians about. But these processes are
very marginal, and it’s hard to get fossil fuels on the agenda. So it’s a bit complicated.’

‘Then someone has to fight them!’

‘Well, there are people who are protesting in different ways. Greta, for instance - you
know Greta?’

“Yeah.

‘But she hasn’t been very popular lately with a lot of people. And people get angry with
protesters when they disrupt everyday life, and protesters get jailed. Because, you see,
fossil fuels are not illegal, but disrupting the everyday life is. So you go to prison or pay
fines if you do. Some activists use sabotage or violence. But many activists are killed,
even non-violent ones, when they try to prevent the burning of fossil fuels in peaceful
ways.

‘Then someone needs to shoot them.

For a split second, I freeze. We are already on the bus, passing by one of the municipal
schools filling with kids, and I think of how much these kids are exposed to images of
violence and conflict. I think of my son’s classmates on playdates asking me about ‘what
would happen if a nuclear bomb hit this building’ (pointing at a beautiful old manor
house near our cove), or ‘what would happen if a bullet hit these three layers of glass’
(pointing at my kitchen window). I also think of the ‘No-one to shoot’ article by
Hayward and Lukes (2008) on power and responsibility.

‘Violence is not an option,” I say automatically. I think of the references to Fanon and de
Beauvoir I sent yesterday to our students who had debated on the question ‘Is violence a
legitimate means to bring about sustainability and environmental justice?” - and regret
sharing those references with them.

‘But why? They aren’t listening!’
“Yes, but you don’t want to start another war, do you?’

With all the wars going on, he has nothing to say. A gap of cognitive dissonance opens
up in his little world, previously coherent and perfect. The kid had managed to recon-
struct with surgical precision the theories of sustainability transformations - to find
them badly wanting. I feel the same way, kid.

As we walk towards his school, I ask conciliatorily:

‘Don’t you want to talk about technologies that can solve climate change? You love
technology. There’s always carbon capture and storage and the geoengineering stuff that
I can tell you about.

He is silent for a while.

‘No,” he says. ‘Let’s just get everyone to plant trees instead.’
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I consider it. His father runs a company which does ‘planting trees to mitigate climate
change’ (Backstrand and Lovbrand 2006). I could tell the kid to ask his father why it is
difficult to plant enough trees while the emissions are not being mitigated, about the
land use issues in the Global South where the trees are planted, etc. But that’s not what
he said. He said ‘everyone’. He wants everyone to plant trees. Sure, technically, if
EVERYONE planted trees (stopped consuming, flying, extracting oil and gas...), it
would stop emissions. I'm about to start saying that it might be problematic for the
‘quasi-independent’ sphere of economy and the vital societal functions, at least in the
urbanised Global North. I'm about to add that, personally, I don’t want to plant trees, I
want to do other things instead. So we need to get into behavioural change,
responsibilisation, degrowth, acceptance, democratic and political legitimacy... But I
stop myself.

‘Not a bad idea,’ I say finally. ‘Let’s try to persuade them and see how far we get.’

Politics, imagination, and knowledge in transformations towards
sustainability

Social transformations will affect the distribution of power, and it is
therefore naive to believe that transformative change will take place
without power struggles (Lidskog and Sundqvist 2022:5).

A note on the economy of transformations

In the above conversation, my son and I are trying to palpate a theory of societal
transformation. For the child, the question is simple: If we know climate change is
bad, why can we not stop it with all the institutions available to us? He attempts to
come up with a ‘solution’ that both of us can accept and arrive at a temporary closure
of the ‘transformations question’. The central object in our conversation is the
economy: I choose to frame the problem of sustainability (particularly, climate
change) in terms of incumbent interests behind the failure to phase out fossil fuels.
Although this is a central theme in literature on climate governance (see, for example,
Marxist critiques by Huber 2022; Sait6 2022; Malm and Carton 2024), it is by no
means the only ‘correct’ definition of the ‘problem’, but one (important) framing.
This conversation sheds light on how I see ‘the economy’ in relation to sustain-
ability. In the conversation, I foreground it as essential; however, in my thesis I do
not give it central stage. Rather, I side with Hausknost and Hammond (2020) who see
the problem not in the economy per se, but rather in its construction (through
discourse and practice) as a separate and independent entity. This aspect is explored
in depth by Gibson-Graham (2006) and Gibson-Graham and Miller (2020) who point
to the production of the economy within the discursive boundaries of a particular
configuration of instrumentalised ecological relationships. They would rather see the
economy as a range of diverse processes constituting livelihoods and as an ‘ethical
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and political space’, where subjects are created through practices of mutual inter-
dependence.

Following these ideas, in my thesis I do not address the economic or material
aspects of knowledge-action co-production as a separate domain. However, I am
aware that the empirical contexts I examine are shaped by funding structures,
institutional architectures and capacities, and legal and ethical frameworks. Thus,
although my social constructionist approach does not deny the links between the
socio-material practices of co-production, discourse construction, and imagination
of transformations, I leave the analysis of the specifically material aspects of
transformations outside the scope of the thesis.

Transformations towards sustainability as political processes

In the Introduction, I briefly anchored the idea of transformations towards
sustainability to the UN Agenda’s universalist claim to ‘transform our world’. The
idea of ‘sustainability transformations’ has recently established itself in scientific and
institutional sustainability discourse (Linnér and Wibeck 2019; Feola 2015; Patterson
et al. 2017). Although the term ‘sustainability transformations’ is used widely in the
nascent scholarly field, some authors prefer ‘transformations to/towards sustain-
ability’ (Patterson et al. 2017; Temper et al. 2018; Scoones et al. 2020; Fisher,
Brondizio, and Boyd 2022). However, the terms ‘sustainability transformations’ and
‘transformations to/towards sustainability’ seem to be used interchangeably, and
some authors (Patterson, Feola, and Kim 2024; cf. Patterson et al. 2017) use both.’
Like the ambiguous co-production term, the sustainability transformations
concept allows multiple actors to articulate their interests and worldviews (Lidskog
and Sundqvist 2022). Feola (2015) is less sanguine about such ambiguity, suggesting
that the use of the word ‘transformation’ as a metaphor broadly referring to processes of
societal change waters down the idea of such change. He shows how transformations
become interpreted as regime shifts, societal or socioecological transitions, social
practices, transformational adaptations — depending on the scholarly traditions
describing them, such as resilience, transitions or practice theory, or theory of social
metabolism. Transitions and transformations are not always distinguished, and in
some cases, transformation is seen as a certain type of transition (Feola, ibid.:380).
Some scholars would like to mitigate such ambiguity. For example, Lidskog and
Sundqvist (2022:4) propose that transformative change includes a ‘qualified
understanding of society’ that accounts for power relations, by which they seem to
mean institutional structures. A qualified understanding of society is a scientific view
of society rooted in social theory. A similar framework is proposed by Harnesk and

5 “Transformations to/towards sustainability’ seems less oxymoronic, as it avoids the somewhat
awkward idea of sustaining and transforming something at the same time. However, ‘sustainability
transformations’ seems to have gained a stronger hold in the literature. Some authors specify the
‘goal’ of transformations, such as ‘transformations to sustainable and just futures’ (Moore and
Milkoreit 2020).
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Isgren (2022), who suggest that transformative change be defined by the ‘tasks’ it
carries out: a systematic societal diagnosis and critique, the elaboration of viable
alternatives, and an analysis of agents and processes of change.

A key aspect of transformations is their ‘inherently political’ (Scoones et al.
2020:71) or ‘unavoidably political’ (Patterson et al. 2017:2) nature. Both studies argue
that transformations research should be focused on the diversity and plurality of
knowledges and pathways and the politics of knowledge, norms, and values. Viewing
transformations as political leads to the observation of their conflictual and
discordant nature. Patterson, Feola, and Kim (2024) propose shifting the focus of
analysis in sustainability transformations from accord and consensus to discord.
Similarly, Temper et al. (2018) view conflict as productive, highlighting the im-
portance of resistance which enables transformation of power relationships - a pre-
requisite of sustainability transformations. The authors draw attention to the role of
social movements, in particular environmental justice activists, who create ecological
ways and visions of living. Attention to the politics of transformations for them
involves ‘identifying and resisting’ (and so potentially reshaping or reconfiguring)
existing power configurations (Temper et al. 2019:1).

Transformative imagination

Sustainability transformations imply a special challenge as ex-ante processes (Patter-
son et al. 2017). They demand anticipatory thinking and imagination. In modern
Western philosophy, imagination was delegated a subordinate role due to its con-
notations with the feminine, the romantic, and the idealist (Ricoeur 1994). However,
in recent years the attention towards the way imagination structures politics has been
growing. The political function of imagination as conflictual and constitutive of
reality has been elaborated on by Castoriadis (1994), while Ezrahi (2004) has shown
how the affective and emotional aspects of politics have become increasingly
important in Western liberal societies. Social and political imagination finds its
expressions of imaginaries, defined by Raven and Stripple (2021) as narratives of
futurity that are political (implying a collective idea of the reconfiguration of a future
society), aspirational (suggesting an improvement on an existing societal configure-
ation), and necessitating a change in the sociotechnical regime. The concept of socio-
technical imaginaries became popular in STS, connecting imagination to exercise of
science and technology (Jasanoff and Kim 2015). The importance of imaginaries for
transformations lies in Machin's (2022) claim that political transformation must
employ alternative political imaginaries, articulated and contested by multiple
societal actors (see also Jasanoff 2015; Milkoreit 2017; Death 2022). Moore and
Milkoreit (2020:2) define sustainability transformations through imagination, as
‘comprehensive social processes that generate shared understandings of the present
and visions of possible future states of the world’. Imagination, to the authors, is a
form of freedom and resistance to reality, a reservoir of ideas protected from
rationality, and a key to social change.
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In relation to knowledge production, Beck et al. (2021) describe how the gover-
nance of sustainability transformations relies on the production of sociotechnical
imaginaries: ‘collectively held, institutionally stabilised and publicly performed
visions of desirable futures, animated by shared understandings of forms of social life
and social order attainable through, and supportive of, advances in science and
technology’ (Jasanoff and Kim 2015:4). In the context of global environmental gover-
nance, Beck et al. (2021:143) call sustainability ‘the grandest sociotechnical imaginary
of our time’. They see imagination as a political resource, and visions of the future as
performative in two senses. Imaginaries have the power of not only visualising
futures, but also constituting the basis for policy and defining which policy trajec-
tories are (im)possible (Hajer and Versteeg 2019; Beck et al. 2021; Brodén Gyberg and
Lovbrand 2022). In another sense of performativity, imaginaries rely on some public
performance meant to persuade the public of their desirability, salience, and
inevitability (Beck et al. 2021).

A futures-related concept central to my thesis is prefiguration. Stuart, Gunderson,
and Petersen (2020) describe the role of civil society in voicing the need for
transformations and enacting ‘real utopias’ (Wright's 2010). Wright’s form of
utopian thinking stems from neo-Marxist attempts to reintroduce the idea of utopia
not as a blueprint, an approach that has been critiqued by liberals and Marxists alike
(see van Klink, Soniewicka, and van den Broeke 2022; Paris 2022), but as
experimental transformative pathways embedded in the capitalist system.’ Similarly,
Mert and Horn (forthcoming) argue that the Anthropocene requires a rethinking of
utopia as a critical, processual, and imaginative practice for reimagining global
politics, rather than seeing it as a fixed blueprint. Utopian thinking is at the heart of
prefiguration, the concept that originates in anarchist thought that emphasises
spontaneity, self-organisation, human-scale arrangements (see, e.g., Illich 1979;
Bookchin 1991/1980). Prefiguration implies the embodiment of the desired future
through everyday practices and often constitutes social movement strategy (Yates
2021). Such practices of prefiguration are an example of micropolitics as it is
understood in the anarchist tradition (Portwood-Stacer 2018): the everyday practices
of resistance to the large-scale societal organisation. Prefiguration is imagination that
is directly embodied in actors” practices at the smallest societal scales. This is the
concept I engage with at the grassroots end of my empirical spectrum and the one I
use to describe how futuring processes occur in struggle for change.

However, arriving at shared imaginations is a complex political process. Simply
subsuming common futures under a shared ‘we” implies an exercise of domination
and universalisation that can be resisted, contested, or sabotaged. The possibility for
‘critical junctures’, or ‘constitutional moments’ in which counter-hegemonic
narratives are created (Beck et al. 2021), is limited by who participates in the deliber-
ations and how these processes are organised in terms of normative commitments to

¢ A similar idea - of utopia as method - is proposed in an influential book by Levitas (2013).
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justice and fairness (Wyborn et al. 2019; Fitzgerald and Davies 2022; Marquardt and
Nasiritousi 2022). Furthermore, participation is also limited by agenda setting:
defining what is considered to be discussable or utterable; which discourses are to be
challenged and which ones are to become ‘structurated’ and institutionalised (Hajer
2006). As a result of narrow agenda-setting, futuring processes have been frequently
critiqued for depoliticising futures through rendering them as technical problems
(Rose 1999; Wyborn et al. 2019) and for being dominated by business interests
(Marquardt and Nasiritousi 2022).

Thus, the limits of looking at transformations through the prism of imagination
must be recognised. As Machin et al. (2026) point out, the ‘turn to the imagination’
risks becoming an academic fad, romanticising imaginative politics while neglecting
its darker effects and material-political constraints. Imagination can sediment
unsustainable practices, become co-opted by political-economic interests, and de-
politicise struggles. The authors urge researchers to critically reflect on the
imagination turn to make sure it serves as a basis for politically attentive analyses.

Knowledge practices of/in transformations

The centrality of knowledge enters the discussion on transformations in three ways.
First, knowledge plays a crucial role in understanding and governing transformations
(Scoones and Stirling 2020). Pickering et al. (2022) foreground the epistemic
dimension of transformations, and in particular inclusive science-policy processes,
citizen science, increased public knowledge, epistemic pluralism, and critical perspec-
tives that can mitigate exclusionary practices. On the other hand, they warn that demo-
cratised science-public interaction can be co-opted by powerful actors intending to
obstruct transformation. The ways in which sustainable futures are imagined and
effected through science and technology in transformations governance have recently
become a focus of public and academic discussions (Beck et al. 2021).

Second, how transformations are theorised — knowledge about transformations -
is crucial for how transformations are understood and governed. Scoones et al. (2020)
distinguish between structural, systemic, and enabling transformations. Structural
approaches, inspired by Marx, Gramsci, and Polanyi, analyse markets and class
relations under capitalism, including the role of cultural hegemony in stabilising the
capitalist social order. Systemic approaches draw on systems theory and social-
ecological systems studies of transformations. After being the subject of prolonged
critique for its failure to engage with power, more recent systemic research has taken
on more critical tone. Finally, enabling transformations approach focuses on social
mobilisation and collective action. These different theorisations have distinct political
implications regarding the scale of transformations, whether they are to be induced
by policy and technological change or through social mobilisation, and whether the
fundamental relationships of production and consumption remain intact or become
transformed.
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The third question related to knowledge is how and by whom knowledge for
transformations is produced, which speaks directly to the issue of power and the co-
production of knowledge and social order. Turnhout and Lahsen (2022) suggest that
sustainability transformations are impossible without concomitant transformations
of environmental research to a practice based on inclusion of alternative episte-
mologies (e.g. of citizens, practitioners, local communities, Indigenous people).
Temper, McGarry and Weber (2019) argue that knowledge production needs to
challenge oppressive structures through transformative research that acts as a catalyst
for societal change, in addition to providing analysis and observation. Fisher,
Brondizio, and Boyd (2022) point to the central role that critical social sciences play
in transformations research, including such approaches and strands of research as
political ecology, environmental and social justice studies, STS, action research, insti-
tutional bricolage, feminist, anticolonial, and subaltern studies. These approaches
foreground the issues of justice and equity, explore the agency of diverse actors,
highlight the negotiation of diverse desirable futures, and emphasise power and
politics. Hamilton and Ramcilovic-Suominen (2023) suggest that such studies
represent ways to envision ‘hegemony-transcending’, as opposed to ‘hegemony-re-
placing’ or ‘hegemony-reinforcing’ transformations. Hegemony-transcending trans-
formations are envisioned by the authors as drawing on ecofeminism, decoloniality
and eco-anarchism, highlighting onto-epistemological pluralism (‘the Pluriverse’),
collective and grassroot processes, and uncertainty. The authors argue that such
transformations are necessary for addressing sustainability crises, whereas hege-
mony-replacing transformations, based on realist approaches, such as planetary
boundaries, are inadequate for this task.

