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Abstract 

The existence of a water-energy-aﾗﾗS けﾐW┝┌ゲげ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ ｪ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪ ゲｷｪﾐｷaｷI;ﾐデ ;デデWﾐデｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ ｷﾐデWヴﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ 
ﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉ ヴWゲﾗ┌ヴIW ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ SWH;デWゲ ｷﾐ ヴWIWﾐデ ┞W;ヴゲく WW ;ヴｪ┌W デｴW デWヴﾏ けﾐW┝┌ゲげ I;ﾐ HW I┌ヴヴWﾐデﾉ┞ ゲWWﾐ ;ゲ ; 
buzzword: a term whose power derives from a combination of ambiguous meaning and strong 

normative resonance. We explore the ways in which the nexus terminology is emerging and being 

mobilised by different stakeholders in natural resource debates in the UK context. We suggest that in 

the UK the mobilisation of the nexus terminology can best be understood as symptomatic of broader 

global science-policy trends, including an increasing emphasis on integration as an ideal; an emphasis 

ﾗﾐ デWIｴﾐｷI;ﾉ ゲﾗﾉ┌デｷﾗﾐゲ デﾗ Wﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲき ;IｴｷW┗WﾏWﾐデ ﾗa WaaｷIｷWﾐI┞ ｪ;ｷﾐゲ ;ﾐS け┘ｷﾐ-wiﾐゲげき ;ﾐS 
a preference for technocratic forms of environmental managerialism. We identify and critique an 

けｷﾐデWｪヴ;デｷ┗W ｷﾏ;ｪｷﾐ;ヴ┞げ ┌ﾐSWヴヮｷﾐﾐｷﾐｪ ﾏ┌Iｴ ﾗa デｴW UK SｷゲIﾗ┌ヴゲW ;ヴﾗ┌ﾐS デｴW IﾗﾐIWヮデ ﾗa デｴW ﾐW┝┌ゲが ;ﾐS 
argue that attending to questions of power is a crucial but often underplayed aspect of proposed 

integration. We argue that while current efforts to institutionalise the language of the nexus as a 

conceptual framework for research in the UK may provide a welcome opportunity for new forms of 

transdisciplinar┞が デｴW┞ ﾏ;┞ ヴｷゲﾆ デ┌ヴﾐｷﾐｪ ﾐW┝┌ゲ ｷﾐデﾗ ; けﾏ;デデWヴ ﾗa a;Iデげ ┘ｴWヴW ｷデ ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS ヴWﾏ;ｷﾐ ; けﾏ;デデWヴ 
ﾗa IﾗﾐIWヴﾐげく In this vein, we indicate the importance of critique to the development of nexus research. 
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Highlights (3 ʹ 5 bullet points) 

 The term nexus can be usefully understood as a buzzword: a term which is powerful as it 

combines ambiguity of meaning and strong normative resonance.  

 The meanings of the nexus as used by stakeholders are multiple and heterogeneous, and there 

is not (yet) a ゲｷﾐｪ┌ﾉ;ヴ けﾐW┝┌ゲ SｷゲIﾗ┌ヴゲWげ I┌ヴヴWﾐデﾉ┞ WﾏWヴｪｷﾐｪ in the UK context. 

 The term nexus is being strategically appropriated into already powerful discourses of a 

managerial type in natural resource debates. 

 Much of the current use of the nexus terminology W┝ヮヴWゲゲWゲ ;ﾐ けｷﾐデWｪヴ;デｷ┗W ｷﾏ;ｪｷﾐ;ヴ┞げぎ ;ﾐ 
assumption that integration (of sectors, disciplines, knowledges, stakeholders) is possible and 

desirable. 

 There is need to keep the nexus an ﾗヮWﾐ けﾏ;デデWヴ ﾗa IﾗﾐIWヴﾐげく Social sciences have key roles to 

play in this process. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent years デｴW デWヴﾏｷﾐﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ ﾗa デｴW け┘;デWヴ-energy-food ﾐW┝┌ゲげ (also sometimes called the water-

energy-food-climate nexus, energy-food-environment nexus, or the stress nexus: ｴWﾐIWaﾗヴデｴ けデｴW 
ﾐW┝┌ゲげぶ has become increasingly prominent in international science policy and natural resource 

governance circles (Allouche et al., 2015; Andrews-Speed et al., 2014; Kurian and Ardakanian, 2014; 

Middleton and Allen, 2014; Scott et al., 2011; Sharmina et al., 2016) and as a framing for academic 

work from across a range of disciplines (Azapagic, 2015; Biggs, 2015; e.g. De Laurentiis et al., 2016; 

Lubega, William Naggaga, 2014; Rasul, 2014; Smajgl et al., 2016; Yumkella and Yillia, 2015). The 

burgeoning use of nexus terminology can be traced back to the World Economic Forum in 2008, where 

ヮヴﾗﾏｷﾐWﾐデ H┌ゲｷﾐWゲゲ ﾉW;SWヴゲ ｷゲゲ┌WS ; けI;ﾉﾉ デﾗ ;Iデｷﾗﾐげ ﾗﾐ デｴW ┘;┞ゲ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ ┘;デWヴ ｷゲ けﾉｷﾐﾆWS デﾗ WIﾗﾐﾗﾏｷI 
ｪヴﾗ┘デｴ ;Iヴﾗゲゲ ; ﾐW┝┌ゲ ﾗa ｷゲゲ┌Wゲげ ふWEF ヲヰヰΒぶく  The following year John Beddington (then Chief Scientific 

Advisor to the UK government), raised similar issues when he referred to デｴW けヮWヴaWIデ ゲデﾗヴﾏげ ﾗa 
interlinked challenges facing humanity (Beddington, 2009), and a number of prominent international 

institutions (such as the World Bank, the UN World Water Assessment Programme, the European 

Commission, the OECD and the Global Water Partnership) subsequently produced policy and 

perspective papers on the nexus (Allouche et al., 2015).  According to much of this literature, the 

solution to the interlinked challenges outlined by Beddington, ┘;ゲ けﾐW┝┌ゲ デｴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪげ (e.g. IGD, 2013) or 

; けﾐW┝┌ゲ perspectiveげ (e.g. Bonn2011 Conference, 2011).  The UN World Water Development Report 

2014 provides an exemplar of the usage of nexus terminology within these international natural 

resource discourses: 

けTｴW ｪﾉﾗH;ﾉ Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷデ┞ ｷゲ ┘Wﾉﾉ ;┘;ヴW ﾗa aﾗﾗSが WﾐWヴｪ┞ ;ﾐS ┘;デWヴ Iｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪWゲが H┌デ ｴ;ゲ ゲﾗ a;ヴ 
addressed them in isolation, within sectoral boundaries ぐ If water, energy and food security 

are to be simultaneously achieved, decision-ﾏ;ﾆWヴゲ ぐ ﾐWWS デﾗ IﾗﾐゲｷSWヴ Hヴﾗ;SWヴ ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIWゲ 
and cross-sectoral impacts. They must strive for innovative policies and integrated 

institutions ぐ A nexus approach to sectoral management, through enhanced dialogue, 

collaboration and coordination, is needed to ensure that co-benefits and trade-offs are 

IﾗﾐゲｷSWヴWS ;ﾐS デｴ;デ ;ヮヮヴﾗヮヴｷ;デW ゲ;aWｪ┌;ヴSゲ ;ヴW ヮ┌デ ｷﾐ ヮﾉ;IWげ  (UN World Water Assessment 

Programme, 2014, p. 61 Emphasis added)  

The nexus terminology has also entered the lexicon of high profile international development and 

conservation organisations such as Practical Action (Stevens and Gallagher, 2015), and WWF (WWF, 

2015), as well as multinational corporations such as Shell (Shell, 2012), SABMiller (Wales, 2013), and 

Cocacola (Koch, 2015). It is also gaining prominence as a framework for research funding with, for 

example, デｴW E┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐ Uﾐｷﾗﾐげゲ Hﾗヴｷ┣ﾗﾐ ヲヰヲヰ ヮヴﾗｪヴ;ﾏﾏW ｷﾐIﾉ┌Sing specific reference to the nexus 

;ﾐS けｷntegrated approaches to food security, low-carbon energy, sustainable water management and 

Iﾉｷﾏ;デW Iｴ;ﾐｪW ﾏｷデｷｪ;デｷﾗﾐげ (European Commission, 2015).   

