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Preface

Certain tasks in life have a sense of urgency in comparison with
others; one of those is writing a book that can contribute towards
encouraging teachers and future teachers to assume a deeper sense
of commitment towards the environment and sustainable develop-
ment. As the 2003 Swedish edition of this book was well received it
has been possible for us to update and translate it into English,
which we feel is a vitally important step in the international work
being carried out on these issues, especially since the UN has
declared 2005-2015 to be the decade of Education for Sustainable
Development.

We have reason to thank a great number of people and institu-
tions for their inspiration, points of view and support in making
this book possible. We would, however, particularly like to thank
our translator Roger Billingham (who also translated all the original
quotations) — many thanks! — and our dedicated reference staff
whose knowledge, competence and experience within the subjects
addressed in this book has been indispensable: Goran Bostedt, Peter
Fredman, Eva Friman, Maria Frisk, Knut Per Hasund, Staffan Hell-
strand, David Kronlid, Lars J. Lundgren, Niclas Mansson, Christer
Nordlund, Sverre Sjolander, Per Wickenberg, Per-Olof Wickman
and Anders Ockerman. We would also like to thank some of the
most important financing soutces which have represented a necess-
ary base for our research work: the Swedish Council for Planning
and Coordination of Research, The Swedish Research Council, The
Mountain Mistra Programme, the Swedish National Agency of Edu-
cation, and the Swedish National Agency for School Improvement.

Klas Sandell, Johan Ohman and Leif Ostman
Askholm Orebro Viasteraker
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Introduction: Teaching
Competence in Education for
Sustainable Development

The Shift from Environmental Education
to Education for Sustainable Development

In recent years the discussions on environmental education have
been focusing to a large extent on a possible shift from environ-
mental education (EE) to education for sustainable development
(ESD).!

Traditionally, environmental education was based on the belief
that certain sets of values, knowledge-petspectives and attitudes are
better able to contribute to environmental friendly action and the
solving of environmental problems than others. These principles
should, therefore, be prioritised in environmental education.
Accordingly, it was the task of environmental educators to formu-
late certain standards of environmental education and to develop
both content and methods that modify the behaviour of students
in accordance with those values and perspectives.

In the contemporary debate, however, most authors emphasise
the social and cultural context-dependent character of the issues
concerning environmental and developmental problems. This per-
spective has given rise to several approaches on environmental edu-
cation that are less openly normative than the traditional methods.
A point of departure for these approaches is that there are many
conflicting voices about environmental questions in democratic
societies and that nobody is in a neutral position to decide upon
what actions will be most beneficial for our environment in the
future. It has therefore been stressed that environmental education

1 At the end of this introduction there is a list of books and articles discussing
environmental education and education for sustainable development.
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should be characterised by pluralism. An important standpoint
among these approaches is that re-establishing the essential role of
education will support the freedom to form one’s own opinion and
enhancing students’ competence in participating in a democratic
debate. There are however also those pointing at the risk that such
a pluralistic approach leads to the opinion that all the ecological
limitations for life on earth are social constructions and therefore
negotiable, and that the seriousness of the environmental crisis in
this way is neglected.

Many authors and researchers have brought attention to the
potential of ESD in this change towards a more pluralistic
approach. As they see it, ESD creates the opportunity to make a new
start and re-orient and vitalise environmental education. It is made
clear here that there can never be a fixed connection between sus-
tainability and development, hence the concept of ESD must be
formed in relation to the local cultural, geographical, social and his-
torical circumstances in which the education is to be put into prac-
tice. From this point of view ESD broadens the scope of EE as it con-
nects ecological, economic and social development and thus
creates a balance between sustainable human development and
environmental protection. These authors maintain that ESD can be
regarded as a tool in the achievement of sustainability through
democratic practice.

But the concept of ESD is not uncontroversial. To some debaters
ESD actually opposes pluralism in environmental education. It is
pointed out that the policy documents that form the basis of ESD
focus exclusively on the well-being of humans and ignore the
intrinsic values of nature. In addition, and especially when associ-
ated with an economic market philosophy, the concept of ‘develop-
ment’ implies a constant economic and technological growth in
line with ‘more is always better’. Some commentators claim, that in
the rhetoric of ESD, education is regarded as a tool for sustainable
development, which makes education instrumental in striving for
something external to itself and prescribing a preferred end. Thus,
ESD is seen as a top-down concept, promoting a specific ideology
created by politicians and experts in power, at the cost of the eman-
cipated qualities and the critical dimensions of education.