Summarising the idea of transformations

To summarise, the transformations literature offers three important conceptual
elements for understanding transformations towards sustainability. First, it is the
political nature - the contestation and discord - that lies at the heart of all action that
may be undertaken in their name. Any invocations of harmony and unity (at least on
a large scale) are likely to underplay the seriousness of the structural changes that
need to take place and need to be scrutinised. Second, practices of futuring and
imagination permeate all transformative ideas and practices. Finally, how knowledge
for transformations is produced and how the knowledge of transformations is
theorised is central for sustainability action. These features are presented concisely in
Figure 1.
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Politics:
Constraining and
productive discord

Co-production of
knowledge and
action

Potential of
transformations
towards
sustainability

(Political)
Imagination

Knowledge and
epistemologies

Anticipation and
prefiguration

Figure 1. Transformations towards sustainability: Central analytical elements. Source: The author.

Although not exhaustive, politics, imagination, and knowledge are categories broad
enough to capture most of the dynamics of transformations. I use these categories as
guidelines when empirically examining the co-production of knowledge and action
for sustainability transformations. As it is not the aim of this thesis to evaluate the
actual impact of knowledge-action co-production, my empirical cases are considered
only in terms of their potential for transformative change.

Beyond ‘speaking truth to power’: How co-production and
transformations inform my research questions

To bring co-production and transformations literature into dialogue means showing
how the ideal of knowledge-action co-production practices can (fail to) serve the
most well-intentioned sustainability ambitions. It also means a critique of ‘co-pro-
duction-1’ (the practice of collaborations) through ‘co-production-2’ (the idea of the
mutual constitution of knowledge and power). The literature review presented above
shows that co-production practices as envisioned in sustainability science literature
aspire to create transformative knowledge by mitigating the ‘lingering linearity’ of the
deficit model of the science-policy interface. However, the entanglements of politics
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and knowledge in co-production processes exacerbate many of the issues that they
aim to solve. Going beyond the linear ‘speaking truth to power’ model means
understanding how co-production practices qualify for the demands imposed on
knowledge production by transformations literature. Such demands include in-depth
analyses of unsustainabilities and potential pathways for change. They also presup-
pose attention to power relations and differentials in the studied contexts, including
tensions, contradictions, discord, and the potential ramifications of attempted action.
How expert knowledge and science are positioned in relation to other forms of
knowledge is one such tension in how co-production is imagined and practiced. All
these aspects require attention to imagination practices: how these changes, relation-
ships, and hopes are continuously envisioned.

Guided by these theoretical aspects of transformations and co-production, my
thesis offers a certain take on the idea of going beyond ‘speaking truth to power’. I
produce an empirically grounded and theoretically informed picture of co-
production, both in the sense of co-production as a collaborative practice, and in
Jasanoft’s understanding of it as the co-constitution of knowledge and society. I use
the latter, conceptual, understanding, as a source of critique of the former. However,
before looking at both concepts critically, I first describe the imaginations and
practices of co-production in some detail. Thus, I examine how the co-production of
knowledge and action is imagined and practiced (Research questions 1-2), and what
transformative pathways it enables or precludes across the contexts I study (Research
question 3). To deeper explore this question, I draw on social theories of power. In
the next chapter, I describe these theories and construct my analytical framework.
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Knowledge and power

Most of these knowledge claims are not produced wholly in place but
elsewhere - travelling through a myriad of different institutions before
being ‘adapted’ to the realities of the place of concern (Goldman and
Turner 2011:15).

Two academic fields have engaged with the empirically detailed, practical, and
applied understandings of the relationship between power and knowledge that
informs this thesis: STS and political ecology. Both are concerned with how power
and knowledge inform each other. However, while STS primarily focuses on how
(expert) knowledge is produced, political ecology investigates the on-the-ground
political implications of its production and use for society-environment relation-
ships. This division is crude, as there are significant overlaps between these concerns
in both fields as well as scholars who have worked in both traditions. What is
important for this thesis is the treatment of knowledge and power by both traditions
as enmeshed and subject to empirical scrutiny.

Certain kinds of asymmetry between the rulers and ruled prompted the emergence
of STS during the era of New Social Movements in the Global North after World War
II. Against the background of decolonisation and civil emancipation, a desire for
democratic accountability of science as an ‘elite’ institution started to motivate
citizens and civil society to demand participation in knowledge production processes.
This shift required an understanding of how and why citizens and organised societal
actors accept, contest, and make public knowledge claims (Jasanoff 2016). However,
STS also embraced another - Foucauldian - understanding of constitutive power
focusing on the production of social subjects, the disciplining power of institutions,
and governmentality. To analyse power this way meant to study how certain modes
of thought create corresponding forms of governance, leading to Jasanoff’s (1996)
notion of co-production of knowledge and society. Somewhat paradoxically, ‘by
treating the various forms of knowledge symmetrically, the STS approach draws
attention to the asymmetries in power that privilege one form of knowledge over
another’ (Cozzens et al. 2008:790). Examples of this can be found in STS analyses of
colonialism and development. Postcolonial STS perspectives viewed modern science
in its colonial context, focusing on the co-production of postcolonial conditions and
technoscience (Subramaniam et al. 2016). Relatedly, STS explored knowledges of civil
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society and marginalised groups in relation to the issues of ‘development’ projects,
showing how these projects affected the groups they were directed at (Cozzens et al.
2008).

At the intersection between development and environmental issues, STS has come
in contact with political ecology, another interdisciplinary field that has closely
explored the politics of knowledge on the ground. Political ecologists analyse the
power dynamics of creation, dissemination and application of environmental know-
ledge (Goldman and Turner 2011), highlighting how these processes reinforce or
destabilise existing power structures. Leff (2017) presents an account of how political
ecology has engaged with power-knowledge as a constitutive relationship, in which
modern scientific, economic, and technological rationalities have shaped how nature
is conceptualised, managed, and appropriated. Political ecology also demonstrates
the construction of environmental problems and solutions through discourse,
attentive to how concepts and narratives actively produce socio-ecological realities.
Importantly, power-knowledge is understood as geographically and geopolitically
uneven, given that the Global South is frequently reinterpreted through Northern
epistemic lenses. Finally, political ecology gives central importance to subjugated and
marginalised knowledges (ibid.).

Where political ecologists have engaged with how nature is being understood and
presented by different groups, STS has focused mostly on the expert knowledge
production and circulation. However, STS scholars and political ecologists have been
borrowing from each other and merging their approaches and domains of interest
(Goldman and Turner 2011). For example, working at the intersection of political
ecology and STS, Forsyth (2008) demonstrates how environmental science is shaped
by power relations, arguing that environmental orthodoxies often serve state interests
and marginalise local communities. Equally, Beck, Forsyth, and Mahony (2024)
reiterate the contrast between the STS understanding of co-production as mutual
shaping of ways of knowing and governing, versus co-production as collaboration
and participatory research. They argue that global scientific and governance infra-
structures tend to privilege systemic, global, and technocratic framings of climate
change, and to obscure normative questions about responsibility and justice.

Both political ecology and STS, through their methods and theories, work to
disrupt the linear knowledge-action model by analysing environmental knowledge
politics in a broader sense. The Foucauldian influence on the political ecology field
has inspired a genealogical analysis of dominant paradigms to reveal how concepts
such as development, adaptation, and resource management emerged and became
normalised. Some political ecologists have adopted Foucault’s understanding of
power as operating through environmental governance, scientific expertise, develop-
ment agencies, conservation regimes, and sustainability policies (Leff 2017). The
Foucauldian influence can be seen in the work of scholars like Ferguson (1990),
Escobar (1996), and Scott (2009), each of whom have advanced understandings of
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how environmental and development interventions are shaped by discursive and
technical forms of power.

To understand what the interactions between power and knowledge may look like
in co-production of knowledge and action, in the next subsection I give a brief
overview of some theoretical literature on power. I do not aim to produce a
comprehensive overview of theories of power, as this would lie outside the scope of
this thesis. Rather, I structure my discussion around the key questions, tensions, and
ambiguities that surround the various understandings of power in social theory,
which are relevant to the co-production of knowledge and action in the field of
sustainability transformations. This discussion provides a foundation for the
analytical framework which I have designed for the purposes of this thesis.

Constructing power
What IS power?

Power is not simply what we oppose but also, in a strong
sense, what we depend on for our existence and what we
harbour and preserve in the beings that we are (Butler
1997:2).

So far, I have shown that power is a central concept to transformations towards
sustainability and co-production of knowledge and action, and that it has a strong
relationship with knowledge. My theoretical aim is to develop a framework for power
analysis that is grounded in the social theory of power and allows me to analyse the
transformative potential of co-production practices. To do so, I start with a brief
discussion of the concept of power in social theory that grounds my approach.
Power is a central category of social analysis. Its meaning is, according to some,
theoretically contested (Dowding 2012); according to others, it is essentially con-
tested (Lukes 2004). Still others see the plurality of approaches to power as a family
resemblance problem (Haugaard 2010). Essential contestation might signal nor-
mativity, as it means that normative commitments do not allow the closure of
meaning (Dowding 2012). In a similarly normative vein, Allen (2008) states that our
understandings of power often stem from the reasons for which we want to study it.
In contrast, Lukes (2004) would perhaps suggest that essential contestation might
have purely analytical reasons. Scholars like Haugaard (2002) and Dean (2012) take
an anti-essentialist approach to the impossibility of closure. Haugaard does not see
power as essentially contested (cf. Lukes 2004), but as a matter of family resemblance.
This means that however power is defined, there will always be a manifestation of
power that will defy this definition. Thus, every theory of power is a ‘local language
game’ (Wittgenstein 2010/1953), designed for a particular purpose in social empirical
analysis. Similarly, Dean’s (2012) idea of the ‘signature of power’ suggests that the
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meaning of power always exceeds the dichotomies by which it is defined, trans-
cending them and pointing at something outside of them.

These discussions lead me to abandon the idea of providing a single definition of
power. Instead, I will begin with Haugaard’s (2002) classification of power traditions
to outline three core approaches to power: normative conceptual-analytical political
theory; non-analytical political theory; and modern and post-modern social theory.
These three approaches, rather than defining power, show a diversity of ways in
which power can be theoretically conceived.

The analytical tradition is concerned with drawing clear boundaries between
power-related concepts. An example of this tradition would be Lukes (2004), whose
classification of power contains four dimensions of power in order of invisibility:
from the more obvious exercises of power, like decision-making and non-decision-
making power, to the subtler manifestations of power as ideological hegemony and
discourse (ibid.). Where Lukes views power as domination or ‘power over’ (Allen
1998; Partzsch 2017), others have highlighted ‘power to’ - a liberal view of power as
the capacity of actors to achieve their purposes (Dean 2012), including empowerment
and resistance (Allen 1998), as well as ‘power with’ - what Arendt defines as ‘the
human ability... to act in concert’ (Arendt 2023/1970:44). For Haugaard, Arendt
represents the non-analytical tradition, in which power is conceptualised for a
particular philosophical task.

Social theorists, rather than starting from definitions and concepts of power,
theorise it in close relationship to their empirical material. As a leading example,
Foucault saw power as the operation of abstract self-organising forces (Foucault
2001/1976). Foucauldian power transcends the ‘to’, ‘with’, and ‘over’ distinctions,
bearing the hallmark of postmodern thought: the inseparability of being from
perception. In this view, power creates a horizon of interpretation, and knowledge
becomes joined at the hip with being: how we know is how we exist. Power manifests
itself through the imposition of categories and ‘pacification by codifying and taming
war through the imposition of particular knowledge as truth’ (Haugaard 2002:185).

Studying power in transformations

These initial theoretical markers give me some starting points for crafting a heuristic
of how to understand the workings of power in knowledge-action co-production for
transformations towards sustainability. Given that this thesis is situated in
environmental social science, I think of power in relation to my empirical concerns -
within the social theory tradition of power analysis, in Haugaard’s classification.
Thus, my framework is designed iteratively and informed not only by the theories of
power described above, but also by what I have already encountered in the field. The
discussions and contestations of power presented earlier point to the age-old interface
between structure and agency in social theory. The structure-agency dyad in power
conceptualisations raises the question of responsibility, as we will see later in the
debate between Hayward and Lukes (2008). Thus, my theorisation of power is infor-
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med by the desire to say something about the responsibilities of researchers,
professionals, citizens, and other actors operating at knowledge-action interfaces vis-
a-vis the different types of structures in which their efforts are embedded.

In critical studies of sustainability transformations, Temper et al. (2018) locate
power in three ‘places’: institutional, legal, economic and political frameworks
(structural power); people and networks (social power); and discourses, values, and
world views (cultural power). Their approach is instructive in illustrating the kinds
of impacts that can be produced on these forms of power through resistance.
However, they do not explicitly situate these concepts in social or political theory, nor
theorise the connections between them. Rather than ‘locating’ power in a spatial
metaphor, I am interested in the processes and flows that occur between the different
moments of power. Therefore, for me, the main question becomes: Which processes
- or ‘movements’ - of power enable and constrain potential transformations paths
through knowledge-action co-production?

The wheel of power: A note on ontology

I use the metaphor of the wheel to convey the idea of power as a process. A wheel
signals the productive understanding of power (as something that ‘does the work’,
‘sets in motion’, ‘moves things along’, produces energy, grinds grain, or sharpens a
knife), but also points to a potentially oppressive dimension (an implacable force,
being ‘crushed under the wheel’, etc.). The wheel metaphor shows power as relational,
emphasising the interactions between its different movements. Because this view
emphasises process over substance, it is consistent with the social constructionist
approach of this thesis. Focusing on processes rather than static states implies a more
open interpretation of social reality as being continuously constructed and decon-
structed (see, for example, Stengers 2008 on process philosophy; Nightingale 2006 on
conceptualising gender as process). Furthermore, I use the metaphor of the wheel to
indicate the ambivalence of power - the wheel can turn in either direction at any
given moment. It is these turns that interest me theoretically, as they are at the core
of explaining how transformative pathways can be opened or foreclosed.

Drawing on diverse theoretical sources raises the question of ontological and
theoretical consistency and compatibility. The ‘wheel’ is consistent and its elements
are ontologically compatible, because they are situated in the social constructionist
tradition. The processes of governmentality and subjection-transgression are bor-
rowed from poststructuralist thought. Structuration and resistance not necessarily so,
but the way I understand them in this thesis is indebted to Giddens’s (1986) under-
standing of structure that he derives from structuralist and poststructuralist thought
and Goffman’s (2007/1959) symbolic interactionism. In this understanding, structure
only exists in the moment of structuration - it is a process, and it is in flow. At no
point do I see power as essential or reified, or that there are ‘deeper’ laws or entities
that are ‘expressed’ through other layers of power - I refrain from essentialist or
realist understandings of power. Further, I am reluctant to define power or even state
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that I understand it as having different ontological ‘forms’. Instead, I prefer to see it
as a social construct, and I remain ambivalent about whether the categories of power
described below are ‘actually occurring phenomena’ or §ust’ their interpretations.
Leaning towards Foucauldian and phenomenological approaches, I abstain from
delineating between ‘being’ and ‘knowing’ as two distinct ontological categories.
Finally, the framework must provide the ontological continuity between the different
conceptions of power: as agency, as structure, as power-knowledge. A social
constructionist view affords me this continuity by showing how agency is structured,
how structures are resisted, and how the co-constitution of norms and individual
identities occurs through the processes of subjection.