While mobilisation of the nexus terminology to describe resource interdependencies has been most 

visible in the international arena (Middleton and Allen, 2014), use of the term has become increasingly 

apparent within the UK, primarily through research funding mechanisms. Here, since 2012 the nexus 

has been the focus of a number of research activities, funding calls and cross-research council 

initiatives (e.g. EPSRC, 2014; ESRC / Newton Fund, 2015; ESRC, 2015, 2014, 2013; NERC, 2012). In light 

of these discursive shifts, critical reflection on the growing influence of the nexus vocabulary in the UK 
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context is both timely and important. To this end, this paper examines the ways in which nexus 

terminology is being mobilised and contested by a range of actors in the UK natural resource debates, 

and seeks to understand if and why it is gaining traction across a range of stakeholder groups.  In so 

doing, it will explore how this vocabulary articulates (or not) with broader trends and discourses in 

international environmental and science-policy debates, and reflect upon the risks of treating the 

ﾐW┝┌ゲ ;ゲ ; けﾏ;デデWヴ ﾗa a;Iデげく In conclusions, we call for approaches which would open approach the 

ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐゲ ヮﾗゲWS H┞ デｴW ﾐW┝┌ゲ ;ゲ けﾏ;デデWヴゲ ﾗa IﾗﾐIWヴﾐげ, and suggest pathways for social sciences to 

engage critically in nexus debates.  

2. Conceptual framework and methodological approach  

The paper follows the interpretivist tradition (Fischer, 2003; Hajer and Fischer, 1999), being concerned 

┘ｷデｴ けhow the social world is interpreted, understood, experienced, produced or constitutedげ (Mason, 

2002: 3). Our focus is upon the け┘ﾗヴﾉS ﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪげ ヮヴﾗヮWヴデｷWゲ ﾗa ﾉ;ﾐｪ┌;ｪW (Cornwall, 2007), and in 

examining the kinds of work that particular words do for particular actors. We suggest that currently 

the term けﾐW┝┌ゲげ I;ﾐ HW ｴWﾉヮa┌ﾉﾉ┞ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデﾗﾗS ;ゲ ; H┌┣┣┘ﾗヴS (cf. Jensen, 2013; Williams et al., 2014; 

WWF, 2015), and the analysis presented here is situated within a longstanding tradition of discursive 

profiling of buzzwords or keywords (Cornwall, 2007; Davis, 2008; Mautner, 2005; Rist, 2013; Standing, 

2007; Vincent, 2014; Williams, 1976). TｴW WﾉWﾏWﾐデゲ ﾏﾗゲデ Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴｷゲデｷI ﾗa H┌┣┣┘ﾗヴSゲ ;ヴW け;ﾐ ;HゲWnce 

ﾗa ヴW;ﾉ SWaｷﾐｷデｷﾗﾐが ;ﾐS ; ゲデヴﾗﾐｪ HWﾉｷWa ｷﾐ ┘ｴ;デ デｴW ﾐﾗデｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗゲWS デﾗ Hヴｷﾐｪ ;Hﾗ┌デげ (Rist, 2013, p. 486). 

Indeed, the purchase and power of buzzwords arises precisely as a result of けデｴWｷヴ ┗;ｪ┌W ;ﾐS 
euphemistic qualities, their capacity to embrace a multitude of possible meanings, and their 

ﾐﾗヴﾏ;デｷ┗W ヴWゲﾗﾐ;ﾐIWげ (Cornwall, 2007, p. 472), characteristics which enable them to enlist broad 

support and become useful in a variety of contexts while maintaining an ambiguity around their 

meaning.  As we illustrate, the term nexus meets both of these criteria: the term is used in fragmentary, 

multiple and ambiguous ways, and yet there is among those utilising this vocabulary a strong belief in 

the presumed attainability and ultimate benefits of the benefits a nexus approach.  

As Vincent (2014) notes, buzzwords derive their meaning from the cluster of inter-related concepts 

and terms which become associated with them. These associations progressively come to delineate 

the boundaries of legitimate use. The ambiguous qualities of buzzwords make them particularly 

ゲ┌ゲIWヮデｷHﾉW デﾗ ヮヴﾗIWゲゲWゲ ﾗa けゲWﾏ;ﾐデｷI ;ヮヮヴﾗヮヴｷ;デｷﾗﾐげ デﾗ ゲ┌ｷデ ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ ;ｪWﾐS;ゲ (Mautner, 2005, p. 95). 

Exploring the implications of buzzwords in existing debates is particularly important due to the future-

orientation buzzwords express. While rooted in the concerns of the present, buzzwords indicate a 

desirable future state of affairs (Vincent, 2014), and like metaphors (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980) can 

influence what is thinkable and thus what is doable. Aゲ ; ヴWゲ┌ﾉデが デｴW けH┌┣┣げ ;ヴﾗ┌ﾐS デｴW H┌┣┣┘ﾗヴSゲ ｷゲ ;ﾐ 
area of power struggles over competing narratives: けﾐﾗSWゲ ;ヴﾗ┌ﾐS ┘ｴｷIｴ ｷSWﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ H;デデﾉWゲ ;ヴW aﾗ┌ｪｴデげ 
(Stubbs, 2001, p. 188 cited in Mautner, 2005).  

The term nexus is deployed in relation to phenomena occurring at a range of scales, and overall the 

nexus discourse is global in scope, both in terms of interlocutors and analytical focus. The UK is 

emerging as an important arena for the operationalisation and institutionalisation of the term as a 

tool for action, including knowledge production, as indicated by its growing importance in academic 

research. Our analysis problematises some of the tacit assumptions which we can see being currently 

assimilated into the term nexus as its network of meaning and intent solidifies in the UK context. We 

show that the term is being appropriated by dominant discourses of the managerialist type, which we 
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suggests risks turning the nexus ｷﾐデﾗ ; けﾏ;デデWヴ ﾗa a;Iデげが け; ゲｷﾐｪﾉW  SｷゲIヴWデW ゲWﾉa-evident problem 

susceptible to  primarily science-b;ゲWS ゲﾗﾉ┌デｷﾗﾐゲげ ふ“デｷヴﾉｷﾐｪ ヲヰヱヵぶく WｴWヴW けﾏ;デデWヴゲ ﾗa a;Iデげ ;ヴW ゲデ;HｷﾉｷゲWS 
and established ways of relating to the world, institutionalised by particular (knowledge) cultures, and 

ﾉ;ヴｪWﾉ┞ IﾉﾗゲWS デﾗ SWH;デWゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW IﾗﾐSｷデｷﾗﾐゲ ┘ｴｷIｴ Wﾐ;HﾉW デｴWｷヴ W┝ｷゲデWﾐIWが けﾏ;デデWヴゲ ﾗa IﾗﾐIWヴﾐげ ;ヴW 
processes rather than objects, are characterised by controversy, and are not stabilised or 

institutionalised (Latour, 2004). In agreement with Stirling (2015), we argue that the epistemological 

;ﾐS ヮﾗﾉｷデｷI;ﾉ Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴ ﾗa ﾐW┝┌ゲ Iｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪWゲ ﾐWIWゲゲｷデ;デWゲ ; けﾏ;デデWヴゲ ﾗa IﾗﾐIWヴﾐげ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴが ;ﾐS ｴｷｪｴﾉｷｪｴデ 
the importance of social science-led productive critique in developing nexus debates.     

