Foreword

In October 2015, a diverse group of scholars of different disciplinary (huma-
nities, social and natural sciences) and geographical origins and at different
academic career stages met for a conference on “Participatory and Integrati-
ve Approaches in Researching African Environments: Opportunities, Challen-
ges, Actualities in Natural and Social Sciences”. All of them came with an open
multidisciplinary perspective and portrayed in fascinatingly transparent ways
their approaches and searches for a more inclusive and better understanding
of knowledge about African environments. Some presenters focused on their
methodological attempts to structure problem framings and knowledge pro-
duction processes in transdisciplinary ways, including not only scientists but
also stakeholders from local contexts of environmental resource use, adminis-
tration and policy. Some gave insights into critical reflections on global policy
frameworks, categorizations and interpretations and their (mis)fits with local
realities, highlighting the diversity of knowledge and techniques for dealing
with environmental and social change.

Four points emerged from the conference regarding the process of what
we called shared research.

« Unintended and unanticipated chances and challenges emerge in collab-
orative (participatory and integrative) research on African environments.
Being open to and respectful of local level actors enhances learning and
joint contributions to facilitate a common understanding of key aspects
in researching African environments.

«  Reflecting critically on research processes and multiple expectations by
formulating (in writing or speech) deeper insights and discomfort affects
the dimensions of learning. A change of perspective on the research pro-
cess can shift paradigms and epistemological traditions.

« Doing participatory and integrative research on African environments
means being explicit about research ethics and the role of those who get
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in and out of a local context. For more inclusive learning, mutual respect
and trust are key.

. Transdisciplinary research needs careful planning of participation and an
openness towards emerging participation while the research progresses.

All in all, it was rich learning experience with conference participants who
dared to talk about their struggles with language and interpretation and sci-
ence as contribution, which is often not possible in disciplinary conferences.
Participants facilitated a better understanding of complex socio-political and
environmental systems. The conference participants enjoyed the contributi-
ons and discussions to the extent that the idea of further elaborating on some
of the topics emerged. In the form of an edited volume, which provides ample
room for each contribution to go into detail, the authors present their contri-
butions in explicit and nuanced ways.

Finally, the volume is put together as a collection of four articles dealing
with similar challenges, opportunities and actualities. The authors were gi-
ven a lot of room for exploration during the writing process, from which four
heterogeneous papers emerged. In the introductory and concluding articles,
the editors highlight and provide a discursive framework in which the ar-
ticles can be positioned. They discuss key issues for an audience interested
in reflections and twists in relation to participatory and integrative research
in intercultural, interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary interfaces in selected
African environmental contexts.

The editors are very grateful to the Swiss Academy of Humanities and
Social Sciences for financial support for both the conference and the publi-
cation of this book, particularly the Open Access publication grant. We also
highly acknowledge the financial contributions of the Swiss Academy of Sci-
ences, the Swiss Academic Society for Environmental Research and Ecology
(SAGUF), and the Swiss Society for African Studies (SSAS). We are indebted
to Samuel Weissman, who supported the process in critical stages.

Bern, January 2020

Tobias Haller and Claudia Zingerli
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