Designing the framework

In this section, I create a theoretical framework for analysing power in co-production.
Based on the theoretical discussions of power presented above, such a framework
needs to answer three criteria. First, it needs to capture the tension between societal
actors and the institutional structures in which they are embedded, the tension that
is central to the idea of sustainability transformations. Second, the framework needs
to go beyond this tension to show that there are the invisible mechanisms of power
in the Foucauldian sense that cannot be readily identified as concrete actors or
institutions. Finally, any framework that sees co-production as a dynamic process of
knowledge and power interaction would need to be process-oriented and relational.
Rather than focusing on the moments themselves, a framework should present a way
to connect the three moments of power in a dynamic interaction and to illustrate the
tensions between these moments.

In the framework below, I present three distinct moments of power: the agential,
the structural, and the socioepistemic. 1 then present three tensions between these
moments, conceptualised as the movements or processes of power: structuration-
resistance, institutional governmentality, and subjecttion-transgression. The discus-
sion which follows is divided into three subsections, each describing a movement of
power and the moments of power it puts in tension. I conclude with a diagram that
visually summarises this framework.

Structuration-resistance

To construct the first process of power, I start by describing the relationship between
the agential and the structural moments of power. An agential moment of power, in
the action-theoretical understanding of power (Allen 2021), embodies the actions or
dispositional abilities of individual actors. Agential power describes relationships
between identifiable actors at knowledge-action interfaces. The focus here is on
human agency, under which I understand both individual and collective agency,
exercising different forms of power ‘over’, ‘to’, and ‘with’. Action is part and parcel of
agential power. It is performed by identifiable actors, including groups of people

58



3. THEORISING POWER IN CO-PRODUCTION

‘acting in concert’ (Arendt 2023/1970), or domination through ostensible and hidden
(Gaventa 2021) forms of power.

Social structures, broadly defined, include language, political systems, and
discourses (Haugaard 2021). In this thesis, by the structural moment of power I mean,
more narrowly, power that manifests through institutional arrangements and explicit
rules and norms which guide, by both constraining and enabling (Giddens 1986:25),
agents’ behaviour. This moment of power cannot be traced to individuals or groups
- but the institutions and structures which constitute it are identifiable. They include
laws, political arrangements, organisations, hierarchies, funding structures, and
material infrastructures. Not everyone agrees with seeing these structures in terms of
power. Lukes insists that the concept of power must ‘remain attached to the agency
that operates within and upon structures’ (Hayward and Lukes 2008:11). He writes:
‘The impersonal... constraints that limit people’s freedoms and opportunities... do
not have to be identified as sources of power in order to be objects of attention and
contestation’. Hayward (ibid.) disagrees, arguing that these constraints do need to be
addressed ‘in the language of power’ for them to be remedied, and therein lies actors’
political responsibility. Following Hayward, I distinguish between the agential and
the structural moments of power.

The next step is to conceptualise the relationship between these two moments of
power. Structuration theory (Giddens 1986) has been one of the most influential
examples of theorising the relationship between agency and structure. Giddens
derives his understanding of structure from structuralist and poststructuralist
thought, in which it denotes both presence and absence: surface manifestations from
which underpinning rules can be inferred. He sees structure as a process of binding
time and space, allowing social practices to be reproduced across them (p. 17). Thus,
structure is not something that exists permanently, but only in the moment of its
reproduction by ‘knowledgeable human agents’. Structure is dual - the rules and
resources which agents draw upon in social action simultaneously reproduce the
structure. For this to happen, agents need to possess the ‘social knowledge’ of the
structure, which is usually tacit. Thus, power occurs in the moment of structuration,
when an agent draws on resources of a structure to create action - at the same time
reproducing the structure. This idea of a ‘moment’ of structure is central to my
conceptualisation of the moments of power: the moments when power is manifesting
as structure, or as agency. Structuration as a process is, in my understanding, a
movement of power between these two moments, where the two are mutually
constitutive.

A problem with structuration theory is that it seems to produce an all-too-neutral
description of the process of structuration. Despite the fact that Giddens addresses
conflict and social change in his work, he dismisses with conflict theory as
‘exaggerating the significance’ of conflict (such as class struggle, p. 256). Similarly, he
does not accept the Foucauldian idea of power preceding truth (p. 257). However, to
reverse the loop of structuration, one must address the power of resistance. Haugaard
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(2021) suggests that resistance is destructuration of the structures underpinning
authority. Allen (1998) sees resistance as a particular type of empowerment, one that
denotes the power that a dominated group can exercise to oppose domination. Vint-
hagen and Johansson (2013) view resistance as an oppositional act situated in time
and space. The authors propose that resistance is an intersectional, heterogenic, and
contingent practice that is entangled with power and that should be interpreted as a
continuum between open confrontation and invisible subversion.

The relationship between resistance and societal change is an important element
of these discussions. Tafon and Saunders (2015) suggest that the overt recognition of
resistance as such by authorities is the first necessary step to significant and long-term
change. Sovacool and Dunlap (2022) present resistance and open confrontation as
three strands: civil disobedience and non-violence; anti-authoritarian strategies of
resistance and self-defence; and militant action, guerilla warfare and insurgency.
Others insist that symbolic resistance may have a cumulative effect (Vinthagen and
Johansson 2013). Beyond the instrumental value of resistance in the long run, I am
concerned with the subjectivities it produces, a question I will address further as
‘transgression’.

Based on these discussions, I conceptualise resistance as de-structuration, a force
opposing structuration. This force is a deliberate practice of disobedience or subvert-
sion, situated in space and time, directed at particular institutional arrangements and
rules, and socially performed. By ‘socially’ I mean that even an individual perfor-
mance of resistance is socially anchored - it stems from identification with a
particular group or actor, in relation to others, in solidarity or opposition. These acts
do not need to be overt or recognised, but they are deliberate and fundamentally
collective. Whether these acts fail or succeed, they qualify as resistance as long as they
intentionally attempt at challenging the particular element(s) of the social order at
which they are directed. This means that structuration, in my framework, is a move-
ment from structure to agency (agents reproducing structure), whereas resistance is
the movement in the opposite direction (agents intentionally failing to reproduce it).

Institutional governmentality

In this thesis, I see governmentality as the relationship between the structural and
socioepistemic moments of power. The socioepistemic moment of power is what
Ahlborg and Nightingale (2018), following Foucault, refer to as ‘constitutive power’
- the elusive ‘capillary’ power of discourses and disciplining institutions, not
attributable to a particular societal arrangement. In this understanding, power and
knowledge are intertwined, and the workings of power on knowledge are often
opaque Lukes (2004). I use the term ‘socioepistemic’ to denote Jasanoff’s idiomatic
emphasis on the co-constitution of knowledge and social reality. This power is
exercised ‘at a distance’ (Miller and Rose 2013:16) through discourses, internalised
norms, and construction of subjectivities. The Foucauldian understanding of power
is inherent in knowledge and action co-production insofar as it has to do with the

60



3. THEORISING POWER IN CO-PRODUCTION

practices of categorisation and standardisation, disciplining physical and mental
capacities of individuals through accrual of knowledge about them in governing
institutions (Jasanoff 2004). It is specifically present in the concept of co-production,
which foregrounds the role of knowledge in undergirding or subverting authority,
where power does not reside in actors and institutions but rather in cognitive and
sociotechnical practices (Irwin 2008).

The socioepistemic and structural moments of power are connected through a
relationship of institutional governmentality: the relationship between ways of
thinking and ways of governing or, in other words, the ‘art of government’. Although
a more general meaning of governmentality is ‘conducting conduct’ (Miller and Rose
2011:14), for the purposes of this thesis I am interested in governmentality as the link
between institutions and systems of thought. Governmentality can be applied at
multiple scales. My interests lie with the larger scale examined by Ferguson (1990)
when describing development practices. Ferguson’s paradigmatic ethnography of
governmentality is dedicated to the workings of the development discourse in insti-
tutionalised development practices that depoliticise resource struggles. Govern-
mentality, in the narrow understanding of this thesis, describes the processes by
which institutionalised practices become ‘thinkable’ (Lovbrand, Stripple, and Wiman
2009), and how these practices reinforce modes of thought and unquestioned
assumptions. Knowledge is a central component of governmentality, as governance
is impossible without rendering its objects knowledgeable. Governmentality involves
political rationalities that inform certain (institutional) actions and the ‘systematic
ways of thinking and forms of knowledge’ that enable them (Jernnis and Lévbrand
2022:40). Power manifests through ways of knowing and ordering the possibilities for
action. Governmentality, thus, is concerned with political imagination and how it
structures governance through constructing its objects and governing logics (ibid.).
For example, Bonnafous-Boucher (2009) refers to governmentality as political
rationality (e.g. of liberalism). Other examples include ‘Earth system governmen-
tality’ as the production of the Earth as a governable entity (Lévbrand, Stripple, and
Wiman 2009).

How are structural and socioepistemic moments of power mutually constitutive?
If political rationalities structure institutions, the latter, in turn, tend to reproduce
these rationalities. Here, I think in Foucault’s terms (1978:92) about power as ‘the
multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate and
which constitute their own organisation’. In this particular movement back and forth
between structural and socioepistemic power, it is hard to think of a destabilisation
moment, as there is no agency to resist this process.

Subjection-transgression

Subjection is a term coined by Butler (1997) and inspired by Foucault (2020/1975)
that signifies the production of subjectivities. Power forms the subject in the process
of internalising subordinating norms (Ahlborg and Nightingale 2018:385).
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Nightingale (2006) demonstrates how subjectivities emerge through everyday
environmental practices and struggles, embedded in specific environmental and
social contexts. Subjectivities are continually shaped and reshaped through material
interactions with environments, so that gender, caste, and other differences are
produced relationally. Following Butler, Nightingale describes gender as a process,
performed through social interactions. At the same time, she shows how Nepalese
women used their gender or belonging to a lower cast to justify some of their
environmental practices — thus reinforcing certain identities. Subjection, according
to Butler (1997:2), is the dual ‘process of becoming subordinated by power as well as
the process of becoming a subject’. The founding moment of subjection is power
‘turning back’ upon itself, becoming internalised in the subject.

However, the subject thus produced is ambivalent: it is both an effect of power and
a condition of possibility for agency. The agency of the subject has a different source
of power, which Butler describes as ‘eclipse’ exceeding the power which is the
condition of the emergence of the subject, or ‘eclipsing power with power’ (p. 14).
Thus, the subject is potentially the source of resistance and opposition to the power
which created it. This contingency of the subject, the reversal of the power, is the
unintended consequence of power. Allen (2008:163) sees in this the ambivalent
relationship between cultural oppression and individual empowerment. This is the
reason why I define subjection as a process that links socioepistemic (cultural in
Allen’s terms) power and agential power (individual and collective empowerment).

Butler (1997) does not explain how it is possible that the power ‘after’ the subject
is qualitatively different from power ‘before’ the subject — how exactly the eclipse of
power occurs. In my framework, subjection and its eclipse are conceptualised as
coming full circle. Subjection denotes the process by which socioepistemic power
links back to the agential moment of power; eclipse (what I call transgression below)
is the arrow pointing backwards. Some insights into this process can be derived from
Haugaard’s discussion on the suspension of the natural attitude. Haugaard (2021)
describes practical knowledge as the knowledge actors use in their everyday practice
without reflection, whereas discursive knowledge operates through language. Taking
practical knowledge as given, without questioning, is referred to as ‘the natural
attitude’. However, when practical knowledge is made discursive, natural attitude is
suspended, and social structures become destabilised: actors realise that the reality is
made and thus can be unmade. This focus on the ‘making’ and ‘unmaking’ of the
deeply rooted, taken-for-granted aspects of reality is prominent in Foucault’s under-
standing of the constitutive relationship between power and knowledge (1977).
Haugaard’s observations about practical knowledge and natural attitude are
important for an analysis of what actors do at knowledge-action interfaces. These
observations point to a potential moment of rupture in their existing socioepistemic
makeup - a rupture where change may potentially occur.

In relation to knowledge, this resistance to subjection can be understood as
‘unlearning’ (Fricker 2007). Unlearning the stereotypes that cause agents to unfairly
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doubt or dismiss the knowledge of others is a potential path to epistemic justice.
Relating epistemic justice to academic processes, Caniglia et al. (2023) suggest that
researchers contribute to transformative change by using their practical wisdom
(phronesis), which sometimes requires transgressing the epistemic norms of scientific
disciplines. This echoes the idea of ‘transgressive research’ articulated by Temper et
al. (2019), who see such research as engaged scholarship that challenges dominant
academic norms in a reflexive and collaborative way. For Foucault (2012/1963), the
importance of transgression is in revealing the limit, like lightning illuminates an
object on a dark night. This image evokes the idea that social, moral, and epistemic
limits are meaningful only in the light of the possibility of being challenged and
transgressed. It is a relational view of limit and subject, one that signals a power
relationship. Bell hooks (1994), following Freire, has a different approach to trans-
gression — as a joyful practice, but equally embodied and disruptive, like Foucault’s.
Hooks goes beyond seeing transgression as the revelation of limits to seeing it as their
transcendence, even transformation of the conditions that produces them. Lotz-
Sisitka (2024) sees transgression as a political and epistemic act challenging the power
relations that structure what is recognised as valid knowledge.

I use the concept of transgression in this thesis to describe Butler’s ‘eclipse’, the
transcendence of disciplining power by the subject, the reversal of and resistance to
subjection. In research, transgression occurs through the employment of practical
wisdom. These three movements of power are presented in Figure 2.

Structuration/resistance

Structural moment of
power
Identifiable institutions
and institutional
arrangements, recognised
hierarchies, legal
frameworks

Agential moment of
power
Actions of identifiable
actors, individual and
collective power "over',
'to’, and ‘with'

Subjection/ Transgression

Institutional governmentality
(& of

Socioepistemic moment of
power
Discourses, imaginaries,
internalised norms and
subjectivities

Figure 2. Power-theoretical framework. Source: The author.
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The initial idea of this framework was developed in Paper 2. In this thesis, I have
provided this framework with a theoretical base. In the paper, we only fleshed out the
three moments of power, but not its movements: the processes of power that act in
between these moments. This theoretical development was necessary, as I have come
to understand that it is in these processes that a relational understanding of power
and knowledge can emerge. The framework is, therefore, a heuristic that I use to
interpret and discuss the insights that I draw from my empirical material. This
framework shows how the different movements of power, emerging out of the
tensions between its three moments, create the dynamics of co-production that I
analyse in my four papers.

Before I present these insights, in the next section I describe my cases, provide a
snapshot of the research process, explain my methods, and clarify my epistemological
and ontological assumptions.
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Case selection: From ‘invited’ to ‘claimed’ spaces of co-production

The empirical part of this thesis is comprised of four cases of knowledge-action
interfaces (Table 1). This section details why these cases were chosen and what they

contribute to the thesis.

Actors and
phenomena
under study

Empirical
contribution

Paper 1: Co-
Producing ‘The
Future(s) We
Want’: How Does
Political
Imagination
Translate into
Democratised
Knowledge-Action
Models for
Sustainability
Transformations?

The Swedish state
and public research
financiers.

Sustainability and
research policies in
Sweden, political
imaginaries of
sustainability and
their translation into
knowledge-action
models.

Analyses political
imaginaries
contained within
sustainability and
research policies and
their translation into
knowledge-action
connection models

Paper 2: Towards ‘the
science we need for the
ocean we want’:
revealing and
addressing power
relations in
knowledge-action co-
production practices

Researchers.

Action-oriented oceans
sustainability research
practices.

Analyses research
practices for marine
sustainability gover-
nance; shows the
tensions between
different under-
standings of socio-
environmental change,
knowledge production
and their connections
to action.

Paper 3: To speak
truth as, with, and
through power: Co-
producing
knowledge politics
of a just transition
with Swedish
citizens and trade
unions

Researchers, citizens,
and trade unions.