The present paper is based on a qualitative analysis of 20 semi-structured interviews with key UK 

stakeholders from across a range of professional cultures active in debates around food/energy/water 

interdependencies, including: academics from a range of natural and social science and engineering 

backgrounds; research funders (EPSRC & ESRC), policy makers and civil servants (Defra and the 

Environment Agency); and private companies; and a qualitative analysis of a wide range of policy 

documents, funding calls, and published academic papers referring to the nexus. Approximately half 

of the interviewees were selected on the basis that they actively had used the language of the nexus 

either in published academic or non-academic work; had received funding for nexus-themed research; 

or had talked publicly about the nexus in other fora. The remainder of the interviewees were selected 

from the policy environment and the private sector due to their involvement in what might be 

considerWS けﾐW┝┌ゲ SWH;デWゲげが ｷくWく SWH;デWゲ ;ヴﾗ┌ﾐS aﾗﾗSが WﾐWヴｪ┞が ┘;デWヴ ;ﾐS Wﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデal interactions 

and interventions. To protect the anonymity of the participants, they are referred to by their 

professional affiliation only in the remainder of the text (condensed ｷﾐデﾗぎ け;I;SWﾏｷIげき けヮﾗﾉｷI┞makerげき 
けヮヴｷ┗;デW ゲWIデﾗヴげき ;ﾐS けヴWゲW;ヴIｴ a┌ﾐSWヴげ I;デWｪﾗヴｷWゲぶ. Direct quotes from the interviewees are 

incorporated in the text in italics. Recorded interviews lasted from between 25 minutes to an hour, 

and were coded thematically in NVivo using a grounded, inductive approach to identify prevailing 

motifs and themes. 

3. Diverse understandings of the nexus 

We find that within natural resource debates in the UK understandings and usage of the term nexus 

are plural, fragmented, and ambiguous. Thus in addition to simple descriptive understandings of the 

ﾐW┝┌ゲ ;ゲ けthe interactions between food energy and waterげ ふ;I;SWﾏｷIぶ, the term was also used to refer 

to particular (integrated) ways of thinking about these interactionsぎ けthe nexus is about the integrated 

thinking, about the trade-offs and interplays and interactions, between all the various elements of 

デｴWゲW ｷﾐデWヴIﾗﾐﾐWIデWS ゲ┞ゲデWﾏゲげ (research funder). For some the term also signified けoutcome 

ｷﾏヮヴﾗ┗WﾏWﾐデげ (research funder) or optimisation, as in the following description: けeverything is inter-

ﾉｷﾐﾆWS ;ﾐS デｴWヴW ;ヴW ヮｷﾐIｴ ヮﾗｷﾐデゲ ┘ｴWヴW ｷデげゲ ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ ﾐWｪ;デｷ┗W ;ﾐS ヮｷﾐIｴ-ヮﾗｷﾐデゲ ┘ｴWヴW ｷデげゲ ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ ヮﾗゲｷデｷ┗Wく 
M┞ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗa デｴW ﾐW┝┌ゲ ┘;ゲ デヴ┞ｷﾐｪ デﾗ aｷﾐS デｴﾗゲW ヮﾗゲｷデｷ┗W ヮﾗｷﾐデゲぎ ゲﾗ ┘ｴ;デげゲ デｴW ﾗヮデｷﾏ┌ﾏ?げ 
(policymaker).  

TｴWヴW ｷゲ ; ゲｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴ ﾉ;Iﾆ ﾗa Iﾉ;ヴｷデ┞ ﾗヴ IﾗﾐゲWﾐゲ┌ゲ ;ヴﾗ┌ﾐS デｴW SWｪヴWW デﾗ ┘ｴｷIｴ デｴWヴW ｷゲ ; ヴWIﾗｪﾐｷゲ;HﾉW けnexus 

ﾏWデｴﾗSﾗﾉﾗｪ┞げ (policymaker), or whether this was something that needed to be developed or けｪヴﾗ┌ﾐS-

デヴ┌デｴWSげ ｷﾐ ﾗヴSWヴ デﾗ demonstrate if ;ﾐS ｴﾗ┘ けthis does something new and differentげ ふ;I;SWﾏｷIぶく WｴｷﾉW 
some interviewees bemoaned the lack of clarity around the term, others were more confident that 

デｴW ﾐW┝┌ゲ ヴWaWヴヴWS デﾗ け; IﾗｴWヴWﾐデ a;ｷヴﾉ┞ ┘Wﾉﾉ SWaｷﾐWS ゲ┞ゲデWﾏげが and compared it favourably to other 

concepts like sustainability, which were felt to be けﾏ┌Iｴ ﾏﾗヴW ┘ﾗﾗﾉﾉ┞げ (research funder). Similarly, 
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there were diverse views about whether what was required was a reduction of ambiguity, or whether 

デｴW デWヴﾏ ﾐW┝┌ゲ ┘;ゲ ゲｷﾏヮﾉ┞ ; けflag of convenience around which people can organise themselvesげが ;ﾐS 
デｴ;デ ｷデ ┘;ゲ ┌ﾐｴWﾉヮa┌ﾉ デﾗ けenshrine, cast in concrete a particular approach and call that the nexus 

approachげ ふ;I;SWﾏｷIぶく  

Importantly, the term nexus appears to have something of a paradoxical quality, being simultaneously 

け┌ﾐ;ヴｪ┌;Hﾉ┞ デヴ┌Wげ ;デ ; ゲｷﾏヮﾉW SWゲIヴｷヮデｷ┗W ﾉW┗Wﾉが ;ﾐS ┞Wデ Iﾗﾐa┌ゲｷﾐｪﾉ┞ unintelligible or meaningless to 

actors unfamiliar with the discourse.  As one interviewee commented: けI デｴｷﾐﾆ デｴW ﾐW┝┌ゲ ｷゲ ; ｪヴW;デ ｷSW;が 
and obviously one that no one can ;ヴｪ┌W ┘ｷデｴぐげ ふヮﾗﾉｷI┞ﾏ;ﾆWヴぶく Tｴｷゲ ┌ﾐ;ヴｪ┌;HﾉW ケ┌;ﾉｷデ┞ ﾗa デｴW デWヴﾏ 
ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ ﾗHゲWヴ┗WS ｷﾐ ﾉｷデWヴ;デ┌ヴWが ┘ｴWヴW ┘;デWヴが WﾐWヴｪ┞ ;ﾐS aﾗﾗS ;ヴW ゲWWﾐ ;ゲ けWゲゲWﾐデｷ;ﾉ ｷﾐｪヴWSｷWﾐデゲ デﾗ 
the functioning of economies and societies; there are indeed multiple linkages between them, despite 

being managed separately; and these linkages do embody many tensions and trade- ﾗaaゲげ (Williams et 

al., 2014). However, the foregoing interviewee went on to highlight that the practical applications of 

the term were somewhat confusing, while another interviewee pointed out that it was けnot intuitive 

from the word nexusげ W┝;Iデﾉ┞ ┘ｴ;デ ｷデ ヴWaWヴヴWS デﾗ ふヮﾗﾉｷI┞ﾏ;ﾆWヴぶく Tｴｷゲ IﾗﾏHｷﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ﾗH┗ｷﾗ┌ゲﾐWゲゲ ;ﾐS 
ambiguity is characteristic of buzzwords, and may not be entirely benign: on the one hand their 

けﾉ┌ﾏｷﾐﾗ┌ゲ ﾗH┗ｷﾗ┌ゲﾐWゲゲげ (Cornwall, 2007) may be a way in which the activities of the individuals and 

organisations  mobilising this terminology are placed beyond question; while simultaneously the use 

ﾗa ﾗヮ;ケ┌W けデWIｴﾐｷI;ﾉ ゲﾗ┌ﾐSｷﾐｪげ デWヴﾏゲ デﾗ describe common sense linkages may act to shore up the 

claims to power of a managerial elite, who are able to operate this exclusive and fast-changing 

┗ﾗI;H┌ﾉ;ヴ┞が ﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪ ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ ｷゲゲ┌Wゲ ゲﾗ┌ﾐS けｷﾐデWﾉﾉWIデ┌;ﾉ ;ﾐS ゲIｷWﾐデｷaｷIが HW┞ﾗﾐS デｴW ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗa 
the lay person, best left デﾗ けW┝ヮWヴデゲげ (Standing, 2007, p. 517).   