In this book we are trying to present a pluralistic view of ESD, con-
necting ESD to the important role of education in general to sup-
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Introduction: Teaching Competence in Education for Sustainable Development

port the democratic development of society. In doing this we have tried
to keep in mind both the important aspects of EE and the reminders
of the problems of ESD as highlighted by its critics.

Requirements for Teaching Sustainable
Development

The aim of this book is to contribute to improving teaching compe-
tence in the area of sustainable development. How, then, does one
define such teaching competence? One way of creating an under-
standing of what teaching competence involves is to consider the
types of problem that a teacher might face when teaching. One
type of problem is that which arises in all teaching situations and is
formulated in the question: How shall I deal with this? Such a ques-
tion can arise when a student says, “I don’t understand”. In these
situations there is rarely time to reflect — an immediate response is
required. When we respond we must take into consideration a
number of specific factors, such as who is asking the question, the
level that he/she is at, the type of difficulties they usually encounter
and whether similar areas have already been covered etc. It is not
possible to learn these skills from a book. The answer to the above
question is specific to the situation in which it arose. The answer is
dependent on the fact that the student, class and teacher are all
familiar with each other. It can be said that the answer to the ques-
tion is, to a large extent, based on practical skills, Practical skills
enable the teacher to e.g. individualise the teaching - to ensure that
that all the students, depending on their own abilities and back-
grounds, are offered the optimum conditions for learning. This
knowledge is based on the results of tried and tested teaching skills
that develop through practicing the profession for a long period. It
can be likened to the way in the skills of a craftsman or crafts-
woman increase as they become more familiar with their material
and tools.

The other type of question - and the one primarily dealt with in
this book - concerns the time we have to reflect and consider the
situation: What are my alternatives? This question does not require

© The Authors and Studentlitteratur 11
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an immediate answer, and is more dependent on the reasons for
our decision. The answer to the question has a general nature and
has therefore a theoretical aspect. In this case theoretical answers or
theoretical knowledge can be of help. Theoretical knowledge makes
it possible to consider a phenomenon or an event from different
perspectives; it is possible to illustrate a problem or a situation
based on general reference points. The illustration below demon-
strates how the same phenomenon (a cylinder) can be interpreted
in two different ways — either as a circle or as a rectangle — depend-
ent on which points of departure are applied in the approach.

Similarly students’ difficulties in understanding an aspect of the
issues treated in education can be regarded in the same way (e.g. a
constructivist teaching theory as opposed to a sociocultural per-
spective towards teaching). Each perspective will offer a different
explanation as to why the students are having difficulty in under-
standing, just as any potential measures in facilitating their under-
standing will differ according to which perspective is preferred. A
teacher with a lot of theoretical knowledge about teaching and edu-
cation can consciously adapt the teaching so that the process is
made easier for the students.

But not only the learning process of the students can be put into
different perspectives, even the teaching content can be high-
lighted from different starting points. Thus in education, environ-
mental- and developmental issues can be put into several different
perspectives (e.g. an ecological, ethical, economical and a political
perspective). With each starting point there is a different way to

® ®

Figure Introduction: 1. Schematic diagram illustrating how the same phenomenon
can be described differently from different perspectives.
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understand and define how environmental problems occur and
how best to solve them. This ability to be able to put environmental
and development issues into perspective implies that the teacher
e.g. can structure the teaching materials and lessons in a logical way
which best allows the students to adopt a critical approach to the
subject — skills in discussing environmental and developmental
issues from various perspectives — in addition to making conscious
evaluations of the different perspectives.

In brief this implies that a teacher with the necessary competence
to teach the subject of sustainable development has:

e knowledge of environmental problems and sustainable develop-
ment,

e theoretical knowledge of teaching and learning,

e practical knowledge and teaching skills (experience).