Sustainability
research practices,
exploring a policy-
oriented research
programme on
Swedish fossil-free
futures.

Analyses research
practices for just
transitions; identifies
normative ideals and
theories of societal
change and the forms
of politics of
transitions
knowledge enabled
by them.

Paper 4: On the
climate justice
front: Co-
producing an
architecture of
prefigurative
legality in
‘Ecodefence! and
Others vs. Russia’
in the European
Court of Human
Rights

Civil society and
human rights
lawyers. Litigation
practice:
contestation of
Russian climate
policy by civil
society
organisations.

Analyses climate
litigation against an
autocratic
government;
provides a 'thicker'
narrative of actors'
intentions, motives,
fears and expec-
tations.
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Theoretical Co-production as Co-production as Co-production as a Co-production as
concepts co-articulation of collaborative action collaborative process  prefigureation:
knowledge and research for sustain- and a sociopolitical embodying a
sustainability; ability; knowledge- phenomenon - how democratic future
knowledge-action action models; the two are connected  through inclusive
models; political structural, agentialand  in praxis through a legal action; pre-
imagination; socioepistemic power. layer of normative figurative politics
metaphors and ideals and theories of  and legality;
imaginaries of societal change held strategic
sustainability. by researchers and anticipatory climate
societal actors. litigation; climate
justice.
Theoretical Fleshes out political ~ Designs an analytical Explores three Designs an
contribution imagination as framework to explore power-knowledge integrated
sustainability power dynamics in configurations: truth-  analytical
imaginaries and relation to co- as-power (knowledge  framework of
metaphors that are production models. as political resource);  prefigurative
tightly connected to truth-with-power legality and

knowledge-action
models.

(collective action for
a green transition);

strategic climate
litigation as co-

truth-through-power production.

(discursive power
emerging through co-
production
processes).

Table 1. The four papers and their contributions to the thesis.

The four papers are intended to cover different aspects of co-production as practice
- the co-production of knowledge and action by diverse actors. In Paper 1 (Co-
producing ‘the future(s) we want’) I show how the Swedish state and sustainability
research financiers formulate the need for sustainability knowledge, how they
connect it to sustainability action, and how these knowledge-action connections are
informed by sustainability imaginaries and metaphors. Sweden is an important case,
because it has positioned itself in the vanguard of global environmental governance
since the UN Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment in 1972 (Sorlin and
Paglia 2025) and has been considered by some as an environmental state (Hildings-
son et al. 2019). It is especially interesting at the current context, when climate and
environmental policy in Sweden has been experiencing a backslide (Marklund, Férell,
and Fischer 2025; Osterblom and Blasiak 2022). Paper 1 presents the mainstream
knowledge-political paradigm of the Swedish state, which translates the political
imagination of sustainability into particular ideas of knowledge and action. This
political paradigm displays a linear, instrumental approach to knowledge and
collaborations between academia and society. In this paper, I argue that such con-
ceptualisations send mixed signals to sustainability researchers and practitioners.
They might enable knowledge-action processes driven by impact, competitiveness
and atomisation, rather than highlight the intrinsic value of the democratic know-
ledge-action practices of transformations towards sustainability.
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Paper 2 (Towards the science ‘we’ need for the ocean ‘we’ want) turns to the practice
of sustainability science through co-production. We look at the practical inter-
pretation of another collective ‘want’ imagined at an international level: ‘the science
we need for the ocean we want’, the banner of the UN Ocean Science Decade
(Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission 2021). The paper probes and prob-
lematises the ‘we’ and the ‘want’ elements of the slogan. We study the international
research programme financed by Belmont Forum, JPI Oceans, and Future Earth. The
programme is comprised of transdisciplinary projects, each pragmatically outlining
the kind of science that might be needed for this collectively desired ocean, who this
science is to benefit, and who is to be involved in its production. The paper is written
from the perspective of the researchers and presents the local implementations of the
global visions of sustainability science. Like Paper 1, Paper 2 also deals with a broad
set of conceptualisations of sustainability knowledge and action and shows a similar
tendency towards linearity and instrumentality in knowledge-action co-production.
However, when inviting the researchers’ own voices into the conversation on what
co-production might mean in practice, we observed them struggling with this
linearity and the power relationships of co-production, including their own
privileged positions of power.

In Paper 3 (To speak truth to power) I inspect at close quarters not only re-
searchers’, but also their societal partners’ visions, normative commitments, and
understandings of co-production. Set in Sweden, against the backdrop of the state-
financed imaginaries of technological progress as ‘just transitions’, a large Swedish
research programme - the Mistra-Formas funded programme Fairtrans — navigates
these imaginaries in a changing political climate. Thus, Paper 3 progresses further
along the thesis’s continuum to a more focused, action-oriented, and ostensibly
political version of knowledge-action co-production, embodied in a research
programme that explicitly intends to support the Swedish just transition. After
spending two years closely following the programme and interviewing its researchers
and participants, I discovered that this research programme does not simply respond
to research policy and the demands of research funders for ‘useful knowledge’.
Instead, it aims to contribute to the constitution of new discourses and rationales of
governance. Fairtrans researchers, in addition to the main research components,
organise a trade unions’ programme and a citizens’ assembly for the climate, trying
to create a platform for trade union leaders and Swedish citizens to discuss the green
transition. In doing so, the programme becomes a mirror of Swedish green transition
politics and grapples with its conflicts, interests, and actors.

Finally, Paper 4 (On the climate justice front) deals with the radical imagination of
civil society. By contesting climate policy through the institution of the court and
national constitution, civil society contests a political regime. It is a form of political
opposition, even though some of the prominent activists in my interviews explicitly
dissociated themselves from politics. Others were more willing to see their work as
political, a divergence I interpret as stemming from the differences between two
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different generations of environmentalism. In Russia, the environmental movement
has traditionally played the role of a political opposition to autocracy and totalitarian-
ism, although it was the ostensibly apolitical nature of this opposition that created its
conditions of possibility. Protesting against the authorities in the name of the en-
vironment was a ‘window’ of democracy for Russian civil society in the final decades
of the USSR (Litvinov in Sokolova, Blankestijn, and Zakharova 2021). In this paper,
I show how human rights, Indigenous self-determination, and environmental
concerns are articulated together. In this articulation, knowledge plays a central role.
Different kinds of knowledge come into play at this interface: the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) reports, Russian meteorological and natural science
data, Indigenous knowledge, knowledge produced by environmental organisations,
and the professional knowledge of the human rights lawyers. The political structures
within which Swedish and Russian cases of co-production unfold are diametrically
different. Whereas Sweden is a liberal democracy with (albeit dwindling) ambitions
of a green leader, in Paper 4 the actors come up against the autocratic Russian state,
a major fossil fuel exporter. Knowledge in this paper is not the end product, nor is it
a variously interpreted tool for sustainability policy. Rather, diverse forms of know-
ledge become the fabric of the litigation case. In this form of co-production, the radical
imagination of civil society and lawyers — prefigurative politics — becomes the goal in
itself, not a specific outcome of the case or a change of policy. Unlike in Papers 2 and 3,
where researchers take the lead, in Paper 4 it is the lawyers and activists who stand at
the vanguard, soliciting and disputing the figures and calculations, making them the
matter of politics. The litigation case shapes a co-production encounter where
political resistance becomes the result of multiple forms of knowledges that have been
mobilised together through the practical knowledge of professional lawyers.

Empirically, these four cases deal with different kinds of actors in co-production.
Paper 1 is about the dominant imaginaries of the state and research funders; Paper 2
invites researchers and their perspectives; Paper 3 examines the perspectives of
researchers and societal actors; Paper 4 enters co-production from the activists’ and
practitioners’ perspective. As I progress through the cases, the level of contestation,
conflict, and dissent increases. The reason for this progression is that the co-
production arenas and encounters in each paper represent different types of ‘spaces’
as envisioned by (Gaventa 2006): invited (Papers 1 and 2), created (Paper 3), or
claimed (Paper 4). These spaces are in ‘dynamic relationship to one another and are
constantly opening and closing through struggles for legitimacy and resistance, co-
optation and transformation’ (ibid.:27).

Conceptually, all these cases deal with co-production in the idiomatic (Jasanovian)
sense: the co-production of knowledge and power. Papers 1 and 4 are focused on the
power of political imagination: of the state (imaginaries and metaphors) and the civil
society and rights defenders (prefigurative politics). Papers 2 and 3, both analysing
research practices, do different theoretical work. In Paper 2 I constructed a power-
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analytical framework to gain some purchase on the diverse co-production arenas of
ocean science. In Paper 3 I look closer at co-production and what it might con-
ceptually imply, and how the linear model of co-production is transformed by
researchers into more nuanced and complex ways of engaging truth and power.

This continuum of co-production, as it is imagined and practiced by a diversity of
actors, shows how the meaning of sustainability knowledge and action is created,
shared, and negotiated. My focus was directed primarily towards the discursive
construction of meaning in policy texts, research programme plans, interviews, and
observed discussions. In the next subsection I describe my methods of studying this
constitution of meaning.

Although the materiality that informs all these practices should be acknowledged,
this study does not seek to engage overtly with the material dimension. Yet, nowhere
was the social materiality of co-production practices more palpable than in the
situated and embodied experience of the research practice to which I briefly turn in
the vignette that follows.

Positionality: Doing research on research

I imagined the conference room at the Stockholm Resilience Centre (SRC) to be a
vast and impressive venue, with an imposing platform on which speakers would sit,
stage lights turning them into otherworldly figures. But I enter a modest carpeted
seminar room equipped with round tables, a screen wall and an elegant non-
committal lectern. It is the ne plus ultra of understated Nordic charm. The
organisers welcome me. I look for a table to sit where I can inconspicuously type my
participant observation notes, while trade union leaders listen to the overwhelming
scientific consensus on the changing climate and its implications for social justice. The
speakers will be Johan Rockstrém (a major figure in climate science and a founding
director of the SRC) and Kate Raworth (a celebrated economist). The room is quickly
filling up. ‘Don’t sit with the trade unions’, says a stern voice in my head, ‘It’ll be
awkward. They’ll be shaking hands with you, only to realise you are not one of them.
You don’t want to mess up their networking.” I go to the table furthest away from the
entrance and closest to the stage — in the corner, inconspicuous enough. Ah, this is
where the facilitators are sitting. I ask them if I can join them, and they don’t seem to
mind. I have no choice, anyway, as all other tables are already taken by trade union
representatives. As I sit down, open my laptop, and start my routine for observation
notes, in comes Kate Raworth and sits down right next to me. As I exchange a few words
of civil conversation about the weather, her trip here, and so on, I am thinking about her
book. I brought it thinking I would ask her to sign it, but now that feels phoney and
opportunistic. ‘You came here to observe the meeting for your PhD research, not for
autographs!’ the stern internal voice is turning shrill. The book is burning a hole in my
bag. No sooner have I adjusted to the shock of sitting in the immediate proximity of an
academic celebrity, the meeting starts. As I begin to type, the second speaker - Johan
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Rockstrom himself - sits right opposite me. I only stare at him — the embodiment of
Greta Thunberg’s scientific authority (Nobel Prize Museum 2020). He stares back at me
with half-hearted suspicion. I do not look like a trade union leader or an SRC
researcher. Who am I?

This is the exact same question I asked myself throughout my second year of observing
Fairtrans, the Mistra-Formas programme on just transitions. I had positioned myself as
a research ethnographer: an ambiguous, fraught, but an incredibly valuable position for
the study of knowledge as a political process. Even though my thesis only contains one
paper written on Fairtrans, I would like to think of doing research on research more
generally as a work of critical ethnography, and Fairtrans were central to that. The two
years of my ‘research ethnography’ resulted in three papers, which for me as a PhD
student was extremely significant. Doing research on research has made me question my
general stance as a researcher, not just when I interview researchers or observe their
activities.

I am aware that, to greater or lesser degree, there is a dialogicality (Bakhtin 2011/1982)
in qualitative fieldwork. I know that the very fact of my presence and questions
produces infinitesimal but undeniable ripples. My colleagues and I have been told by
our research participants on various occasions that being interviewed by us made them
reflect on, systematise, and question their experiences and attitudes. It was also valuable
- if daunting - to present my findings to the researchers whose practices I was studying
and to their research partners. Studying other researchers, sometimes operating from a
different epistemological tradition, can be both an advantage and a challenge. It can be
uncomfortable but also thrilling, leading to many discussions during coffee breaks.

Studying other researchers also instigates an uncomfortable (but rewarding) process of
reflecting on one’s own research environment where one is deeply rooted and situated.
There is always the longing to go ‘back home’ from the research environment you study.
This process of transitioning back and forth both between research worlds gives you
something and takes something away. There is a non-committal enjoyment of the warm
acceptance by ‘the other’ research community, almost akin to the anthropological ‘going
native’. There may be a stark contrast between these two ‘worlds’, sometimes as trivial as
the difference between a cold morning field excursion with the mildly frost-bitten
students at your own department, followed on the same day by an event with the ‘other’
research colleagues: a marathon of presentations culminating in a candle-lit dinner, a
sudden privileged access to the behind-the-scenes stories of another epistemic
community about things that did not work out and things they wish they had done. This
enjoyment is non-committal because it is brief. It is also because the boundaries that, on
the one hand, separate and silo out epistemic communities and, on the other, maintain
what I see as a respectful distance are carefully guarded on both sides. But there is a
discontinuity, a small series of barely perceptible heartbreaks that occur in the travelling
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between epistemic communities. This discontinuity is part of the research process and
carries great constitutive power.

An element of critical ethnography

In the vignette above, I describe the privileges and challenges of my position as a
researcher studying other researchers’ practices. This position as simultaneously an
insider and an outsider was especially pronounced during the days of observation,
when I participated in research activities. Immersing myself in observations and
conversations implied adopting critical ethnography as a research approach. Seeing
my method as ethnographic did not occur to me until a phone conversation with a
Fairtrans researcher (26 May 2023):

‘Well, Tatiana, I'm glad you followed the programme. It’s nice to have our own...’
(hesitates).

‘Anthropologist?’

‘Yes! Anthropologist! It’s nice to have our own anthropologist.” (Chuckles.)

In this light-hearted exchange I inadvertently blurted out what was to become my
label. I started to jokingly refer to my role as an anthropologist in various observation
settings, a tongue-in-cheek statement that helped explain what I was doing in the
room.

Recognising the deeply problematic anthropological legacy (see ‘Are Anthro-
pologists monsters? by Burman 2018), it was refreshing to turn the gaze of
anthropology at the research processes itself and the production of knowledge. This
intention aligns with the idea of critical ethnography as described by Alvesson and
Skoldberg (2018): defamiliarising the usually taken-for-granted phenomena, such as
research; reflecting on knowledge production’s role in society rather than on its
methods and authority - in other words, exoticising familiar academic patterns.

In a stricter sense, ethnography as method only applies to Paper 3 (on Fairtrans),
where I performed (participant) observations for an extended period of time (two
years). In other papers, I relied on interviews and document analysis. However, the
critical ethnography of Fairtrans has created material for other papers that are not
part of this thesis and led to academic relationships and research interests that have
spilled over the frame of the programme and are still shaping me in my research
apprenticeship. Furthermore, my ethnographic methods informed my research
approach in many ways: looking for the detailed and the particular, being generous
with time and letting the process unfold, continuously reflecting on the possibility of
reciprocity, questioning the idea of ‘failure’ and being open to emerging research
paths. These elements constitute a relational approach to research that I explore in
my thesis. My takeaway is that the relational model is as challenging as it is satisfying.
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Data creation and interpretation

The empirical material for this thesis is comprised of semi-structured interviews,
notes from participant observations, and documents produced by various actors.
These materials are presented in Table 2.