Given the diverse meanings associated with the term nexus within our study sample, we cannot refer 

to a singular けﾐW┝┌ゲ SｷゲIﾗ┌ヴゲWげ in the UK context, and would not wish to reify such a construct.  In the 

following section we comment on the key ways in which the terminology is being mobilised by 

influential actors in relation to broader existing discourses within natural resource debates, and 

consider critically what the implications of these linkages might be. We then comment on what these 

emerging understandings of the term nexus may mean for its institutionalisation, and suggest ways of 

acting against its premature closure. 

3.1 Population, politics and planetary management 

One strand of discourse within which the nexus terminology is being mobilised frames a nexus 

approach as the necessary response to the problems of global population growth, resource scarcity 

and increasing urbanisation.  As one policymaker interviewee argued: けB┞ ヲヰヵヰ デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾉS population 

ｷゲ ヮヴﾗﾃWIデWS デﾗ ヴW;Iｴ Γ Hｷﾉﾉｷﾗﾐが ;ﾐS ┘ｷデｴ デｴ;デ Γ Hｷﾉﾉｷﾗﾐ ｷデ ｷゲ ;ﾉゲﾗ ヮヴﾗﾃWIデWS デｴ;デ デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾉSげゲ ヮﾗヮ┌ﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲ 
will be increasingly urbanised, increasingly middle class, and will have higher water and energy, food 

demands as a consequence.  And the question then is, are there enough resources on the planet for 

thaデ ﾏ;ﾐ┞ ヮWﾗヮﾉWいげ. This kind of framing echoes with international nexus debates (e.g. Hoff, 2011; 

World Economic Forum, 2011), but has been critiqued by a number of people for its けデWﾐSWﾐI┞ デﾗwards 

; ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWヴｷ;ﾉ ゲWI┌ヴｷデ┞ aヴ;ﾏｷﾐｪ ﾗa ﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉ ヴWゲﾗ┌ヴIW ｪﾗ┗Wヴﾐ;ﾐIW ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐゲげ (Srivastava and Mehta, 2014).  

The presentation of the issue in these terms can act to obscure the political and economic drivers of 

┌ﾐゲ┌ゲデ;ｷﾐ;HﾉW ﾗ┌デIﾗﾏWゲ ｷﾐ a;┗ﾗ┌ヴ ﾗa ; けI;ヴヴ┞ｷﾐｪ I;ヮ;Iｷデ┞げ ┗ｷW┘ ﾗa デｴW ヮﾉ;ﾐWデく  Aゲ “デｷヴﾉｷﾐｪ ヮ┌デゲ ｷデぎ けデｴWヴW 
is an implication that the massive planetary impacts in question are exclusive (even necessary) 

IﾗﾐゲWケ┌WﾐIWゲ ﾗa ｷﾐｴWヴWﾐデﾉ┞ ゲｴ;ヴWS ;デデヴｷH┌デWゲ ﾗa けｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐｷデ┞げが ｷﾐゲデW;S ﾗa a;ヴ ﾏﾗヴW ゲヮWIｷaｷIが IﾗﾐデｷﾐｪWnt 
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ふ;ﾐS ヴWﾏWSｷ;HﾉWぶ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉが WIﾗﾐﾗﾏｷIが デWIｴﾐﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ;ﾐS ヮﾗﾉｷデｷI;ﾉ ﾗヴSWヴゲげ (2014, p. 6).  In this respect, the 

nexus language aligns ┘ｷデｴ デｴW IﾗﾐIWヮデ ﾗa けanthropoceﾐWげが ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴ increasingly prominent keyword. 

Both concepts emphasize interconnectedness, and draw attention to the scale of human impacts on 

ヮﾉ;ﾐWデ;ヴ┞ WIﾗゲ┞ゲデWﾏゲが ;ﾐS Hﾗデｴ ｷﾏヮﾉ┞ ; ┗Wヴ┞ ヮヴﾗﾏｷﾐWﾐデが ;ﾐS ┗Wヴ┞ ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ ふﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWヴｷ;ﾉぶ ヴﾗﾉW aﾗヴ けデｴW 
ｪﾉﾗH;ﾉ ヴWゲW;ヴIｴ ;ﾐS WﾐｪｷﾐWWヴｷﾐｪ Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷデ┞げが デﾗ けｪ┌ｷSW ﾏ;ﾐﾆｷﾐS デﾗ┘;ヴSゲ ｪﾉﾗH;ﾉが ゲ┌ゲデ;ｷﾐ;Hle, 

Wﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWﾏWﾐデげ (Crutzen, 2006, p. 17).  Closely linked to this managerial view are the 

ﾏﾗデｷaゲ ﾗa けWaaｷIｷWﾐI┞げ ;ﾐS け┘ｷﾐ-win outcomesげ aヴWケ┌Wﾐデﾉ┞ ;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デWS with the nexus, particularly by the 

business sector.  When mobilised by these actors, a focus on the nexus is framed as representing a 

business opportunity, such as け; ┘;┞ ﾗa ゲｷﾏヮﾉ┞ ヴWS┌Iｷﾐｪ Iﾗゲデゲが HWI;┌ゲWぐ ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ デｴW ┘;┞ ┘W 
ﾏ;ﾐ┌a;Iデ┌ヴW ﾗ┌ヴ ヮヴﾗS┌IWぐ  WaaｷIｷWﾐI┞ ｷﾐ ┘;デWヴ ┌ゲ;ｪW ;ﾉ┘;┞ゲ Hヴｷﾐｪゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ WﾐWヴｪ┞ WaaｷIｷWﾐI┞ ;ﾐS ┗ｷIW 
versa actually, so ｷデげゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ ﾉﾗIﾆｷﾐｪ ｷﾐ デｴﾗゲW ﾗヮヮﾗヴデ┌ﾐｷデｷWゲ H┞ ﾉﾗﾗﾆｷﾐｪ ;デ デｴﾗゲW デ┘ﾗ ｷゲゲ┌Wゲ ぐ ｷﾐ ;ﾐ 
integrated wayげ ふprivate sector). 

The seemingly apolitical nature of a focus on business efficiency and win-wins allows the debates to 

sidestep more fundamental political economy questions about the role of industrial development in 

environmental degradation and social inequality. The mobilisation of the nexus vocabulary in this way 

can be situated within broader discursive trends that have been discussed under labels such as 

けWIﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ﾏﾗSWヴﾐｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐげ ;ﾐS けﾐWﾗﾉｷHWヴ;ﾉ Wﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデ;ﾉｷゲﾏげく The former is a widespread set of policy 

discourses that ﾏ;ｷﾐデ;ｷﾐ デｴ;デ けenvironmental problems can be solved in accordance with the workings 

ﾗa デｴW ﾏ;ｷﾐ ｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ;ヴヴ;ﾐｪWﾏWﾐデゲ ﾗa ゲﾗIｷWデ┞げ (Hajer, 1997, p. 3), while the latter, refers to a trend 

デﾗ┘;ヴS ﾏ;ヴﾆWデｷゲWS けゲﾗﾉ┌デｷﾗﾐゲげ デﾗ Wﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲ (Büscher, 2008; Castree, 2007). Both have 

been the subject of widespread critique by observers who suggest that these framings exclude more 

critical or radical analysis of problems and solutions. 

 

3.2 The integrative imaginary  

A consistent and distinctive characteristic of  デｴW Sｷ┗WヴゲW SWaｷﾐｷデｷﾗﾐゲ ;ﾐS aヴ;ﾏｷﾐｪゲ ﾗa けデｴW ﾐW┝┌ゲげ in the 

UK is what can be termed an けｷﾐデWｪヴ;デｷ┗W ｷﾏ;ｪｷﾐ;ヴ┞げ, which calls for the bringing together of diverse 

fields of knowledge with the aim of obtaining a synthesis which is greater than the sum of its parts (cf. 