Teaching
competence.in
Education for
Sustainable

Development

Figure Introduction: 2. Diagram showing the fundamental components of teaching
competence in education for sustainable development (ESD).
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When both knowledge and skills are integrated, the ability to put
environmental- and developmental issues into perspective is devel-
oped. In this way they can be presented in lesson form, as well as
help to solve problems and facilitate situations within the specific
teaching situation.

The aim of this book, then, is to contribute to the advancement
of the necessary skills required in order to teach the subject of sus-
tainable development. This includes developing the ability of both
active teachers and student teachers to make conscious choices
from the alternatives available in the teaching materials and meth-
ods in such a way as to expand and deepen students’ petspectives
on sustainable development.

Book Layout

Apart from this introduction, this book consists of three parts and a
conclusion.

Part |

The main point of departure for this book is that the basis for sus-
tainable development lies in humankind’s relationship with the
natural world. Part I presents a general historical background to
humankind’s approach to and interaction with the natural world.
Here we look at the history of humankind from the hunter-gatherer
period up to today’s industrial societies with their characteristic
environmental problems and with a particular focus on how cur-
rent environmental commitment has evolved, transformed and
intensified over the years. Part I of the book can be described as rest-
ing in the encounter between geography, human ecology and envi-
ronmental history.

Part 1l

In Part 11 of the book we take the background and situations from
Part T and focus on four current — although principally different —
ways of problematising and putting environmental- and develop-
ment issues into perspective, namely:

14 © The Authors and Studentlitteratur
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e an ecological perspective on what characterises the natural world
(chapter four),

e an environmentally ethical perspective on the different ways of
morally relating to the natural world (chapter five),

e a political perspective on society’s potential methods of dealing
with environmental issues (chapter six),

e an economical perspective applied as a means of achieving sus-
tainable development (chapter seven).

The purpose of these points is to bring to the fore four principally
different lines of discussion. In addition to highlighting these four
methods of problematizing and putting environmental- and devel-
opment issues into perspective, the chapters also follow a sequence.
We begin by considering environmental issues as a question of
knowledge; the following chapter then considers the problems
from a wider angle by introducing an environmentally ethical per-
spective. This ensures that the issues cannot be reduced to ques-
tions that only address individual knowledge or access to informa-
tion, and allows the norms and values of individuals to be included
in the discussion. Following that we address the questions from a
political and democratic perspective, which means that in addition
to including the environmentally ethical standpoints of individ-
uals, the questions also encompass deliberations on the possibilities
of reaching collective agreements within the democratic social sys-
tem. Finally, the economic aspect is considered as an example of
efforts, based on a certain scientific perspective, to support and
implement political decisions related to sustainable development.

Part Il

In the third and final part of the book, the education perspective is
presented, which highlights the fact that the way in which we
relate to environmental- and developmental issues — from the
points of view of knowledge, environmental ethics and politics - is
something which we learn. In other words, the way we relate to the
natural world and social development, as both individuals and
members of society, can be directly linked to the way we are educa-
ted. In Part III, the aim is to explain how this learning process can
be undetstood and, based on that understanding, present a number
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of applications and models that can be used in all areas of the
teaching process. In chapter eight there is an introductory com-
parison between education for sustainable development (ESD) and
other traditions within environmental education. Chapter nine
presents an illustration of the views of the democratic role of edu-
cation and the consequences of these views within the various tra-
ditions of environmental education. In chapters ten, eleven and
twelve, the implications of ESD receive particular focus. Chapter
ten takes a learning perspective on ESD, where the relationship bet-
ween the learning of knowledge and the learning of values is one of
the subjects addressed. Chapter eleven discusses the teaching per-
spectives of ESD based on the choices made available to the teacher.
In chapter twelve, a closer look is taken, at the practical implica-
tions of ESD, with the help of examples.

Conclusion

The book concludes with a discussion about how knowledge and
teaching skills in ESD can be developed. The conclusion can also be
read as a summary of the book’s layout. Additionally we present an
outline of the central knowledge requirements of environmental
and sustainable development as well as the knowledge on ESD pre-
sented in the book.

