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How Robert K. Merton captured the dysfunction of the Convention on Biological Diversity in a nutshell
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The Convention on Biological Diversity has three objectives: the conservation of biological diversity, the sustainable use of its components, and the fair and equitable sharing of benefits from the utilization of genetic resources. After thirty years, none has been adequately achieved. This presentation examines the Convention through the work of the foundational sociologist of science Robert K. Merton. When applied to the Convention, Merton’s framework provides a precise diagnosis of its dysfunction.
Merton identified an institutional pathology he called ‘goal displacement’ — the process by which the original objectives of an institution are forgotten, and the bureaucratic provisions originally designed to achieve them become ends in themselves. The institutional actor who perfects this displacement Merton called the ‘Ritualist’: someone who follows procedure with scrupulous exactness while completely losing sight of their original purpose. The most powerful Legal Provisions — sovereign control, prior informed consent, and bilateral benefit‑sharing — became, in Merton’s terminology, ‘sanctified’. They acquired such moral and political resonance that questioning their effectiveness became socially costly, regardless of outcomes. As a result, these provisions were insulated from empirical evaluation, even though their restrictive nature almost extinguished the benefits that were supposed to be equitably shared.
The result is a governance system that has succeeded perfectly in its sanctified provisions. Sovereignty over genetic resources is perfectly respected when germplasm stops moving. Consent is perfectly preserved when so many parties have power of veto that nothing happens. Equity is perfectly realized when all have an equal share of nothing. When judged only on these provisions, the Convention has succeeded to a remarkable degree, but in doing so, it has failed its Objectives almost completely.
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