Szerszynski and Galarraga, 2013). This trope is the most prevalent in current understandings of the 

nexus, both within policy, academic, and industry circles, presenting the nexus as being predominantly 

;Hﾗ┌デ けintegration and interconnectednessぐ getting across the sense that any movement in one plane 

has movements in other planesげ ふresearch funder).   

This integrative imaginary manifests in various interlinked critiques of policy and reｪ┌ﾉ;デﾗヴ┞ けゲｷﾉﾗゲげく  
Underpinning these critiques is a clear, although not always explicitly articulated assumption that 

integration or the breaking down of these silos is a) possible; and b) would automatically lead to 

improved outcomes. As one interviewee put it: けby taking a nexus based approach you will have a 

more integrated outlook on what the threats and the pressures are, and you will make more informed 

decisionsげ (policymaker); or as another put it in reflecting on the drivers aﾗヴ けﾐW┝┌ゲ デｴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪげぎ けI think 

intuitively it makes sense and we would get better outcomes if we managed to consider all of those 

factors together (policymaker). Here again, the notion of efficiency, is understood as key to improved 

outcomes from greater policy integration. As one interviewee ヮ┌デ ｷデが ; ﾆW┞ けdriver at the moment is 

ﾏﾗﾐW┞が ｷﾐ デｴ;デ ┘ｴWﾐ デｴWゲW デｴｷﾐｪゲ ;ヴW SW;ﾉデ ┘ｷデｴ ゲWヮ;ヴ;デWﾉ┞ ｷデ I;ﾐげデ HW デｴW ﾏﾗゲデ WaaｷIｷWﾐデ ┘;┞ ﾗa Sﾗｷﾐｪ 
デｴｷﾐｪゲげ (policymaker). 
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While the particular terminology of the nexus is a fairly recent addition to the science policy lexicon, 

the concept of integration (of disciplines, sectors, governance mechanisms and so on) as an ideal has 

a much longer pedigree. The nexus narrative can be seen as the latest in a series of policy narratives 

based on integrative ideals following on from notions such as Integrated Water Resource 

Management (IWRM), Integrated Natural Resource Management (INRM) and other integrative 

policies around water that emerged in the 1980s (Jensen, 2013). Similarly in the context of UK 

policymaking, debates and discussions arounS デｴW ﾐWWS aﾗヴ ﾏﾗヴW けﾃﾗｷﾐWS-upげ government can be 

traced back several decades (BBC, 1998). However, one interviewee highlighted what they perceived 

as the ｷﾏヮﾗゲゲｷHｷﾉｷデ┞ ﾗa ;IｴｷW┗ｷﾐｪ ;ﾐ ｷﾐデWｪヴ;デWS けGﾗSげゲ W┞Wげ ﾗ┗Wヴ┗ｷW┘が ;ﾐS デｴW ヮﾗゲゲｷHﾉW ゲデヴ;デWｪｷI ヴW;ゲﾗﾐゲ 
why such a view might be claimed: け[A]ﾉﾉ ﾗ┌ヴ ゲﾗﾉ┌デｷﾗﾐゲ ;ヴW ｷﾐW┗ｷデ;Hﾉ┞ ゲｷﾉﾗWS ゲﾗﾉ┌デｷﾗﾐゲが ┘ｴ;デ IげS ゲ;┞ ｷゲ 
that the hope that you can get a nexus view, frankly anyone who claims to have that view I would 

seriously disbelieve. Sometimes people claim these views because they want to be influential. There 

are competing domains of power and influence of who wants to be listened to, and that goes on all 

the time as part of the environment we work inげ (policymaker). 

In the literature, such (calls to) integration has been critiqued for their politically naïve assumption 

that harmony and trade-offs between sectors can be achieved through integration and dialogue based 

on reasoned arguments. Jensen highlights that けW┗Wヴ┞デｴｷﾐｪ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ Wケ┌;ﾉ ｷﾐ デｴW ﾐW┝┌ゲげ ;ゲ けぷゲへﾗﾏW ゲWIデﾗヴゲ 
are economically and politically more important than otherゲげ (Jensen, 2013). Others have emphasized 

the inherently political nature of the transformative changes that are required to improve global 

provision of food, energy and water, including for example, changes in infrastructures, organisations, 

markets, governance practice and even cultures more widely, rather than simply greater integration 

or けﾃﾗｷﾐWS-┌ヮ デｴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪげ ふ“デｷヴﾉｷﾐｪが ヲヰヱヵぶく   

The integrative imaginary is also evident in calls for greater knowledge integration, in which the nexus 

is framed as a け┘;┞ ﾗa Hヴｷﾐｪｷﾐｪ デﾗｪWデｴWヴ ｷﾐデWヴ-related issues or knowledge communities where there 

┘;ゲ ﾐﾗデ ゲ┌aaｷIｷWﾐデ ｷﾐデWｪヴ;デｷﾗﾐげ (academic); ﾗヴ ﾏ;ﾐｷaWゲデ ｷﾐ I;ﾉﾉゲ aﾗヴ け; ┘ｴﾗﾉW ゲ┞ゲデWﾏゲ ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗Wぐ デﾗ 
ｪWデ デｴ;デ ｷﾐデWｪヴ;デWS ┗ｷW┘げ (research funder). In this context, けデｴW ﾐW┝┌ゲげ ｷゲ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデﾗﾗS ;ゲ ; ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏ 
that is impossible to grasp, or respond to adequately, from within the partial framings of individual 

academic disciplines. The corollary of this view is some form of synthesis of disciplines; as one 

interviewee put it: けit's ; ﾏ┌ﾉデｷSｷゲIｷヮﾉｷﾐ;ヴ┞ ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏが ┞ﾗ┌ ﾐWWS ﾏ┌ﾉデｷSｷゲIｷヮﾉｷﾐ;ヴ┞ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;IｴWゲげ (research 

funder). Like the associated calls to greater policy integration, calls to multi, inter, and 

transdisciplinarity are far from novel (c.f. Harris and Lyon, 2014; Andy Stirling, 2014a) but have been 

ヴWaWヴヴWS デﾗ ;ゲ ; ﾉﾗﾐｪゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ けﾏ;ゲデWヴ ゲデWWヴｷﾐｪ ﾏWIｴ;ﾐｷゲﾏ ｷﾐ ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ゲIｷWﾐIW ヮﾗﾉｷI┞げ (Lowe and 

Phillipson, 2006, p. 167). Frodeman suggests that these calls are best understood as a reflection of 

profound societal preoccupations with デｴW ヴﾗﾉW ﾗa ﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪW ｷﾐ ;IｴｷW┗ｷﾐｪ けデｴW ｪﾗﾗS ﾉｷaWくげ HW ┘ヴｷデWゲ 

that interdisciplinarity express ; けSｷゲゲ;デｷゲa;Iデｷﾗﾐ ┘ｷデｴ I┌ヴヴWﾐデ ﾏﾗSWゲ ﾗa ﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪW ヮヴﾗS┌Iデｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ 
ゲﾗIｷWデ┞げが Iﾗﾐデ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪ  け; IﾗﾉﾉWIデｷ┗W ┌ﾐIﾗﾐゲIｷﾗ┌ゲ ﾗa ┘ﾗヴヴｷWゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW Iｴ;ﾐｪｷﾐｪ ヮﾉ;IW ﾗa ﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪW in 

ゲﾗIｷWデ┞ ;ﾐS W┝ヮヴWゲゲぷｷﾐｪへ ; aWWﾉｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ デｴW ;I;SWﾏ┞ ｴ;ゲ ﾉﾗゲデ ｷデゲ ┘;┞げ (Frodeman, 2012, p. xxxii). The 

growing interest, particularly among UK research funders, in the nexus as a framework for research 

can be read as the latest manifestation of these broader, longstanding preoccupations with a 

perceived need to improve the links between academic research and wider societal problems, and to 

(re)consider societal implications of research. This trend has been described as on-going cultural 

transformation aw;┞ aヴﾗﾏ ; けI┌ﾉデ┌ヴW ﾗa ;┌デﾗﾐﾗﾏ┞ ﾗa ゲIｷWﾐIWげ デﾗ┘;ヴSゲ ; けI┌ﾉデ┌ヴW ﾗa ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ;Hｷﾉｷデ┞げ ﾗa 
science (Nowotny, 1999, p. 248), and is manifest in a range of interlinked and overlapping debates, 

ｷﾐIﾉ┌Sｷﾐｪ デｴW ヮ┌ヴヮﾗヴデWS ゲｴｷaデ aヴﾗﾏ けMﾗSW-ヱげ デﾗ けMﾗSW-ヲげ ゲIｷWﾐIW (Nowotny et al., 2002), the 
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emergence of concepts such ;ゲ けゲﾗIｷ;ﾉﾉ┞ ヴﾗH┌ゲデげ ﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪW ;ﾐS けヮﾗゲデ-ﾐﾗヴﾏ;ﾉ ゲIｷWﾐIWげ (Funtowicz and 

Ravetz, 1994), and the rise of influential frameworks such as  Responsible Research and Innovation 

(Owen et al., 2013).  