Observations (15)

Paper 3: To speak truth as, with, and through power

2 trade union programme meetings

2 internal research conferences held by the programme research team

7 Climate Citizens” Assembly (CCA) meetings (2 weekends on site and 5 evenings
online)

CCA information meeting with Fairtrans partners (online)

CCA press conference (online)

Stakeholder workshops 4 and 5 (Stockholm and Ostersund)

Interviews (30)

Paper 2: Towards the science ‘we’ need for the oceans ‘we’ want

Interviews with six project PIs (online):

ARMSRestore: ARMS to reefs: A new tool to restore coral reef biodiversity, fisheries
yields, and human health in Madagascar

EXEBUS: Ecological and Economic Impacts of the Intensification of Extreme Events
in the Benguela Upwelling System

MARISCO: Marine Research and Innovation for a Sustainable Management of
Coasts and Oceans

MULTI-FRAME: Assessment Framework for Successful Development of Viable
Ocean Multi-use Systems

NO CRISES: Negotiating Ocean Conflicts among Rivals for Sustainable and Equitable
Solutions

PolyCone: Integrated and Sustainable Regulation of Cones in Eastern Polynesia

Total number of interviews: 6

Paper 3: To speak truth as, with, and through power

7 interviews with trade union executives (online)

1 interview with the trade union programme leader (online)

1 interview with the SRC communications director (online)

8 interviews with members of the CCA planning group (online and in-person)
Total number of interviews: 17
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Paper 4: On the climate justice front

7 interviews with lawyers and activists involved in the case (online and in-person)
Documents (30)

Paper 1: Co-producing ‘the futures we want’

Regeringen. 2016. Kunskap i samverkan - for samhdllets utmaningar och stirkt
konkurrenskraft. Prop. 2016/17:50.Regeringen. 2018. Handlingsplan Agenda 2030.
Regeringen. 2020. Sveriges genomforande av Agenda 2030 . Prop. 2019/20:188.
Regeringen. 2021. Sveriges genomforande av Agenda 2030 for hdallbar utveckling.

Regeringen. 2020. Forskning, frihet, framtid — kunskap och innovation for Sverige. rop.
2020/21:60.

Formas. 2019. Kunskap for hdllbar omstdllning

Forte. 2021. Forskning for socialt hdllbar utveckling-

Vinnova. 2019. Forskningspolitik for en kunskapsberoende virld: samling for samverkan .
Vetenskapsradet. 2019. Indikatorer for uppfolining av samverkan och samhidllspaverkan
inom utbildning och forskning.

Vetenskapsradet. 2020. Metoder for att analysera samverkan och samhillspdaverkan: En
introduktion till fallstudier .

Total number of documents: 10

Paper 4: On the climate justice front

Strategy of Socio-Economic Development of the Russian Federation with Low Levels of
Greenhouse Gas Emissions until 2050

Decree of the President of the Russian Federation No. 666 of 2020 on Reducing
Greenhouse Gas Emissions

The text of the case Ecodefence and Others versus Russia filed to the ECtHR
The expert report solicited as a scientific base for the case

The press release for the case

The expert report solicited as a scientific base for the case

Rejections from the Russian Supreme Court and Constitutional Court

12 media articles and media interviews with the actors involved in the case

Total number of documents: 20

Table 2. Empirical material
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Observations

The observations used in Paper 3 represent only a portion of the observations I
carried out over two years (other observations were used in Sokolova 2024). Fifteen
observations were included in Paper 3 that analyses the trade unions programme and
the citizens’ assembly as two forms of co-production. For the union programme
analysis, I observed the opening and concluding meetings of one of the two cohorts
of trade union leaders. I selected these two events because I needed to understand
how researchers framed the issues and established the intentions of the programme
at the opening and to observe how the learning from the programme was presented
by the unions themselves at the end. For the citizens’ assembly, I observed all seven
CCA meetings (official meetings of the citizens), two CCA meetings with the
press/stakeholders (conducted by Fairtrans researchers and professional facilitators),
and two Fairtrans stakeholder workshops (run by Fairtrans researchers, with all their
research participants in the room). In addition, I observed two general Fairtrans
research conferences (Fairtrans researchers presenting and discussing their work-in-
progress). I conducted the observations of the union programme alone, whereas the
assembly was observed by a group of researchers, including me. The assembly’s
observations were planned and discussed in the group and used for diverse analytical
purposes by the participating researchers.

Interviews

Interviews form the core empirical material of this thesis. The material for Paper 2
(on ocean sustainability science) consists predominantly of in-depth interviews with
the programme researchers. We selected six projects funded by the Belmont
Collaborative Research and Action programme, reflecting a range of topics related to
oceans governance, the configurations of research and action, and geographical
contexts. We studied the projects as they unfolded, analysing not their actual impacts
but their intentions and evolutions. The selection of interviews was limited to the
researchers’ voices. We limited our scope in this way because our primary interest
was the framing of the projects by the researchers, their ambitions for the projects,
and their understandings of social change and co-production. We conducted six
semi-structured online interviews with the principal investigators (PIs) of the
projects. Including only PIs and not other researchers potentially limited our analysis.
However, this choice was justified by our intention to understand the overall
framings and ambitions of the projects as seen by those who initiated and designed
them. All the interviews were conducted online as a team, with usually three of the
co-authors interviewing one or two researchers. Each of the interviewers used their
questions to focus on one of the paper’s three themes (vision of sustainability,
understanding of knowledge, and understanding of action or impact of the projects),
although other team members could ask follow-up questions. The reason we con-
ducted these interviews as a team was because we wanted to gain a common
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impression from the interviews across the projects and themes, rather than split the
creation of data between us. In most cases it felt like a group conversation; however,
sometimes I wondered if the power dynamics was challenging for our interviewees,
who might have legitimately felt as if we were cross-interviewing them. If this was the
case, it would have made them somewhat defensive and, perhaps, less open about the
challenges that they had faced, and thus would have skewed our material towards the
strengths of co-production and away from its weaknesses. However, the researchers
we interviewed displayed a certain level of awareness of the limitations of their
practice and shared them with us.

For Paper 3 (on Fairtrans), seventeen semi-structured online interviews were
conducted: seven with trade union members, one with the leader of the trade union
programme (a Fairtrans researcher), eight with researchers participating in the
preparation of the climate assembly, and one with the Fairtrans communications
officer supporting the assembly. The unions were selected through convenience
sampling: I approached some of the unions in person and some via email, prompted
by the leader of the programme who helped me identify unions representing different
kinds of industries. These union interviews were about their perception of the union
programme and their own relationship to the green transition. Some of the interviews
with the researchers were conducted by Laila Mendy for a paper on the preparation
of the climate assembly (Mendy, Sokolova, and Mockel 2025). These interviews were
used for two different analytical purposes in the two papers and coded twice with
different sets of codes. Most of these interviews were conducted digitally. The
interviews with the researchers focused on the preparation of the assembly, with the
intention of revealing the intentions and concerns about its design and function. All
the researchers participating in the preparation of the assembly were interviewed, so
no selection was needed to be made.

For Paper 4 (on climate litigation), most of the interviews with the actors (lawyers,
environmental activists, and Indigenous actors) were conducted online, except when
one interviewee and I happened to be in the same city and could meet in person.
However, Paper 4 also relies on interviews with the litigants and lawyers in Russian
and foreign media. I had to be careful about pseudonymisation, as the openness of
the media articles could potentially enable the tracing of the interviewees’ identities.
To mitigate this, I did not match the notation of my interviews with those from the
media, only stating the type of actor (activist, lawyer, Indigenous person) who is being
interviewed in either case. When selecting interviewees, I focused on the architects of
the case: the lawyers and the key activists involved in its preparation. Furthermore,
the selection considered the safety of the interviewees: I was disadvised by the lawyers
from interviewing those who remained in Russia. There was an element of snow-
balling: I asked my interviewees who would be relevant (and potentially safe) to
interview next, and they helped me to get in touch with their colleagues.
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Document analysis

Paper 1 analyses a selection of ten central texts in Swedish sustainability and research
policy.

National sustainability policy is represented by three government-issued texts that
establish an overall strategic framework at the state level. The selection deliberately
prioritises documents that offer the most comprehensive and abstract understan-
dings of sustainability and therefore omits sectoral or issue-specific materials such as
climate legislation or energy agreements. From the range of sustainability-related
documents available on government websites, the analysis has selected to focus on
the documents produced by the national government. Of the two reports prepared
for the United Nations, only the most recent was included. In addition, the report
produced by the National Coordinator for Agenda 2030 was omitted: while relevant
to the study’s aims, it was published after the document selection had been finalised
and the bulk of the analysis completed (March 2022).

Of the seven research policy documents, two were authored by the government
and five originated from public research funding bodies. For each public financier,
the most recent sustainability-relevant document available at the time of analysis was
selected. In the case of the Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsradet), two more
general policy texts addressing societal impact were included: these were judged to
best align with the study’s analytical focus. As noted earlier, key sustainability
research funders such as Mistra were excluded, since the study was restricted to state
discourse and, by extension, to public research funding bodies. This exclusion is
somewhat arbitrary, as several of the documents analysed may reflect the perspectives
of a range of Swedish actors, even if their authorship is attributed to the institutions
formally responsible for their official publication.

In Papers 2 and 3, the documents produced by researchers and presented online
were studied for background information, including research applications,
programme plans, and project websites. However, given that the research for Paper 3
came after a previous article I had published also examining Fairtrans (Sokolova
2024), I was already well-versed in Fairtrans programme plans and scientific reports.
In Paper 4, I used all relevant documents produced by the lawyers and courts, as well
as the litigation documents. To identify all relevant media articles, I conducted a com-
prehensive Google search, downloading all media articles describing the case and/or
interviewing key actors.

I relied on two methods of text analysis: qualitative content analysis (Schreier
2012) and thematic analysis (Boyatzis 1998). I used qualitative content analysis
(QCA) to systematically reduce and classify the texts, describing the latent meaning
of the created categories (Schreier ibid.) and paying attention to their co-occurrences.
For example, in Paper 1 (Swedish policy) I was looking for metaphors, imaginaries,
and knowledge-action models; in Paper 2, I coded ‘co-production’, ‘knowledge’,
‘action’, and ‘sustainability visions’. In Paper 3 (Fairtrans), my codes included the
three layers of co-production, whereas in Paper 4 (climate litigation) they consisted
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of the four elements of legal co-production: knowledge, political messaging,
identities, and norms. In all cases, I was often looking for latent, rather than explicit,
interpretations (including the interviews), which involved constructing meaning
from the text. I used QCA in all the papers by developing a coding frame on the basis
of my research questions and then adjusting the coding frame in the process of
analysis. This adjustment was in line with thematic analysis principles: it was partially
data- and partially research-driven. Boyatzis (1998) defines a theme as a pattern in
the data which describes, organises or interprets phenomena. Some of the themes
emerged in the process of coding or analysis, in addition to — or replacing — categories
I had created prior to coding.

All the texts were coded and analysed in NVivo software. The interviews and
participant observations were conducted in English, Russian, and Swedish. Inter-
views were recorded and transcribed. The translation of the texts was only performed
for the specific quotations used in the articles. Written informed consent was received
from all interviewees. Data was stored in accordance with the S6dertérn University
Data Management Plan. Ethics approval was sought for Paper 4 and received on 4
December 2023 from the Swedish Ethics Screening Authority (dnr: 2023-06218-01-
492924).

Philosophical assumptions and the use of theory

During my PhD journey, I found my intellectual home in the tradition of social
constructionist approaches to environmental problems. Ontologically, social con-
structionism questions the ‘givennes’ and inevitability of social phenomena. Episte-
mologically, it directs a social scientist towards intersubjective constructions of such
phenomena as avenues for their understanding (see Alvesson and Skoldberg 2018).
Such approaches have been influential in recent decades, emphasising the role of
collective meaning-making, problem framing, imagination, and discourses.

In relation to environmental discourse, Remling (2019) distinguishes between the
‘Habermasian’ and ‘Foucauldian’ approaches. The Habermasian tradition stems from
the critical theory of the Frankfurt school and is inspired by Habermas’s idea of
communicative rationality. This lineage is exemplified by the evolution of environ-
mental discourses (Dryzek 2013) and a body of work on the role of deliberation in
environmental governance (Dryzek and Schlosberg 2010; Dryzek and Niemeyer
2019). The Foucauldian lineage enabled the work of, for example, Hajer (1995) and
Flyvbjerg (1998), whose approaches deconstruct the idea of rationality and centre the
contingency of discourse formation. The latter strand of thought promoted a variety of
constructionist and poststructuralist environmental studies, including discursive ap-
proaches to climate mitigation (Bickstrand and Lovbrand 2006, 2019), climate
adaptation (Remling 2019), marine governance (Tafon 2019); poststructuralist analyses
of the hegemony of extractive industries (Persson 2020); agonistic analyses of climate
governance (Machin 2013); psychoanalytic approaches to understanding nature-

77



TO TAME, EMPOWER, TRANSGRESS

society relationships (Behagel and Mert 2021); and dramaturgical approaches to global
(Death 2011) and regional (Hajer and Pelzer 2018) environmental governance.

Although Remling (2019) looks at these two approaches as approaches to under-
standing discourse, it is possible to see them, more generally, as two different
understandings of rationality and power. In the Habermasian view, rationality and
power are separate, and perhaps even antithetical to each other. In the Foucauldian
view, they are enmeshed. This thesis adopts the ‘co-productionist’ approach to
knowledge and power, the approach within STS that was informed by Foucault
(Lovbrand 2006). In my thesis, this position means that I see co-production, in both
the idiomatic and the practical sense, as steeped in power: not so much in the power
of dominant actors, but rather in the power of everyday practices, social relations,
and the struggle over meaning (ibid.).

This view is poststructuralist in the sense that it foregoes knowledge as ‘singular,
cumulative, and neutral’ in favour of knowledge as ‘multiple, contradictory, and
powerful’ (Gibson-Graham 2008:95). As a school of thought, poststructuralism is
characterised by the destabilisation of the subject and the deconstruction of grand
narratives (Alvesson and Skoéldberg 2018). The poststructuralist fluidity of the subject
and its attention to text as repository of social structures is the perspective that
informs the understanding of power I employ in this thesis.

However, the methodology of this thesis does not closely follow the usual
procedures of poststructuralism, such as deconstruction, discourse analysis, genea-
logy, or analysis of performativity (Alvesson and Skoldberg 2018). Instead, I see post-
structuralism as a metatheory guiding my efforts to understand the relationships
between power and knowledge and to contribute to a social critique of these relation-
ships in practice. This normative intention of my thesis is what is common to both
the Habermasian and Foucauldian traditions of constructionism. Both critique
modern conceptions of knowledge and have been used together, for example, by
Lovbrand (2006) to critique instrumental rationality through a ‘coproductionist’ lens
of power-knowledge. Similarly, in my thesis I critique the tendency towards linear
and instrumental assumptions in the discourses and practices of co-production.
Metatheory is a framework structuring the interpretive patterns in a study and
mediating between different theories employed (Alvesson and Skoldberg 2018). In
this thesis, poststructuralism serves as metatheory that drives the theorisation of
power. In the papers, the same empirical material is analysed through lower-level
conceptual categories, such as, for example, political imagination, metaphor, co-
production, and prefiguration.

As suggested earlier, social constructionism as an approach implies certain onto-
logical and epistemological positions. Ontologically, I situate this work between
idealist and subtle realist ontologies (Blaikie and Priest 2019:102-103). Idealist
ontology sees social reality as a set of shared interpretations. Subtle realist ontology
suggests that a knowable reality exists independently from the knower; however,
cultural assumptions mediate access to this reality. Combining these ontologies has
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allowed me to remain agnostic about the question of the existence of an independent
material reality and how it might constrain or facilitate agency, while enabling me to
focus on how actors’ understandings of social reality are shared or diverge.