Introduc- PART | PART | PART
tion

| 1l I

| Knowledge of environmental problems and
sustainable development

Figure Introduction: 3. Diagram describing the general outline of the book.
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Note to Readers

As has already been mentioned, the main aim of the book is to
assist in the development of teaching competence in ESD. As the
book does not specifically adhere itself to any particular academic
subject, and the content stretches over many different fields of sci-
ences, we hope that the reader will have the opportunity to discuss
the issues of this book with peers competent in subjects other than
his or her own. In such discussions those competent in, for
instance, the social sciences can add their insight in sociological
perspectives, while others educated in the natural sciences can
contribute with theitr knowledge of ecology etc. We would also like
to remind readers that any teaching skills will remain incomplete
without the addition of tried and tested experience, and we there-
fore assume that the book’s content will be both consolidated and
discussed on the basis of actual experiences of teaching the subject
of the environment and sustainable development.

The book layout indicates that while more common environ-
mental problems such as the climate, genetics, energy, biological
diversity and the natural landscape, will be brought up as examples,
they will not be addressed systematically. The idea is that, due to its
structure, the book will encourage discussions on the subject of ESD
in Part III. The literature references appear as both footnotes and
comments. Each chapter concludes with further details on any re-
ferences given as well a section for recommended reading.

Further Reading

The following books and articles atre recommended for further stu-
dies of the discussions on environmental education and education
for sustainable development.

Elliott, John (1999). Sustainable Society and Environmental Education:
future perspectives and demands for the educational system. Cambridge
Journal of Education, No. 3, pp. 325-341.

Fien, John (1995). Teaching for a Sustainable World: the environmental
and developmental education project for teacher education. Environmen-
tal Education Research, No. 1, pp. 21-34.
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Gough, Stephen (2002). Increasing the Value of the Environment: a ‘real
options’ metaphor for learning. Environmental Education Research, No. 1,
pp. 61-72.

Huckle, john (1999). Locating Environmental Education Between Modern
Capitalism and Postmodern Socialism: A Reply to Lucie Sauvé. Canadian
Journal of Environmental Education, No. 4, pp. 36-45.

Jensen, Bjarne Bruun; Schnack, Karsten & Simovska, Venka (Eds.) (2000).
Critical Environmental and Health Education: Research Issues and Chal-
lenges. Copenhagen: Research Centre for Environmental and Health
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Part |
A Background: Environmental
History and Human Ecology




The first part of the book approaches the development of man-
kind from having been an animal among others to our present state
of being able to influence, on a large scale, our own envitronment
and that of others. Chapter one gives an overview of the history of
mankind and its main epochs: from hunter-gatherers to the agricul-
tural age and up to today’s industrialised society. A couple of more
general ideas concerning a possible post-industrial society; on the
concept of nature and on mankind’s energy sources are also put for-
ward here. In chapter two we follow the rise of modern environ-
mental concerns in parallel with industrialism and the modernisa-
tion of society — from the early ideas of nature preservation around
the turn of the 20™ Century to current discussions on sustainable
development a century later. In chapter three we present some of
the most important characteristics of today’s environmental and
natural resource problems. Here special attention is paid to modern
society’s mental and physical distancing from the natural environ-
ment. We tend to regard heating, water and food as are simply
‘there’ out of the wall when needed. Similarily, household waste
etc. simply ‘disappears’ out of the wall. Nowadays, we mainly
experience a physical connection with the natural environment in
conjunction with such phenomena as ‘outdoor recreation’, ‘out-
door education and ‘nature-based tourism’.



1 The History of Humankind —
from Hunting for Survival to
Hunting for Pleasure

Do Humans Belong to the Animal
Kingdom?

Are humans animals? Animals whose thin cultural facade con-
stantly threatens to reveal the true being beneath the surface, es-
pecially in situations whete we feel threatened, angry or sexually
excited? Or is it possible that we have become sensible, cultured
beings who have liberated ourselves from the restrictive bonds of
nature? Free and rational beings who, with the help of science, sy-
stematically discover the mysteries of nature only to ‘enhance’ it
with our technology and simply identify the resulting environ-
mental situations and resource shortages as short term problems
which will be solved ‘some time in the near future’. Nils Uddenberg
wrote the following response to the question of whether or not
humans are animals:

...[that] humankind has inherited not only our bodies and to a great
extent our uncontrollable ‘animal urges’ from our ape-like fore-
fathers, but also our abilities to live together in society and to a
degree, show some level of consideration towards each other.!