The urgency, complexity, and contested nature of contemporary social and environmental problems 

are often cited as the rationale for calls for greater support for inter- and transdisciplinary research, 

and indeed much effort has been put into understanding what might be tWヴﾏWS けH;ヴヴｷWヴゲげ デﾗ these 

kinds of research and how these might be overcome (Bauer, 1990; Evans and Randalls, 2008; Evans 

and Marvin, 2006; Evely et al., 2008; Fox et al., 2006; Lowe and Phillipson, 2009; Morse et al., 2007; 

Weichselgartner and Kasperson, 2010). However, ゲﾗﾏW ｴ;┗W Iヴｷデｷケ┌WS デｴW IﾗﾐIWヮデ ﾗa ゲIｷWﾐデｷaｷI けｴﾗﾉｷゲﾏげ 
ﾗヴ けﾏﾗﾐｷゲﾏげ (R B Norgaard, 1992; Sarewitz, 2010) can underpin these calls. With regard to global 

environmental change science, Castree et al. criticize the integrative ideals implicit in the presumption 

けデｴ;デ ヮWﾗヮﾉW ;ﾐS デｴW Hｷﾗヮｴ┞ゲｷI;ﾉ ┘ﾗヴﾉS I;ﾐ HWゲデ HW ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞ゲWS ;ﾐS ﾏﾗSｷaｷWS ┌ゲｷﾐｪ ゲｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴ IﾗﾐIWヮデゲ ;ﾐS 
protocols (for example, agent-H;ゲWS ﾏﾗSWﾉゲぶげが ;ﾐS ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐ デｴW ｷSW; デｴ;デ ; けゲｷﾐｪﾉWが ゲW;ﾏﾉWゲゲ IﾗﾐIWヮデ 
ﾗa ｷﾐデWｪヴ;デWS ﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪWげ aﾗI┌ゲWS ﾗﾐ Iomplex system, is either possible or desirable (Castree et al., 

2014, p. 764). OデｴWヴゲ ｴ;┗W Iヴｷデｷケ┌WS ; ゲ┌ヮヮﾗゲWS WWゲデWヴﾐ ヴ;デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷデ┞ ┘ｴｷIｴ け;ゲゲ┌ﾏWゲ ; ゲｷﾐｪﾉW 
ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉぐ ﾗHゲWヴ┗Wゲ Wﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ ;ﾐS ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ヴW;ﾉｷデｷWゲが SWS┌IWゲ ┌ﾐｷ┗Wヴゲ;ﾉ デヴ┌デｴゲが ;ﾐS デｴWﾐ ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWゲ 
Wﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ ;ﾐS ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ゲ┞ゲデWﾏゲ デﾗ HWデデWヴ ﾏWWデ ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ﾐWWSゲげ (Richard B. Norgaard, 1992, p. 103). 

This, it is argued, is patently unrealistic, given that environmental science and management are social 

processes, collective activities that are inevitably and unavoidably divided among many individuals 

acting through many social organizations. Furthermore, according to Norgaard, there is no reason to 

decry the  ways in which professional communities are divided along the lines of epistemic 

Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷデｷWゲが ｷﾐSWWS ｴW ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデゲ デｴ;デ けｷデ ｷゲ ┗Wヴ┞ SｷaaｷI┌ﾉデ デﾗ IﾗﾐIWｷ┗W ｴﾗ┘ ゲﾗIｷWデｷWゲ Iﾗ┌ﾉS HW ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴWS 
デﾗ ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪW ﾗ┌ヴ ｷﾐデWヴ;Iデｷﾗﾐ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW Wﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデ ┘ｷデｴﾗ┌デ Sｷ┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗII┌ヴヴｷﾐｪ ;ﾉﾗﾐｪ ヮ;デデWヴﾐゲ ﾗa デｴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪげ 
(ibid p. 104). 

4. Keeping the nexus ͚a matter of concern͛ 

TｴW ヮヴWIWSｷﾐｪ ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞ゲｷゲ ゲｴﾗ┘ゲ デｴ;デ デｴW デWヴﾏ けﾐW┝┌ゲげ I┌ヴヴWﾐデﾉ┞ ﾗヮWヴ;デWゲ ;ゲ ; H┌┣┣┘ﾗヴS ｷﾐ UK SWH;デWゲが 
combining a strong normative resonance with an ambiguity around its meaning. While as a buzzword 

the nexus remains available for various mobilisations, we have detected a growing dominance of 

certain uses of the nexus over others, with integrative and managerialist approaches gaining ground. 

Vincent (2014) suggests that as the networks of meaning which surround buzzwords solidify, they turn 

into dispositifs (oaデWﾐ デヴ;ﾐゲﾉ;デWS ;ゲ け;ヮヮ;ヴ;デ┌ゲWゲげ ｷﾐデﾗ Eﾐｪﾉｷゲｴぶ ;ﾐS ;Iケ┌ｷヴW デｴW I;ヮ;Iｷデ┞ デﾗ SｷゲIｷヮﾉｷﾐW 
thought and action in particular ways. Developed by Foucault (1977) as part of broader analysis of the 

workings of power, the notion of dispositifs ふけSｷゲヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐゲげぶ ｷﾐSｷIates articulation of soft power, 

ｴWデWヴﾗｪWﾐﾗ┌ゲ ;ヴヴ;ﾐｪWﾏWﾐデゲ ﾗa ﾏ;デWヴｷ;ﾉ ;ﾐS SｷゲI┌ヴゲｷ┗W WﾉWﾏWﾐデゲ けWﾐ;Hﾉｷﾐｪ ﾗヴ ;ﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ ゲﾗﾏW デｴｷﾐｪゲ デﾗ 
happen without determining the outcomes (Vincent 2014 p.249). As Agamben (2009) shows, the 

power of dispositifs is exercised デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴW ヮヴﾗS┌Iデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴWｷヴ ﾗ┘ﾐ ゲ┌HﾃWIデゲが けSﾗIｷﾉWが ┞Wデ aヴWWが HﾗSｷWゲが 
デｴ;デ ;ゲゲ┌ﾏW デｴWｷヴ ｷSWﾐデｷデ┞ ;ﾐS デｴWｷヴ さaヴWWSﾗﾏざ ;ゲ ゲ┌HﾃWIデゲ ｷﾐ デｴW ┗Wヴ┞ ヮヴﾗIWゲゲ ﾗa デｴWｷヴ 
SWゲ┌HﾃWIデｷaｷI;デｷﾗﾐげ ふヮく ヱΓ-20). The dispositif creates new subjects through obliterating に rendering 

impossible, unthinkable, inarticulable に other interpretations of the self.  As Cornwall (2007) and Rist 

ふヲヰヰΑぶ ｴ;┗W ゲｴﾗ┘ﾐ ｷﾐ デｴW I;ゲW ﾗa けSW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデげが デｴｷゲ ｴ;ゲ ┗Wヴ┞ ヴW;ﾉ ;ﾐS ゲWヴｷﾗ┌ゲ ｷﾏヮﾉｷI;デｷﾗﾐゲ ;ゲ ゲﾗﾉｷSｷaｷWS 
buzzwords become passwords securing access to influence and funding, obscuring what is actually 

done under their auspices. They also show that opening such terms up to critical scrutiny once the 

solidification process has happened can be very difficult.  
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At present the language of the nexus has yet to develop into a dispositif in the UK policy domain.  