Epistemologically, this thesis aligns with an interpretivist paradigm that seeks to
understand social reality through the practices of the meaning-making of societal
subjects. This paradigm emerged as a response to the predominance of positivist
social sciences (Blaikie and Priest 2019). Such sciences apply the assumptions and
methods of natural science to society, whereas interpretivism questions the epistemic
authority of these assumptions and methods in relation to society. Blaikie and Priest
(ibid.:290) propose six steps of an interpretivist study. It starts with sensitising and
questioning: generating questions to be explored based on literature related to the
study’s context. The researcher then explores the actors’ accounts and perceptions
through open-ended questions. The analysing and theorising steps involve
abstracting the insights into descriptions and creating an understanding of the actors’
lifeworlds. The final step involves ‘checking’ with the actors to determine the extent
to which this account makes sense to them. Although in practice this ‘formula’
becomes much messier, I have loosely followed an interpretivist process. I started my
investigation from concepts and questions I glimpsed from the literature; however, I
saw co-production arenas and encounters as constituted through the meanings
societal actors generate through their practices. I was interested in what constitutes a
meaningful societal action: What does it mean to conduct research, to invoke a
certain idea of sustainability or justice and apply it in a programme’s design, to file a
case in court? This interest prompted the design of my interview questions and
observation guides, as well as my text coding approaches.

The ‘checking’ step implied talking to researchers about the politics of their know-
ledge. The fear that they would not see themselves in the mirrors I had created was
immense. So too was the fear that my efforts do no more than that - provide a truthful
mirror, with the implication that there is nothing to learn from my research. The
extent to which I have experienced the actors I talked to basking in their own reflected
light, as well as challenging me with disagreements or demands (and my refusals) to
provide them with some indications of ‘what they should do’, has been a measure of
my successes and failures as a scholar working in the interpretivist tradition.
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5. Co-production in imagination and practice

This section presents the results of the four papers, interpreted through the lenses of
co-production and power. I first present the imaginations of co-production, then its

practices, and finally reflect on how power processes shaped these imaginations and
practices and with what effect for their transformative ambitions. These imaginations
and practices of co-production are summarised in Table 3 and detailed in the rest of

this chapter.

Case / Context

1. Swedish national
sustainability and
research policy
(Paper 1)

2. Belmont / JPI
Oceans trans-
disciplinary projects
(Paper 2)

Imaginations of co-production

Incremental driver of innovation,
competitiveness, economic
growth:

« Rooted in Western sociotechnical
imaginaries of progress through
science/technology.

« Primarily involves incumbent
actors (industry first; citizens/civil
society secondary).

« Sustainability imagined as already
inherent, so co-production is about
incremental improvement rather
than transformation.

« Democracy rhetorically present
but not substantively articulated;
link between democracy and
sustainability is vague.

« Imagination is linear, instru-
mental, framed as moving from A
to B or mobilising society against a
common (unspecified) threat.

Two coexisting imaginations:

- Linear/extractive: aggregate data
generates generalisable knowledge
and better governance elsewhere
(aligned with policy logic).

- Relational/situated: focus on
specific communities, their needs,
struggles, livelihoods (disrupting
policy logic).

Practices of co-production
Technocratic and elite-centred:

« Funding promotes ‘usable’ science,
innovation, and stakeholder collaboration.
« Researchers are expected to be both
‘objective’ and socially ‘useful’.

« Calls and metrics stabilise technocratic
discourses.

« Co-production potentially reinforces
incumbent actor dominance.

Capacity-building and legitimation/data
extraction:

« Co-production often becomes tokenistic,
perceived by researchers themselves as
legitimation rather than collaboration.

« ‘Nomadic scientists» moving across sites,
unable to anchor or build relationships.

« Reliance on local guides/gate-
keepers/NGOs crucial — sometimes
enabling, sometimes derailing
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3. Fairtrans
programme (Sweden)
(Paper 3)

4. Russian climate
litigation case
(Paper 4)

« Tension between
capacity-building rhetoric and
unexamined Western assumptions.
« Imaginations weakened by
resource/time constraints, leading
to thin theories of change.

Imagination is ambitious, aiming
to ‘speak truth to power’ - but in
complex and societally embedded
ways:

« Seeks to create new imaginaries
and discourses (e.g., Saltsjobaden-
IT) linking unions, industry, and
climate policy.

« Citizens’ assembly imagined as
deliberative democratic tool but
politically risky (susceptible to
left-wing framing).

« Tensions:

— Justice: emplaced (unions) vs.
cosmopolitan (researchers).

- Democracy: unions as elite actors
vs. need to work with citizens.

Imagination not of managing
transition, but demanding
transformation.

Co-production imagined as
prefigurative.

« Aims at climate justice and
democratic regime change,
embedding these principles in
litigation process.

« Imaginaries include:

- Dystopian future caused by state
inaction.

- ‘Bright Russia of the future’ as
democratic and just.

« Co-production here is ruptural,
intentionally unsettling the political
order - but also in the short term
futile.

Table 3. Co-production in imagination and practice.
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collaborations.

« Attempts at relational co-production
constrained by project timelines and
extractive tendencies.

« Practices oscillate between
capacity-building and data extraction,
depending on context and partners.

Catalytic and ‘staging’ practice:

 Multi-layered co-production: scientific
research, union engagement, citizens’
assembly.

« Requires public relations, careful
communication, and political tact.

« Engagement produces new subjectivities:
‘green unions’, ‘representative citizens’.

« Practices include media engagement and
deliberate discourse shaping.

« Aims to ‘nuance public discourse’ on
climate transitions.

« Well-resourced, embedded model allows
for more ambitious but also more politically
exposed co-production.

Creating a common front/prefiguration:

« Co-production through community
lawyering: legal experts, activists,
Indigenous representatives collaboratively
crafting the case.

« Practices create overlapping activist, legal,
democratic subjectivities.

« Legal mobilisation used to generate public
debate, not only court outcomes.

« Prefigurative politics enacted through
inclusive collaboration and future-oriented
legal claims.

« Transformational capacity is ‘strategically
absurd’ - no immediate impact but
necessary for envisioning and enacting
alternative futures.



5. CO-PRODUCTION IN IMAGINATION AND PRACTICE

Imagining co-production

I start my empirical inquiry from the observation that, at the rhetorical level of
policies and funding calls, co-production is seen as something that leads to sus-
tainable outcomes. But what is behind this idea? How is co-production meant to
translate into ‘sustainability’? It seems reasonable to suggest that such translations are
imagined differently across a spectrum of contexts and actors, from state imaginaries
to grassroots activism.

Starting in the Swedish context gives a good vantage point for studying co-
production as a Western idea. Sweden’s self-perception as ‘the most modern country’
was popularised in a TV-show of the same name in the late 2000s, infused with the
political imagination of Sweden embodying everything that the Global North aspires
to be - industrially developed, liberal, fair. Sorlin and Paglia (2025) see Sweden’s
reputation as a sustainability leader resting on a distinctive model of ‘realist sustain-
ability™: early knowledge-driven environmentalism embedded in civil society and
state institutions, pragmatically balancing environmental protection with industrial
growth. However, this leadership image has been adulterated in the last few decades,
both on social democratic (Schroeder 2023) and environmental (Magnusdottir and
Widengard 2025) fronts.

Still, in Sweden, sustainability science in general and co-production in particular
are imagined in the ‘most-modern” way: as innovation, competitiveness, economic
growth, and cutting-edge technological research (Paper 1). These are the socio-
technical imaginaries of Jasanoff and Kim (2015): powerful images of how science,
technology, and society constitute each other, how science is underpinning all social
progress. However, co-production in these imaginaries is largely limited to in-
cumbent — already powerful - actors. In the first place, it is co-production with
industry that is sought. Citizens and civil society are seen as important, but somewhat
inferior actors, invited to democratically legitimise sustainability research and
innovation. Furthermore, co-production and sustainability are to be integrated into
the ordinary governance processes that sustainability and research policy documents
implicitly assume to be already sustainable. Thus, there is a tension between changing
as little as possible — and rebuilding the social structures and power structures
demanded by sustainability transformations, as envisioned in some of the documents
(Forte, Paper 1). There is also a tension between the need to ‘defend’ democracy,
mentioned in many of the documents - but without opening up co-production to
citizens and civil society. Despite seeing democracy and sustainability as connected,
policy does not clarify or fully imagine this link; there is no movement towards
fleshing it out or rethinking what it might mean. Thus, the co-production of
knowledge and action for sustainability is captured in the instrumental, linear
imaginations of a journey from A to B, or societal mobilisation - presumably against
a common threat.
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This same utilitarian and linear imagination is reflected in the awkward phrase
‘accelerate sustainable use of marine resources’ of the Belmont-JPI Oceans funding
call (Paper 2). How can one aim to accelerate the use of something if it is meant to be
sustainable, i.e. last long enough to meet the needs of future generations? This
maladroit phrasing might reflect the same instrumental and extractive logic of state-
level imaginaries of sustainability research. However, researchers do not always want
- or even need - to follow the rhetorical logic of funding calls. In the case of the
Belmont-funded transdisciplinary ocean science projects, my co-authors and I
zoomed in on the specific imaginations of knowledge-action co-production. This
gave us a textured picture of how this connection between knowledge and action is
imagined at the ground level in a diverse set of international projects. Who co-
produces, with whom, and why?

What we noticed was that there were two types of logics guiding these ima-
ginations. One was the same linear logic that was observed in state policy, which
argues that through aggregating data from various cases one can create better out-
comes for sustainability governance. The emphasis here was on extracting and
decontextualising data so that it can be used ‘elsewhere’. The other imagination was
relational: focused on the specific communities and their struggles and needs. The
two were not mutually exclusive at the project level: sometimes the same project
would work with both imaginations. For example, the project building artificial reefs
had the intention of learning about how coral reefs could be restored in general - but
also supporting the particular community’s fishing practices. However, the tension
here was that many of these on-the-ground imaginations of ‘capacity-building’ were
based on unquestioned assumptions. Some of the researchers admitted this tension
themselves:

. increasing fish catch, decreasing malnutrition. While [the communities] didn’t
actively tell us that was their goal - how could it not be, right? (Principal Investigator,
Paper 2)

It’s very much a Western approach to doing science. We think of the ideas, we sell them
to the communities who we ask to work with us, and then we move on to the next
community. (Principal Investigator, Paper 2)

This ‘Western approach’ resulted in insufficiently fleshed-out and poorly grounded
imaginations of the projects’ ‘impact’ and change towards sustainability, drawn all-
too-hastily in research applications due to lack of time and constraint of resources.
But what happens if a project or programme does have the resources, a relatively
long funded period of time, and the embeddedness in society to chart a bolder
imagination of what co-production might look like and what kinds of future(s) it
might serve? Returning to Sweden, I had the privilege of observing the way in which
the Mistra-Formas Fairtrans programme formulates visions for climate transition in
the room with trade unions, citizens, and other societal actors. It was clear that the
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programme was not merely observing and documenting the transition. It intended to
help the unions anchor climate policy with their members and to enable citizens to
better understand climate governance challenges. The programme saw itself as a
catalyst for transition, nuancing discourses and ‘speaking truth to power’ through
research and policy advocacy. For example, they were keen on the idea of creating
‘Saltsjobaden-IT’, a new agreement between industry and unions similar to the one
that historically defined the Swedish model of social democracy in the industrial past:

[The researchers] said a little on the sly at the beginning, that they [...] hope for a new
Saltsjobaden in some way. That the trade union movement and Swedish Business and
Industry [Svenskt Néringsliv] will [...] get closer to each other in this and make some
sort of agreements... That’s the step I want. (Union, Paper 3)

As my research progressed, two tensions seemed to emerge. One was the tension
between the trade unions’ idea of justice that is ‘emplaced’ (Gardebo 2023) - situated
with their blue-collar members, as opposed to the researchers’ understanding of
justice as global, historical - ‘cosmopolitan’. The other tension was that trade unions
in Sweden are seen as elite actors, whereas Fairtrans researchers expressed the need
to anchor their work in democracy at the citizens’ level. This was one of the reasons
why Fairtrans embarked on the citizens’ assembly project, invoking the ideal of
deliberative democracy where citizens could discuss climate governance with
scientific guidance and give advice to policy. However, the citizens assembly they
organised was prone to the risk of being seen as left-wing politics (Mendy, Sokolova,
and Mockel 2025). Thus, despite — or perhaps as a result of — their well-anchored
position and generous capacity, the researchers’ imaginations of co-production
prompted them to enter an uneven and charged political landscape.

Finally, in the grassroots activism context, co-production takes on a different
meaning. It does not create nor adheres to a status quo - it wants to unsettle it. The
lawyers and activists of the Russian climate litigation case in the European Court of
Human Rights (Paper 4) wanted not only climate justice, but political regime change
— they stood for democracy. Lawyers and activists co-produced the legal case by
bringing together multiple visions and forms of knowledge in a coherent,
linguistically cogent whole. But underneath this whole, there was an antagonism, a
rupture. Although they addressed the case to the Russian Supreme Court, they knew
that the legal system would likely fail to accommodate their claims, so they prepared
the case for ECtHR. However, their message was to a broader audience than the
courts. They imagined a dystopian future of runaway climate change, boldly claiming
that the government and the president were responsible for bringing it about. At the
same time, the ‘beautiful Russia of the future’ was explicitly present - as an equally
bold hope. Their imagination was prefigurative — imagining a desired future and
acting, in the present, to advance that future. They did so through ‘community
lawyering’ - collaboration between lawyers, environmental activists, and Indigenous
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representatives to co-produce the case in an inclusive, meticulously consultative
manner.

Across these contexts, I see imaginations of co-production shift from linear tech-
nocratic visions toward relational and prefigurative ones. In Sweden’s national-level
imaginaries, co-production is framed as an incremental driver of innovation and
competitiveness — an instrumental pathway where incumbents collaborate to main-
tain an ‘already sustainable’ system, while question marks around democracy and its
role in sustainability remain unresolved. In the Belmont-funded ocean science
projects, this logic becomes both textured and disrupted: researchers oscillate
between extracting generalisable data for global governance and responding to the
situated needs of specific communities, all the while plagued by internal contradictions
and unexamined assumptions. In the relatively long-term and well-embedded
Fairtrans programme, co-production becomes more ambitious, seeking to actively
shape societal transitions through new discourses and democratic engagement, yet it
also encounters political sensitivities and conflicting notions of justice. Finally, in
grassroots activism, co-production moves into a radically different register — no
longer stabilising or steering existing systems but attempting to unsettle them; not
managing transition but demanding political transformation.

Practicing co-production

Policy does not strictly dictate how societal actors, such as researchers, industry, trade
unions, civil society, citizens, or local communities will co-produce knowledge and
action in practice - but it significantly shapes these practices in three ways. First, it
gives a directive to where investments will be made. Second, it creates and stabilises
powerful discourses of ‘good’ research for sustainability. Third - relatedly - it sends
signals to researchers and others about what kind of researchers and actors they
should be in order to be funded. Paper 1 shows that Swedish research and
sustainability policy sends out somewhat mixed signals. I presume that, as a result,
the subjectivities of researchers shaped through their attempt to adhere to the funding
demands and structures are complex and at times contradictory. On one hand, they
are meant to do objective science and exercise academic freedom. On the other, they
are expected to produce socially useful knowledge. They are also meant to co-produce
with stakeholders. This invites interpretations of what ‘objective’ and ‘useful’ means,
how researchers know when they are “free’, and who the ‘stakeholders’ might be.

So how do researchers on the ground interpret and play the roles assigned to them
by co-production policy discourse? In the Belmont oceans programme (Paper 2),
some of the researchers we interviewed sometimes readily adopted the ‘science-
speaking -to-policy’ model, choosing authorities and policymakers as their stake-
holders. In other cases, they were frustrated with the high ambition of capacity-
building and co-production, having to resort to co-production that they themselves
at times perceived as tokenistic:
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I feel the way these funding streams work, often we go from place to place and we’re
never able to maintain these community relationships very well, so we don’t co-produce
new work very well either. (Principal Investigator, Paper 2)

The call for co-production produced ‘nomadic scientists’ who moved from place to
place without being able to settle, anchor themselves, relate to what was happening
on the ground in a substantial way. These ‘nomads’ often had to rely on local ‘guides’,
‘gatekeepers’, and ‘community engagers’, such as NGOs and local actors. In some
cases, these relationships played out well, but in others, they did not, which could
make or break the ability of a given project to co-produce community-relevant work.
Co-production in these contexts aspired to be a practice of capacity-building, which
it did become in some cases and in limited ways. But as often, it became a practice of
legitimation of research.