Most people, after giving the question a moment’s thought, prob-
ably come to the conclusion that human beings are ‘not just’ ani-
mals. At the same time, however, they would have difficulty in
claiming that human beings do not share any of their character-
istics with animals. We eat, sleep and breathe in the same way as
other animals - and it requires nothing more than a power cut to il-
lustrate how dependent on and vulnerably exposed we are to our

1  Translated from Uddenberg (1998:9).
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1 The History of Humankind — from Hunting for Survival to Hunting for Pleasure

surroundings — our ‘envitonment’. The way in which we see the
relationship between humankind and nature — as well as the way in
which we conduct that relationship — is of great importance, es-
pecially in matters of environmental and sustainable education.
How do we actually see the natural world, humankind and the
future? When evaluating such questions it is equally important to
be aware of, for example, whether or not we see ourselves as ani-
mals, and how this affects our own values. A current issue which
demonstrates this point is that of animal rights and the effects it
has on questions related to the meat industry, humanism and
human values.

This chapter will attempt to give a broad perspective of human
history from the hunter-gatherer period up to the present day. It is
a history during which humankind has, with the help of intellect
and technology, established itself as an extremely (in the short term
at least) successful species that inhabits almost all areas of the globe
and, in comparison to other large mammals, in considerably large
numbers. The chapter will conclude with a discussion on the prin-
ciples of concepts such as ‘nature’, ‘carrying capacity’ and ‘sustain-
ability’.

Geological Time, Evolutionary Time,
Human Time

We all know that time can pass both quickly and slowly, depending
on the situation we find ourselves in. Five minutes at a fantastic
party is completely different to five minutes waiting for a delayed
train. Notwithstanding our ability to think in abstract terms, our
own human form and similar frames of reference remain important
to our understanding of the world. For example, a person who lives
in a modern industrialised society can normally hope to reach
about seventy or eighty years of age. Not reaching the age of twenty
is a rarity, just as most people are not expected to live to much more
than a hundred years old. These accepted facts have a great deal of
influence on what we regard as ‘a long time ago’, ‘the future’ and ‘in
the long term’.
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Three basic frames of references, relevant to both natural
resources and the environment, are the geological, evolutionary
and human time perspectives. The geological time perspective con-
cerns the history of our planet, such as the formation of the conti-
nents, mountain chains etc. Even though this can seem to be a
rather unimportant and forgotten period, we are still reminded of
its characteristics and importance when volcanoes erupt or earth-
quakes take place. These forces of nature sometime manifest them-
selves in more modest ways, such as when revisiting a stretch of the
Baltic Sea coast and noticing that the shoreline has been altered due
to land elevation (a result of the great pressure exerted on the land
during the Ice Age).

The evolutionary time perspective concerns the development of the
species and their various adaptations to their respective environ-
ments. According to evolutionary theories, which we associate with
Darwin,? there are always small hereditary differences between dif-
ferent individuals, and those individuals whose characteristics are
more adapted to the environment in which they live can increase
their chances of survival and reproduction. In this way these char-
acteristics become increasingly dominant. Sometimes mutations
can occur (genetic anomalies), which often lead to the chance of
survival being reduced. However some of these transformations are
successful and adapt themselves very well to their environments. It
is these different forces which lie behind the reason for there being
so many different species on the planet which have adapted to as
many different conditions. This is a reason to support the claim
that human beings share ancestry with the apes and that also today
humans in many ways are animals. As with the geological perspec-
tive, the evolutionary perspective covers huge expanses of time dur-
ing their stages of development.

The human time perspective is partly controlled by biology, e.g. the
above example of a human life span, or that a generation is usually
thought to be about 30 years (the time span during which children
have grown up and had their own children). However, to a certain
extent we are also controlled by the way in which different cultures
regard time perspectives. The cultural aspects can include religious

2 Charles Darwin (1809-1882), British scientist and proponent of the theory of
evolution.
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influence and how we perceive the natural world. This affects how
we prioritise the well-being of future generations and reflects deci-
sions we make in the present. It addresses the way in which we put
our trust into the development of future technologies - and
whether we believe that future generations will be able to deal with
and solve such problems as energy production or waste disposal
that we today do not have sufficient understanding of.( There is
also reason to believe that the ‘short-term’ perspective seems to
receive more attention. in our modern industrial society, which is
generally thought to have an ever-increasing pace of life - the word
‘faster’ has been suggested as a key word for understanding the 20
Century. The future plans of both authorities and businesses do not
have to stretch too far into the future to be called ‘long term’ -~ a
perspective that is almost impossible to relate to geological and evo-
lutionary time frames!