Various civil servant interviewees highlighted that their use of the nexus terminology would be 

selective at most: けWWげS ┌ゲW デｴW デWヴﾏ ﾐW┝┌ゲ ┘ｴWﾐ ゲﾗﾏWﾗﾐW WﾉゲW デ;ﾉﾆゲ ;デ ; IﾗﾐaWヴWﾐIW ﾗヴ ゲﾗﾏWデｴｷﾐｪが 
H┌デ ｷデげゲ ﾐﾗデ ; デWヴﾏ ┘W ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ┌ゲW S;┞ デﾗ S;┞げ (policymaker). According to a number of civil servants 

interviewed, the term was not gaining much traction within policy circles as it was not associated with 

any particular ministerial priority or legal requirement, and as a result continued to be seen 

predominantly as an academic concept. The ambiguity around the nexus, and hence its currently 

limited usefulness as a decision-support tool was seen as preventing it from being further integrated 

into policy processes. 

Within the realm of academic research funding, explicit efforts to institutionalise the term as a 

framework for research are more apparent. Given the inherent difficulties of inter- and 

transdisciplinary research, moves to institutionalise the nexus as a framework to provide support to 

these challenging kinds of research are to HW ┘WﾉIﾗﾏWS ｷa デｴWゲW ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSW けaﾗヴ┌ﾏゲ ﾗa ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;デｷﾗﾐげ 
ふL┌ｴﾏ;ﾐﾐ ヲヰヰヶが ヮ ンΑヰぶ ﾗヴ けゲヮ;IWゲ ﾗa WﾐIﾗ┌ﾐデWヴげ aﾗヴ けﾏW;ﾐｷﾐｪa┌ﾉ Iﾗﾐデ;Iデげ (Valentine, 2008) between 

people from differing disciplinary backgrounds, or from within and outside academic to come together, 

bearing in mind the power dimensions inherent in these engagements as previously outlined.  

However, there are also some risks to these processes of institutionalisation, not least the risk that 

the use of the concept becomes dogmatic and hence generative of cynicism. In that case it may result 

in little novelty, but simply lead to, as one interviewee ヮ┌デ ｷデが けcreative re-brandingげ ﾗa W┝ｷゲデｷﾐｪ ヴWゲW;ヴIｴが 
as academics seek to ヴW;ﾉｷｪﾐ デｴWｷヴ W┝ｷゲデｷﾐｪ ヴWゲW;ヴIｴ け;IIﾗヴSｷﾐｪ デﾗ ┘ｴ;デW┗Wヴげゲ ｷﾐ ┗ﾗｪ┌Wげ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW a┌ﾐSWヴゲ 

(academic). Research council interviewees were not un;┘;ヴW ﾗa デｴｷゲ けrisk of people playing to the 

funder, whatever they think the funder will likeげ ふresearch funder), and of the power, as one put it, of 

けputting a bag of gold on the table, ｷﾐ デWヴﾏゲ ﾗa ; Iﾗﾐ┗Wﾐｷﾐｪ ﾏWIｴ;ﾐｷゲﾏげ (research funder). 

As we have highlighted, the IﾗﾏHｷﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けﾗH┗ｷﾗ┌ゲﾐWゲゲげ ;ﾐS ;ﾏHｷｪ┌ｷデ┞ ;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デWS ┘ｷデｴ デｴW デWヴﾏ 
nexus allows it to be re-appropriated by existing discourses in natural resource debates, such as those 

of interdisciplinarity and ecological modernisation. While these discourses have seen much critical 

debate over the years, the urgency associated with the rise of the language of the nexus risks 

precluding such critical attention. A premature promotion of the nexus as a research framework may 

as a result have distorting effects on the kinds of research which are encouraged (c.f. Andy Stirling, 

2014b). TｴWゲW ﾆｷﾐSゲ ﾗa WaaWIデゲ ｴ;┗W HWWﾐ ﾐﾗデWSが aﾗヴ W┝;ﾏヮﾉW ┘ｷデｴ ヴWｪ;ヴS デﾗ デｴW けｷﾏヮ;Iデ ;ｪWﾐS;げ ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ 
デｴW UKげゲ ヴWゲW;ヴIｴ W┝IWﾉﾉWﾐIW aヴ;ﾏW┘ﾗヴﾆ (Martin, 2011). As Parry and Murphy explain, there is a 

S;ﾐｪWヴ デｴ;デ デｴW ﾐWWS デﾗ SWﾏﾗﾐゲデヴ;デW ｷﾏヮ;Iデ けヮヴﾗﾏﾗデWゲ ヴWゲW;ヴIｴ デｴ;デ simply supports existing policy 

approaches (and which may even be commissioned by policy sources), given that it is far more likely 

that this kind of research will be cited in policy documents than work which is critical, challenging or 

ｷﾐﾐﾗ┗;デｷ┗Wげ (Parry and Murphy, 2014, p. 98). With regard to the nexus, similar dynamics are already 

becoming apparent, manifest for example, in  narrow conceptualisations of what a けゲ┌IIWゲゲful impactげ 
of a nexus approach might meanが ゲヮWIｷaｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデﾗﾗS ;ゲ けre-framing the way decisions get 

デ;ﾆWﾐぐHヴｷﾐｪｷﾐｪ ; Hヴﾗ;SWヴ W┗ｷSWﾐIW H;ゲW デﾗ HW;ヴ ﾗﾐ SWIｷゲｷﾗﾐ ﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪ ｷﾐ ヮﾗﾉｷI┞ ;ﾐS ｷﾐ H┌ゲｷﾐWゲゲげ (research 

funder). TｴW Sﾗﾏｷﾐ;ﾐIW ﾗa デｴW ｷﾐデWヴヮヴWデ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa デｴW ﾐW┝┌ゲ ┘ｴｷIｴ ゲデヴWゲゲ WaaｷIｷWﾐI┞が け┘ｷﾐ-┘ｷﾐゲげが ;ﾐS 
knowledge integration which we had discussed previously can be seen as further worrying indications 

of this trend. In some cases, industry uptake of a concept was even seen as a benchmark for that 

IﾗﾐIWヮデげゲ validity by the interviewees: けthe fact that some of the market leaders are doing it now 

ｷﾐSｷI;デWゲ デｴ;デ デｴWヴW ｷゲ ┗;ﾉｷSｷデ┞ ｷﾐ デｴW IﾗﾐIWヮデげ (research funder).  Another interviewee similarly framed 

industry uptake as a positive attribute of the nexus concept, saying that it was: けゲﾗﾏWデｴｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ 
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ヮﾗﾉｷデｷIｷ;ﾐゲ ;ﾐS ｷﾐS┌ゲデヴ┞ ぐ I;ﾐ ヴWIﾗｪﾐｷゲW ;ﾐS デｴｷﾐﾆが ┞Wゲ デｴｷゲ is something I can sign up to (research 

funder).  

This narrowing down of options can be contrasted with the narrati┗W ﾗa ; ﾐWWS aﾗヴ けゲocial science 

ﾉW;SWヴゲｴｷヮげ, which emerges as a key element in the justification of a nexus approach, particularly 

within the context of research funding (ESRC 2013).  The depiction of the social sciences as an add-on 

to research projects conceived of by natural or physical scientists, or of social scientists as facilitators 

of policies or programmes devised by others, has long been a point of contention in discourses around 

problem driven, interdisciplinary research.  As one interviewee from a Research Council put it: けTｴW 
classic problem that social science has when it comes to problems which are identified as being 

technological or engineering-type problems, is that the social scientists are often seen as the people 

who can solve the problem of how much money is it going to make when we bring it to market? Or 

how much money is it costing us not to do this thing which we wish to advocate? Or how are we going 

to get the public to accept it?げ.  