In a case when researchers are on their ‘home soil’, like Fairtrans (Paper 3) - how
are the subjectivities and tensions of co-production different from a more dispersed
model of Belmont projects? Fairtrans as a practice is multi-layered. The core work of
Fairtrans is scientific research: on climate policy instruments, public acceptance,
critical minerals for transition, equitable carbon budgeting across multiple scales, etc.
On the co-production layer, the programme was committed to engage with the
Swedish trade unions and have their support. Engaging with a powerful actor like
trade unions implies exclusivity, a certain form of communication, negotiation, and
public relations management. The climate citizens’ assembly, by contrast, was
emergent and ‘messy’, rooted in the tradition of democratic deliberation. Both
models of societal engagement were performed because the programme wanted not
only to study, but to support climate transition in line with the government’s
announced climate policy goals — a catalytic practice.

At the same time, these models of knowledge-action creation implied not only
doing certain things but being seen in certain ways - the management of a public
image, a staging practice (Sokolova et al. forthcoming). These practices aimed at
shaping the discourses of transition and climate justice through the unions’ own
messaging and the Swedish media. While creating and nuancing these discourses, the
programme simultaneously created and enhanced certain subjectivities of parti-
cipating actors: ‘green unions’ and ‘representative citizens’. While one of the aims of
the climate assembly was to ‘nuance public discourse’ (Mendy, Sokolova, and Mdckel
2025), the assembly was shaping the way citizens perceived themselves and their role
in the Swedish society (Sokolova et al forthcoming). These processes relied heavily on
various forms of staging: venue configurations, extensive use of traditional and social
media (LinkedIn), inviting certain kinds of (high-profile) speakers and ‘mentors’.
This is not to say that ‘staging’ co-production in this way is disingenuous or signals a
lack of impact or commitment. Rather, the performative (theatrical) side of these
practices reflects their embeddedness in socio-political arenas and the desire to
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activate such arenas for climate transition by generating legitimacy, trust, and broad
engagement.

In the Russian case (Paper 4), the practice also had to do with nuancing discourse
— in this case, legal. Like the citizens’ assembly of Fairtrans, the lawyers and activists
aimed at creating societal debate about climate change. I do not see the identities of
these lawyers and activists as something pre-determined - I argue that they, to a
greater or lesser extent, were created through the process of initiating the case. These
were not stable identities, but rather nuanced and overlapping subjectivities of rights
defenders, Indigenous people, young people, climate activists. They positioned them-
selves and through the case created their identities as part of the transnational climate
movement and of democratic actors.

However, the explicit activist stance adopted by the protagonists of the Russian
case makes co-production very different from the researchers’ situation. This co-
production practice is overtly political, directed at clear political goals: challenge the
government, promote the climate agenda, and position themselves in relation to the
global environmental movement. Co-production in this case became a practice of
creating a common front — but also prefiguration. I argue that the social movement
actors not only expressed political demands for democracy and inclusion but also
prefigured a more democratic future by aiming to obtain a ruling for climate policy
that would not be implemented by the current regime but was necessary for the
‘bright Russia of the future’. Furthermore, prefigurative politics manifested also
through practicing a democratic and inclusive approach in the construction of the
case. At the same time, this prefiguration was ‘strategically absurd” in the sense that
it did not bring about immediate change, and, therefore, its transformational capacity
seems theoretical or utopian. On the other hand, without such utopian politics, are
any transformational trajectories possible at all?

The power of/in co-production: Transformative pathways

So far, I have examined the ways in which co-production is imagined and practiced
across different scales, arenas, and encounters. My final research question deals with
how these imaginations and practices of co-production enable and preclude potential
transformative pathways. To understand in what ways they might do that, in this
section I employ the analytical framework presented in Chapter 3 (Figure 2). This
framework draws on three moments of power: agential, institutional/structural, and
socioepistemic, and its three movements: institutional governmentality, structur-
ation/resistance, and subjection/transgression.

Institutional governmentality is the ‘dark arrow’ of power that moves between
institutions and epistemic assumptions, with little agency of researchers or other
actors to shift practices or imaginations that are unhelpful or dysfunctional. It
translates into what I call ‘tame’ co-production: managerial co-production that
disciplines knowledge, reproduces dominant assumptions, and stabilises the status
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quo under the guise of collaboration. However, there are also two ‘light arrows’ that
link agency with institutions and epistemic assumptions, where change is possible
(Figure 3). These are the structuration/resistance and subjection/transgression
processes in my analytical framework. If these movements of power were to enable
transformative pathways, they would need to translate into co-production as
empowerment and transgression. In this section, I explore these three forms of co-
production (‘tame’ co-production, co-production as empowerment and co-
production as transgression) in detail.

Co-production as
(dis)empowerment

‘mobilising/restrainin
f g 9) Structural moment of

power
Identifiable institutions
and institutional
arrangements, recognised
hierarchies, legal
frameworks

Agential moment of
power
Actions of identifiable
actors, individual and
collective power 'over’,
'to', and 'with'

Co-production as
transgression
(reimagining)

Tame co-production
(disciplining)

Socioepistemic moment of
power
Discourses, imaginaries,
internalised norms and
subjectivities

Figure 3. Power of/in co-production.

In all three processes, knowledge and power are co-produced in the idiomatic sense
of Jasanoff’s (2004) co-production, as explained in the theoretical chapter: mutual co-
constitution of knowledge and social order. Applied to co-production as
collaboration practices, this means that the potential for more impactful and meanin-
gful collaborations hinges on how knowledge and action are connected and co-
enacted. This can be done in a linear and instrumental fashion (generate knowledge
to apply it in governance), or relationally and contextually (knowledge-action co-
production creates constructive relationships and meanings of imagination and
practice). There is a continuum between the two, as they are not mutually exclusive
in a given case. In the section that follows I provide three descriptions of how power
operates in co-production, enabling different types of knowledge-action relationships
along this continuum.
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‘Tame’ co-production: Disciplined and institutionalised

When deep-seated epistemic assumptions and governance logics (socioepistemic
power) inform institutional structures of collaborations (structural power), co-
production becomes circular and self-perpetuating in how it is imagined and
practiced. This circularity manifests as discourses of usability and unity reproduced
in slogans like ‘the future we want’ (Paper 1) or ‘the science we need for the ocean we
want’ (Paper 2). In these slogans, the ‘we’ is abstract, aggregate, it erases and conceals
differences. It is diffused at the level of a state or a ‘global community’. The arrow
connecting socioepistemic and structural power (institutional governmentality) is
‘dark’: little light penetrates the machine that churns out norms reproducing the
institutions they are directed at through those same institutions. Socioepistemic
power is exercised at a distance through creating and maintaining expectations of
what a ‘good researcher’ or ‘good citizen’ is (Paper 3). It seeps into funding calls and
research methods, inviting practices based on unquestioned epistemic assumptions:
verification, triangulation, and other forms of ‘disciplining’ of emergent knowledges,
making them ‘safe’ (Paper 2).

This arrow of power defines what can be known and is worthy of knowing in the
first place. It generates a ‘tame’ co-production: the configuration of knowledge and
power aimed at control. It produces transition maps, carbon budgets, knowledge
about acceptance on the premise that it is the ‘population’ that are the ‘problem’ in a
transition and need to ‘accept’ it (Paper 3). It produces over-researched and over-
collaborated communities, research fatigue, taboos and silences (Paper 2). It pro-
duces linear projections of carbon emissions and sequestration in forests, allowing
states to justify ‘Orwellian’ climate politics (Paper 4).

However, for all its tame nature, this is the most dangerous element of co-
production for sustainability transformations. Its sense of safety and linearity, the
sense of being ‘on track’ somewhere, is false. It perpetuates incrementalism, aims at
entrenching the status quo in research and action, and prohibits cultivation of
relational approaches that are indispensable for deeper transformations of society to
take place.

Co-production as (dis)empowerment

The interaction between agential and institutional power - structuration, or struc-
ture-agency co-constitution — taps into the intentional element of co-production,
aimed at collectively bringing about desired change. This intentional agency implies
working within, with — and sometimes against — the system in which co-production
is embedded. For example, researchers in Fairtrans and the Belmont programme had
the power to decide what actors to invite to participate in the projects, when, and on
what terms. Thus, through the projects, researchers and societal actors can empower
- and sometimes disempower - each other.
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When researchers initiate co-production, they bear the responsibility of defining
the types of knowledge that can be used and empowered - or silenced and disem-
powered — through participation. This is the core of epistemic justice: who is
empowered to speak and whether there are conceptual tools enabling the testimonies
produced by speakers to be understood and included in collective narratives (Fricker
2007, 2013). In Paper 2, we saw a range of practices of actor involvement: from buying
fish catch and teaching fishing communities to install artificial coral reefs in
Madagascar, through crafting with displaced women in Bangladesh, to engaging with
policymakers and local authorities in Germany and South Africa. In these cases,
researchers were often empowered by institutional resources and knowledge hierar-
chies in relation to other actors. In Paper 3, Fairtrans were leveraging the power of
trade unions and citizens to create and nuance discourses of just transitions. Here,
the exercise of power was more ambiguous, as they were interacting with elites and
citizens, and both groups could potentially enhance their legitimacy or reduce it. In
both cases, institutional structures, with their tangible and intangible elements, were
at the core of co-production processes. Engagement platforms were enabled by the
infrastructures (physical and financial) of the Belmont programme and the
Stockholm Resilience Centre in Papers 2 and 3. In Paper 4, the litigants used the legal
infrastructures of the court to claim their rights to climate justice. In all these
examples, the interactions between institutional power and actors’ agency potentially
created pathways of empowerment, both for researchers themselves and societal
actors they engaged with.

However, the possibilities for empowerment through co-production are always
ambiguous. Such empowerment is embedded in the hierarchies of knowledge pro-
ducing institutions, governance structures, economic and legal structures. Therefore,
looking at co-production practices through Jasanoff’s idiom of co-production of ways
of knowing and ways of life, the potential for transformation lies in the capacity of
relatively privileged societal actors (including researchers) to activate resources and
infrastructures to generate action in a close relationship with place-based realities.

Two tensions become apparent in these forms of empowerment. One has to do
with a theory of change. Although researchers and their societal partners have the
agency to develop viable theories of change — what Lidskog and Sundqvist (2022) call
‘qualified understanding of society’ — these remain at best patchy. Fairtrans had an
explicit idea of how the green transition can be supported through its research and
its engagement activities:

The theory of change is that when large [popular movement organisations], representing
workers and consumers, have formulated fossil-free visions which are attractive to their
members, it will become much easier for political parties to implement effective and
cost-efficient policies and investments. (Fairtrans, Programme Plan A).
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Our theory of change has been to support the public conversation [...]. So, it’s almost as
important to communicate the deliberations [...] as it is to communicate the recom-
mendations. (Researcher, Paper 3)

Here a new tension arises: the problem of researcher as a political actor. As the
researcher quoted in the epigraph to Paper 3 said, it is hard for researchers to think
of themselves as “political animals’. However, as soon as they enter the public space
in which they engage with marginalised or powerful actors, they must develop a
certain amount of political savoir-faire to carry it off without damage to their
credibility. This implies an investment into extra-academic skills that is not readily
possible and often structurally discouraged — despite the calls to co-production of
socially relevant knowledge.

Co-production as transgression (eclipsing power)

The third process of power is ‘transgression’ — the ability of actors to resist the
internalised assumptions, attitudes, discourses, and subjectivities. The ways in which
actors think and feel about co-production of knowledge-action can never be fully
subsumed under dominant paradigms; in Butler's (1997) terms, ‘power [of the sub-
jects] eclipses power [that created them]’. This process of transgression is described
by Haugaard (2021) as the ‘bracketing of the natural attitude’.

In my empirical material, I observed three mechanisms of transgression. One has
its focus on the personal, ‘inner’ journey of the involved actors. These journeys are
never individual, as they are always socially mediated, enabled by the environments
the actors find themselves in. Yet, this is the most ‘inward’ element of co-production.
It is here that individual researchers cultivate their own stance on knowledge-action
relationships. Do they choose to produce objective, verifiable, decontextualisable
knowledge - or get entangled in the messy, dubious work of knowledge-action? Is it
worth taking the risk of being seen as political, biased, ‘activist’? Do they dare to speak
against the status quo, even if they are funded by the same institutions that perpetuate
it? In adopting relational approaches, researchers have been afraid of being seen as
intruders (Paper 2) or opportunists (Paper 3). They have experienced multiple
discomforts, such as the frustration of using artistic methods that generate insights
deemed incommensurable with scientific processes, or ‘hopping’ from one com-
munity to another (Paper 2) pursuing generalisable insights. However, many adopted
these approaches anyway.

The other form of transgression is the deliberate attempts at shifting societal
discourses. All four papers have dealt with discourses in different ways. While Papers
1-2 showed the discourses of sustainability and actionable science as presented in
policy or as navigated by researchers in projects, Papers 3-4 explored how researchers
and other societal actors actively sought to create or nuance them, be it discourses of
green transition or legal discourses. This points to a slightly surprising idea that
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discourses, no matter how diffuse and evasive they are, are not seen by societal actors
as intractable or unchangeable.

Somewhere between these two forms of transgression is the third one: the practice
of prefiguration. Through prefiguration, new subjectivities are invoked and cul-
tivated collectively through common practice. This is a very important aspect of co-
production that only a study of social movements could bring in - but I believe that
prefiguration is central to the entirety of co-production as practice. This does not
mean that I advocate that research practices become more like social movements. I
rather suggest that what research communities can learn from social movements is
the willingness to reflect on how their embeddedness in unsustainable structures can
be challenged through cultivating relational practices. What this means in Jasanoff’s
sense of the co-production of knowledge and power is that subjectivities and
discourses produced in co-production processes can enable transformative pathways,
provided that the awareness and intention allowing them to do so is cultivated and
continuously reflected upon, both individually and collectively.
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6. Discussion

This thesis applies the critical lens of co-production as an idiom, referring to the co-
production of knowledge and society, to an analysis of co-production as practice: the
collective creation of knowledge-in-action by diverse societal actors. The cases
examined in this thesis range from sustainability and knowledge imaginaries in the
policies of an industrial Nordic state (Sweden), through international and national
transdisciplinary research programmes, to a legal climate case initiated by civil society
against an obstructionist autocratic state (Russia). Thus, the progression is from top-
down state imaginaries to grassroots perspectives. This spectrum helps me examine
how these different spaces generate distinct forms of co-production encounters with
diversely configured power relations. Viewing co-production as an idiom shows that,
across different scales of activity, knowledge exists in a complex relationship with
action, and that the production of science is in constant tension with an active
involvement of knowledge producers embedded in their environments.

My main insights emerge from the analyses across different scales and spaces,
enabled by the power-theoretical lens developed in this thesis. These insights advance
the understanding of co-production nuanced by how power moves through
ima...ginations and practices: how it is crystallised, channelled, or unsettled. In what
follows, I situate these insights in relation to the co-production and sustainability
transformations literature reviewed at the beginning of this thesis.

The three power processes described in Chapter 5 help concretise co-production
and sustainability transformations as power-infused phenomena. Tame’ co-pro-
duction - disciplined and institutionalised — speaks to Beck’s (2011) and Turnhout’s
(2024) critiques of the linear model of science-policy interfaces and their integrative
and ‘tyrannical” logics. Beck links linearity to depoliticisation; Turnhout argues it
reinforces power through claims of neutrality and socio-economic hegemony
favouring economic growth and technical fixes. Furthermore, earlier literature points
to how co-production may legitimise elite framings (Turnhout et al. 2020), obscure
conflict and epistemological differences (Klenk and Meehan 2015), or suffer from
neoliberal co-optation (Bell and Pahl 2017; Sovacool et al. 2020).