The Hunter-gatherer Age

The longest period in the technological development of human
beings is undisputedly the age of the hunter-gatherer. Perhaps we
could date humankind’s first act as a ‘cultural being’ back to
100,000 years ago ~ although even prior to this human beings had
been using basic tools, weapons and fire for a long period. Yet there
were still 60,000 years remaining before humans of the modern
type of today moved into Europe, and some 90,000 years before the
Ice Age was ovet in Northern Europe or the first agricultural
societies were established in the Middle East.

Groups of people who live as hunters and gatherers must adapt to
the landscape (the environment) and its characteristics, e.g. to the
migrations of the animals which are hunted, the seasonal changes
of both plants and weather and the availability of drinking-water
and firewood. It is thought that in order to remain in one place for
any length of time with sufficient provisions, yet equally be ready
to move on when necessary and not to be too vulnerable; groups
would have consisted of between perhaps 15 to 50 people. These
groups would have made up a central tribe of hundreds or thou-
sands of individuals that would have shared the same language and
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have gathered on certain occasions. The existence of this larger
group would also have ensured a reduced risk of inbreeding.® The
necessity of remaining mobile implied that there was neither time
nor need to acquire many material belongings; status was often
indicated in other ways than displaying a large collection of posses-
sions.

The little we know of this type of technology, life style and world-
view is, to a great extent, based on the information received from
the remains of these cultural groups which still exist in our modern
times on the fringes of the relentless spread of western ‘civilisation’
e.g. the indigenous populations of North and South America, Aus-
tralia and Greenland. Partly due to today’s environmental and nat-
ural resource issues, the approaches to the natural world shared by
these groups has received a great deal of attention and become an
important source of inspiration in promoting a more holistic view
of nature and how we influence it.*

The Wintu Indians said:...When we killed for meat, we ate every-
thing. When we dug for roots, we made small holes. When we built
houses, we dug shallow pits. We destroyed nothing, not even when
we burnt grass to get grasshoppers. ... But white people tear up the
earth, bring down trees: kill everything. The trees say: “Don’t do it. I
am suffering. Do not harm me” Yet they chop them down and cut
them to pieces. The spirits of the land hate them.®

But it is also important not to romanticise the lives of these groups.
Life was, beyond doubt, very hard from time to time, and even
these primitive methods of utilising natural resources have led to
species extinction and large-scale transformations in the land-
scape.®

We left the polar bears in their kingdom of icebergs, and set off
towards the winter hunting grounds ... You maybe think I had a small
fish or a piece of musk-ox meat to eat? Don’t make me laugh! I didn’t

3 Inbreeding refers to the situation when biologically close related people have
children - something which leads to the risk of hereditary diseases due to
reduced genetic variation (compare with the above discussion about evolution).

4  Seee.g. Millman (1987); and Chatwin (1998).

Translated from Persson (1973:26).

It is of course important to keep the long-term perspective in mind. For further

reading see e.g. Grayson (2001) and Milberg & Tyrberg (1993). See also Worster

(1994).

[e Q]
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even have a strip to chew. The journey went on. It was hard work to
drag the sledges along the lakes, around an island, over another island
trudging on. ... This is our life, the hunter’s life, travelling with the
seasons.’