Greater involvement from social scientists, and status for their findings/framings was widely portrayed 

as a positive outcome of the institutionalisation of the nexus as a framing for research. For example 

as one interviewee put it,  けI guess one of the other strengths of the nexus is that it provides a 

framework that integrates the science and the social science, and it might create higher status for the 

ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ゲIｷWﾐIWゲ ;ﾐS I デｴｷﾐﾆ デｴ;デげゲ ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデ ;ﾐS デｴ;デげゲ ┌ゲWa┌ﾉげ (academic). However, like notions of 

impact, notions of leadership may be equally susceptible to the distorting influence of power, and it 

is therefore prudent to be cautious of how such notions are constructed, and their success gauged. 

Others have similarly argued that within a growing trend towards increasingly applied or engaged 

ヴWゲW;ヴIｴが デｴWヴW ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ ｷﾐゲ┌aaｷIｷWﾐデ ;デデWﾐデｷﾗﾐ ヮ;ｷS デﾗ けデｴW ヴﾗﾉWゲ デｴ;デ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ゲIｷWﾐデｷゲデゲ ｴ;┗W デ;ﾆWﾐ ﾗﾐげ 
(Parry and Murphy, 2014, p. 97). Holmes et al. (n.d. forthcoming) critique what is seen as an exclusive 

aﾗI┌ゲ ﾗﾐ けゲﾗﾉ┗ｷﾐｪ ヴW;ﾉ ┘ﾗヴﾉS ヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲげ ;ゲ ; ﾏﾗデｷ┗;デｷﾗﾐ aﾗヴ ｷﾐデWヴSｷゲIｷヮﾉｷﾐ;ヴｷデ┞が ;ﾐS draw attention to 

デｴW W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐデｷ;ﾉ ┗;ﾉ┌W ;ﾐS けゲヮｷﾉﾉ-ﾗ┗Wヴ WaaWIデゲげ ﾗa ｷﾐデWヴSｷゲIｷヮﾉｷﾐ;ヴ┞ ┘ﾗヴﾆ. As Stirling highlights, a key role 

for social scientists is precisely in revealing and resisting these imprints of power on knowledge (Andy 

Stirling, 2014b), and hence leadership in this context might better be conceived of in more critical 

terms, a point we elaborate on below.     

5. Conclusion  

The term nexus is being mobilised in natural resource debates in diverse ways across a range of 

professional cultures in the UK.  While it has not yet achieved significant traction in the UK policy 

domain, processes of institutionalisation of the nexus as a framework for research are underway, 

associated with claims that this framing has the potential to facilitate new, more impactful ways of 

doing transdisciplinary science.  However, there is some cause for caution: as currently mobilised in 

relation to other discourses, there are some problematic tendencies which the discursive profiling of 

the term has explored. That the term articulates with powerful currents in science policy is not 

surprising in itself, but this prompts questions about what the appropriate role for social scientists 

might be in this context, and implies デｴ;デ デWヴﾏゲ ﾉｷﾆW けｷﾏヮ;Iデげ ;ﾐS けleadershipげ ﾏｷｪｴデ ﾏﾗヴW ヮヴﾗS┌Iデｷ┗Wﾉ┞ 
be conceived of in critical terms with the aim of countering these powerful tendencies. We have 

questioned デｴW けｷﾐデWｪヴ;デｷ┗W ｷﾏ;ｪｷﾐ;ヴ┞げ ┌ﾐSWヴヮｷﾐﾐｷﾐｪ ﾏ┌Iｴ ﾗa デｴW ﾐW┝┌ゲ SｷゲIﾗ┌ヴゲWが ;ﾐS ;rgue that 

attending to questions of power (of sectors, disciplines, forms of legitimate knowledge, stakeholders) 

is a crucial but often underplayed aspect of integration, and inadequately addressed by many actors 
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in the nexus debates .  In many cases, rather than a consensual account of problems and solutions, 

the encounter between disciplines will produce conflicting accounts, highlighting dissensus and 

antagonism.  This is an inevitable and necessary part of the process, and should not be stifled by the 

expectation of production of a consensual account (cf. Rescher, 1993). 

LｷﾆW ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴ IﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾗヴ;ヴ┞ ﾆW┞┘ﾗヴSが けデｴW ;ﾐデｴヴﾗヮﾗIWﾐWげが ﾗﾐW ﾏｷｪｴデ Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴｷゲW デｴW ﾐW┝┌ゲ ;ゲ ; 
けデヴﾗ┌Hﾉｷﾐｪ IﾗﾐIWヮデげ (cf. Baskin, 2014, p. 3), both in the sense that it highlights unsustainabilities within 

the current world system (and hence may have the potential to lead to transformative change), but 

also in the sense that when associated with an apolitical, managerial framing could be highly 

problematic for some of the reasons previously outlined. On-going efforts to institutionalise the nexus 

may provide welcome support for inter- and transdisciplinary collaborations (e.g. Howarth and 

Monasterolo, 2016)  which improve the sustainability of food, energy and water provision, but spaces 

must be created for work which engages with the concept in a more critical way. Here we follow Latour 

(2004) and Stirling (2015) in their conceptions of critique as a productive practice, generative of debate 

and resulting in the broadening of epistemic boundaries through the incorporation of multiple voices, 

perspectives, and values. This approach is highly appropriate to the character of nexus challenges as 

spaces where ecological processes and societal needs are brought together, and where issues are not 

framed purely in relation to categories rooted in natural sciences (such as watersheds), but rather 

have to be constructed, understood and managed through hybrid (socio-WIﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉぶ けヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏ-ゲｴWSゲげ 
framings (Muller 2015).  

In this context, we suggest socｷ;ﾉ ゲIｷWﾐIWゲ I;ﾐ ;ｷS デｴW IヴW;デｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS ﾏ;ﾐ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ﾗa ﾐW┝┌ゲ けヮヴﾗHﾉWﾏ-

ゲｴWSゲげ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴヴWW IヴｷデｷI;ﾉ ﾏﾗSWゲく Fｷヴゲデﾉ┞が ;ﾐS ;ゲ ｷﾉﾉ┌ゲデヴ;デWS デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾆ SﾗﾐW ｷﾐ デｴｷゲ ヮ;ヮWヴが 
social sciences should interrogate what kinds of realities (modes of knowing and acting in the world) 

come into being through articulations and enactments of the nexus, and how those realities relate to 

and affect one another. Secondly, by bringing to the fore the often implicit normative dimensions of 

these enactments, social sciences can help to foster reflexivity and ensure the actors involved in 

creating nexus framings remain attentive to their own world-making powers, and to the questions of 

social and environmental justice (cf. Stirling 2015, Szerszynski and Galarraga 2013b). Thirdly, social 

science critique can attend to and supports alternative practices of understanding and intervening in 

けﾐW┝┌ゲ Iｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪWゲげく TｴW IヴｷデｷIが L;デﾗ┌ヴ ふヲヰヰヴぶ ;ヴｪ┌Wゲが ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS HW ;ﾉゲﾗ デｴW ﾗﾐW ┘ｴﾗ ;ゲゲWﾏHﾉWゲが IヴW;デｷﾐｪ 
an arena in which diverse participants representing a variety of values and perspectives can gather. 

Fﾗヴ ┌ゲが デｴｷゲ ｷﾐSｷI;デWゲ ; ﾆW┞ ヴﾗﾉW aﾗヴ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ゲIｷWﾐIWゲ ;ゲ IヴW;デﾗヴゲ ﾗa けﾐW┝┌ゲ aﾗヴ┌ﾏゲげ ┘ｴWヴW デｴW ﾏﾗSWゲ ﾗa 
understanding and acting on nexus challenges may be debated, and where power differences 

between the participants may be recognised and addressed, ensuring social robustness of nexus 

processes and products. The importance of critique to the future of nexus debates presents a 

significant opportunity for social science scholars which deserves to be taken seriously, and we hope 

this paper will contribute to this process.  
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