‘Tame’ co-production shows a mechanism for how depoliticisation and co-
optation occur. This mechanism instils linearity and utility in policy discourses and
disciplining methods, producing particularvisions of ‘good researchers’ (albeit
nomadic) and ‘good research communities’ (albeit over-researched). The ‘taming’
occurs through funding architectures (Formas/Mistra, Belmont/JPI Oceans) that
stabilise discourses of usable science and stakeholder engagement. This connects the
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literature’s critique of co-optation and neoliberal logics to the micropolitics of who
researchers become, how they choose stakeholders, and how ‘capacity building’ may,
when forced, become tokenistic. Thus, I show how the ‘tyrannies of participation’
(Cooke and Kothari 2001) may play out through performing role expectations. What
my analysis additionally shows is that in authoritarian regimes linear logics become
‘Orwellian’, allowing for the use of technical fixes and linear projections to assert an
outright refusal to mitigate carbon emissions.

Co-production as (dis)empowerment — institutional and agential - speaks to the
interface between knowledge production and transformations. More specifically, it is
in dialogue with those who argue for epistemic pluralism and inclusivity (Scoones
and Stirling 2020; Pickering et al. 2022) and challenging oppressive structures
through research (Temper et al. 2019; Turnhout and Lahsen 2022; Fisher, Brondizio,
and Boyd 2022). It is also linked to the inherently political and conflictual nature of
transformations in transformative research (Klenk and Meehan 2015; Patterson et al.
2017; Temper et al. 2018; Scoones et al. 2020; Patterson, Feola, and Kim 2024).

My findings highlight two pathways for sustainability through empowerment: via
material and institutional infrastructures (such as the Stockholm Resilience Centre’s
material support; Russian and European courts’ legal infrastructures) and epistemic
justice (who is allowed to speak, what concepttual grounds exist to make their
testimonies recognisable). However, they also point to a new emerging tension: once
researchers adopt a qualified theory of change (Lidskog and Sundqvist 2022; Harnesk
and Isgren 2022), they risk being seen as political actors, which is scorned by society
and discouraged by academia — while funders demand ‘impact’ and ‘relevance’. The
cases show how difficult it is to uphold the authority of a scientist while deeply
engaging with other forms of knowledge. This difficulty is dramatically complicated
by the need to defend certain strands of environmental science from political attack
and public distrust. This highlights the ambivalence of participation and nuances the
idea of ‘tyrannical’ co-production. Co-production performance appears as con-
tingent, public trust in it as fragile, and multiple trade-offs and challenges need to be
overcome even (or especially) in well-resourced efforts like Fairtrans.

Considerations of justice in co-production go beyond institutional rules. In fact,
they often compel researchers to call upon their practical knowledge - phronesis -
and possibly transgress the rules (Caniglia et al. 2023). For example, Tafon (2019)
juxtaposes phronesis (the practical knowledge of planners) in environmental
governance to technical expertise. Indeed, in my empirical material, researchers had
to forego the rules of their ‘technical’ or disciplinary training to step into uncom-
fortable and ambiguous roles that they felt called to play. Conceptualising co-
production as transgression — resisting internalised paradigms - contributes to co-
production literature by bringing in inner journeys, discords, and prefiguration as
micropolitical practices that unsettle dominant imaginaries. By shifting attention to
social movement prefiguration as co-production, I suggest that relational practices
can be cultivated within and against institutions. This discovery needs to be further
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explored: what kinds of practices can be cultivated by researchers seeking the
personally and socially transformative co-creation of knowledge? What is the role of
the micropolitical in co-production processest How do researchers meet the
challenge of reconciling their personal and professional lives when confronted with
the demands of — and desire for - co-production? Some tentative answers, however
anecdotal, can be found in Porsani et al. (2026), where contributors were given a
chance to reflect on these questions through our diverse research experiences.

Much still remains unexplored. Accounts of co-production will always remain
patchy and partial, defying generalisation - just like the relational model of co-
production would want them to be. Understanding this side of co-production - co-
production as the eclipse of power — might feel evasive, ephemeral, even esoteric. But
it points to the need for the ‘rewilding’ of tame co-production. Even more: using the
concepts from anarchism as a conceptual approach (Portwood-Stacer 2018), co-
production as a micropolitical practice might need to go a little ‘feral’ (Tsing et al.
2024). This is because transformations require anticipatory, imaginative work that is
inherently political (Jasanoff and Kim 2015; Moore and Milkoreit 2020; Raven and
Stripple 2021; Machin 2022). For these futures not to be technocratised (Brodén
Gyberg and Lovbrand 2022; Marquardt and Nasiritousi 2022) and hollowed out,
imagination needs to be less instrumental and more relational and prefigurative.

This relationality and prefiguration may, when translated into co-production
processes, has three implications for co-production as a research practice. First,
sharper focus needs to be sustained on the relationships of power in communities and
between the actors that co-production engages with. Second, deliberative practices,
where citizens engage in well-informed dialogues that strengthen transformative
pathways (Daw et al. 2026), should be examined further in their implications for
knowledge creation in society. Third, the cultivation of relational co-production
within research communities against the grain of ‘tame’ co-production needs further
investigation. Such practices go far beyond co-production as legitimation. They
suggest a vibrant connection between democracy and sustainability that policy and
funding calls fail to imagine. That said, such public engagements can be seen as
politically motivated and performatively risky and need to be shielded. To do this
effectively at scale - as catalytic co-production - researchers need to be enabled to
develop communication and public relations skills or collaborate with trusted actors
who have them. Such engagements require significant amount of time and financial
resources and must not be undertaken ad hoc.

It might also be the case that prefigurative co-production practices need not to be
scaled up but rather scaled out — connected with each other in a ‘rhizomatic’ fashion,
across contexts. This may be the only way of supporting hegemony-transcending
transformations (Hamilton and Ramcilovic-Suominen (2023) and embracing
discord in transformations (Patterson, Feola, and Kim 2024). In isolation, these
practices can never fully transcend power - they can only temporarily unsettle it. In
doing so, they are likely to be ‘strategically absurd’” (Paper 4) in the short term and
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claim a high price from individual researchers who choose to be involved in the
‘rewilding’ of ‘tame’ co-production. Nevertheless, these practices are indispensable
for germinating new seeds of collaborative imagination and action.
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7. Concluding remarks

Reducing the politics of knowledge in sustainability governance to the idea of
researchers speaking truth to power means to suggest they failed. Power, narrowly
understood as the political will shaping sustainability action, does not seem to listen
to truth, narrowly understood as environmental knowledge that is amply produced
by researchers and societal actors. However, this thesis has demonstrated, both
theoretically and empirically, that such understandings of knowledge politics,
knowledge, and power are inadequate; they are rarely followed in the diverse practices
of imagining and creating knowledge and action for sustainability.

The co-production of knowledge and action, as an empirical phenomenon
encompassing different forms of collaborations between societal actors with the aim
to advance their visions of sustainability, is a rich terrain for exploring the
relationships between power and knowledge. Co-production is called to delinearise
the ‘speaking truth to power’ model and make it more relational - in the hope that
this will lead to transformative outcomes across sustainability policy domains.
However, when enacted in practice, the ambitions of co-producing knowledge for
sustainability transformations yield modest results. Why does this happen? And if
indeed power and truth are not in a linear relationship - in what ways do they shape
each other in co-production efforts?

This question calls for a nuanced and complex conceptualisation of power in
action in co-production practices, one that goes beyond domination by powerful
actors or entrenched political structures. This thesis makes a theoretical contribution
to the fields of sustainability science and transformations towards sustainability by
developing such a conceptualisation on the basis of social theories of power. This
power conceptualisation is applied to create a multi-scale account of co-production:
from policy, through individual projects and an integrated programme, to the
micropolitical practices of litigation by social movements. This account empirically
stitches together literatures on co-production and sustainability transformations. A
critical approach is achieved through a theorisation that yields three forms of co-
production: a ‘tame’ co-production, co-production as (dis)empowerment, and co-
production as transgression. The thesis shows what kinds of co-production are at play
at different scales and how co-production is powered: how its logics are reproduced and
where agency lies. This approach responds to the insistence found in the literature that
knowledge-power relationships vary across sites and scales of co-production.

At the policy level, co-production is guided by competitiveness logic and
incumbent actors. At the project level, this linear extractive logic coexists with a
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relational, situated logic directed at community needs, and reflecting the tensions of
accountability, impact, and humility (van del Hel 2018). At the programme level, I
see an ambitious, catalytic co-production effort trying to bridge these two logics and
aiming at nuancing public discourses and engaging democratic publics. Experiments
with democracy in this case are attempting, for the first time, to go beyond the vapid
democratic imaginaries in policy statements, encountering conflicts of justice con-
ceptualisations and political sensitivities — where the politics of knowledge enters in
its overt form. At activist level, co-production becomes prefigurative. It is openly
counter-hegemonic and political, aiming at regime change - but constrained by the
absence of societal conditions for transformation. These empirical materials show the
productive side of co-production. At a micro-level, it manifests as subjectivity
formation: funding architectures producing conflicting researcher roles and deman-
ding political savoir-faire; producing ‘green unions’ and ‘representative citizens’. At
a macro-level, imaginaries are part of institutional practice: through the language of
calls, media strategies, assembly scripts, legal documents.

The co-productions of power and knowledge in these arenas and encounters show
a diversity of forms and types of knowledge politics in transformations towards
sustainability. Knowledge politics is the bureaucracies’ political skill of crystallising
norms and discourses through policy statements, channelled into funding structures. It
is also researchers navigating these structures with ingenuity, making input into
sustainability policy (such as ocean and coastal governance), extracting data, and
finding ways to add value to local communities — all while making these efforts look
good in reports and on websites. It is researchers acting upon their own research that
shows catastrophically inadequate climate transition policies and catalysing actors in
support of the transition, even if this action risks being branded as an ‘activist’ - or as
a stage act. Finally, it is activists using different forms of scientific and practical
knowledge to litigate against a government, knowing that demands for climate justice
might not be satisfied — but hoping that the prefigurative ambitions of living up to
their beliefs and professional values will be.

What these imaginations and practices show is that co-production is not a
method, not a fix, not a box to tick in a research application. But neither is it an im-
placable force of Foucault’s and Jasanoff’s inevitable entanglement of knowledge and
power. I have intended to create an account of co-production as a living practice. At
its best it is ‘feral’ rather than ‘tame’ and capable of self-critique.

My research scope is broad, and that presents a challenge: co-production risks
becoming too fuzzy and catch-all as a concept. But this challenge of the thesis reflects
what happens in the field - co-production is a buzzword, a keyword in applications,
often falling into the trap of ‘being everything for everybody all at once’ (Mendy,
Sokolova, and Mockel 2025). This is problematic, because co-production subsumes
many different logics, desires, imaginations, and practices. An answer to that,
analytically, is to always look at co-production as practice through co-production as
idiom, remaining attentive to norms, imaginations, and power processes involved.
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What practical insights does this analysis entail for researchers, funders, and the
users of environmental research? First, the ‘taming - (dis)empowerment — transgres-
sion’ triad can be used as a diagnostic tool that can help reveal, at co-production sites,
where interventions are most promising and where tensions are likely to emerge.
Second - and this is perhaps not particularly new, but nevertheless necessary to reiterate
- funding architectures and academic structures that endorse co-production need to
budget for relational models of local anchoring, recognise the labour of diagnosing
and addressing power relations on the ground, and allow for plural evaluative criteria
of emergent knowledges. Third - relatedly - co-production efforts need to address
the implicit normative commitments of actors, such as their understanding of ‘justice’
in ‘just transitions’ that will seldom be uniform across the room. Finally, prefigurative
practices of co-production - researchers and other actors modelling the utopian ideal
of ‘feral’ (critical, self-reflexive) co-production - are at the core of transformative
knowledge. They are costly and risky, and in the short run futile - just like pre-
figurative politics. Sometimes it might be better to not co-produce at all.

One final, slightly unsettling thought is that all the efforts of the researchers and
others engaging in the mess of co-creation are, just like the efforts of the litigants in
my Russian case, only arrows shot into the future, time capsules preserved for a better
time. The problem is, of course, that the time horizon shrinks with every ton of
greenhouse gas emissions released into the atmosphere. But these efforts’ strategic
absurdity is necessary for the weaving of the knowledge fabric for better worlds, like
prefigurative legality - ‘notwithstanding’ and just in case’.
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Afterword

Pas comme ¢a, pas pour ¢a, pas par eux’
(Foucault 1990/1978:38).

Since I started writing this thesis in early 2022, there have been a few ‘upgrades’ in the
global political order. Russia unleashed the war in Ukraine, wreaking havoc on millions
of lives. The war’s implication narrowly for my thesis was that I could not study research
practices in Russia as I had originally planned but decided to study the Russian climate
litigation case instead. The war between Israel and Hamas, destabilising the Middle East
and implicating the West, triggered many protests on the various campuses where I
studied, taught or which I visited, with various responses from the universities and
political authorities. Swedish politics moved to the right with the new government,
rolling back the climate agenda and thus removing itself from a leadership position on
climate in the EU. Donald Trump’s second term of office in the US led to the excessive
political leveraging to obstruct academic freedom, as well as the active political
mainstreaming and normalisation of the distrust of climate science. Al became a new
reality in teaching, research, and everyday interaction with the world - whether one
deliberately engages with this technology or chooses (if able) not to. Finally, all of this
was eclipsed by, in Baudrillard’s terms, ‘the Gulf war that did not take place’, sending the
global economy, once more, into turmoil, as I write this in March 2026.

Against this backdrop, talking about the politics of knowledge feels awkward. Surely,
there are more pressing issues crowding out the search for transformative knowledge.
But even more so because politics today is overwhelming. The claims that we need to
‘expand the political sphere’, ‘embrace the antagonisms’ etc. may feel... too much. We
may fear that if the political enters every sphere, there will be no respite from it - like in
totalitarian states. In academia, we want to shield knowledge from power, we do not
want the political hand to touch it. However, our role as environmental (social)
scientists is only likely to become increasingly challenging if formal politics betrays
environmental agendas for wars and scrambles for resources. Then, Foucault’s
preoccupation with how not to be governed’ becomes more pertinent to the possibility
of exercising academic freedom than before. Part of the reason for talking about the
politics of knowledge is to make the ways in which we produce it — with others - more
transparent. There is nowhere to hide - but also nothing to hide.

7 Not like this, not for this, not by them (Author’s translation).
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Doing a PhD was tightly interwoven with teaching, and teaching is done with and
among students and other teachers. My final observation is that, despite the impending
doom syndrome that many contract today (myself included), as long as our students
continue to love the Socratic method as much as they still seem to do, and teachers still
continue to use it, the two arrows going back to the structural and socioepistemic
moments of power from the agential one — the arrows that turn the wheel of power in
the direction of transformative co-creation of knowledge — will remain thick enough.
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Environmental crises are often framed as failures of political will in the face of
overwhelming scientific evidence. But what if the relationship between know-
ledge and action is far more complex?

Bringing together insights from sustainability research policy, transdisciplinary
research programmes, and litigation for climate justice, this thesis explores
how knowledge, power, imagination, and collective action are woven together
in the pursuit of social and ecological change. Moving beyond the familiar
idea of ‘speaking truth to power,’ it shows how visions of sustainability are
imagined, contested, and enacted by policymakers, researchers, citizens, trade
unions, and activists. Drawing on social theories of power to analyse diverse
arenas and encounters where knowledge and action meet, it reveals in what
ways collaborative knowledge production can both reproduce existing power
structures and open pathways toward more transformative futures. At a time
when democratic institutions, scientific authority, and environmental action
are under pressure worldwide, it invites readers to rethink what it means to
create knowledge capable of transforming the world.
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