Humans in the Agricultural Age

The change from hunter-gatherer to farmer was, of course, a very
long and continuously developing process. But also it brought with
it a dramatic transformation of humankind'’s relationship towards
the natural environment. People not only became permanent sett-
lers, but they also ‘invested’ their time and energy into the land
(digging ditches, building fences and houses, clearing stones from
the fields etc.) — simultaneously there were now very strong reasons
to defend territories and to acquire belongings and pass them on to
the next generation. The philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau wrote:
"The first person who fenced off a piece of land and called it his own
gave rise to inequality among people and brought evil to the
world.’®

A reccurring characteristic in the petception of nature among
farming people was the aspect of fertility. The term ‘Mother Earth’
still provides us with a fully understandable analogy to demonstrate
the relationship of close dependency that people had with the
earth, With sun and rain, the earth produced everything that
humans needed for their survival. The division between cultivated
and uncultivated environments, with which we are now so accus-
tomed to - tame and wild animals; plants and weeds; civilisation
and wilderness etc. — is often linked with the interests of agticul-
tural societies in distinguishing between friend and foe. It is worth
pointing out how important this relationship of dependency with
the natural world was extended to all areas of people’s lives in this
period. Too much or too little rain, predators attacking the live-
stock, early frosts etc., posed direct threats to the survival of a fam-
ily or group. The ability to, or even an attempt to interpret the signs

7  Translated from Fiiberg (1982:53-54).
8  Jean Jacques Rousseau 1712-1778, translated quote from Sorlin (1992:20).
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of nature was of great importance, as these interpretations deter-
mined both long and shott term planning. The following verse is a
direct translation (and therefore has no discernable rhyming pat-
tern) taken from a Swedish book of farming (Bondepraktikan) from
1662:

If you want to know how the winter will be
On All Saints Day you must go to the forest
And search for the beech tree

And then you will see

When you cut of a piece

If it is dry, a warm winter is close

But be the piece damp and wet

There'll be a cold winter.

Thete was a large increase in population during the agricultural age,
which led to the development of towns and cities and consequently
changes in social and cultural aspects of life. There was also an
increase in the number of professions and trades, which was of
importance to the development of the various scientific and cul-
tural innovations that had begun to appear e.g. writing, organised
religions and educational establishments. New technological devel-
opments, as well as improved methods of communication over
land and sea, led to the increase of supply and demand in both
trade and information. However, permanent seftlements with
dense populations also allowed for the introduction and rapid
spread of epidemics. Large-scale wars also appear, with devastating
results. Famines could now easily effect entire populations as more
and more people relied on the limited resources of farm produce as
their main food source. These negative aspects of world history
deserve attention as well as the positive sides.

The Growth of the Industrial Society

Industrialised society first began to emerge in Britain during the
18" Century. Other countries in western Europe did not become
industrialised until the latter part of the 19 Century and the pro-
cess is in many ways ongoing worldwide today. Compared with
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any other previous petiod in history this new approach to nature
and landscape, characterised by the industrial age, is remarkably
short.

If we look at the different methods of adaptation applied by
humans to the environment in these three epochs, we see that the
hunter-gatherers had to conform to demands of the environment
and all its transformations; agricultural societies adapted to a cer-
tain extent to the environment, but they also transformed the land
for their own needs; and industrialised society has, to the greatest
extent, adapted the environment to fulfil human needs. One
important characteristic of industrialised society is the various divi-
sions of time for specific purposes (work, education, free time etc.)
and divisions of space (workplace, schools, places for recreation
etc.). Each of these specialised areas has been successively improved
with a view to being more and more effective. All inputs for produc-
tion, as well as goods and services (raw materials, know-how, fuel
etc.), must be transported and coordinated and many of these pro-
cedures take place on a global scale.

Let’s take, as an example, a modern industrial farm that has high
wheat yields as its main priority. To achieve these ends the farm
must use a great deal of energy and advanced technology. Every-
thing which can interfere with the production must be reduced to a
minimum: e.g. open drainage would be replaced with underground
drainage systems, stones and unwanted bushes/trees would be
removed, and weeds would be sprayed with chemicals. The result of
this is an unprecedented level of efficiency. In order to have an idea
of how much agricultural productivity has increased in modern
industrial nations e.g. Sweden, we can observe that in the mid 18
Century the grain yields were approximately 700-800 kg per hec-
tare, which would normally sustain 10-12 people. By the time of
the introduction of industrialisation (late 19" Century) harvests
had increased to approximately 1,500-2,000 kg per hectare, which
would provide for between 20-25 people. A century later, in the late
20" Century, yields can be at least between 4,000-5,000 kg per hec-
tare, which equals the calorific requirements of several hundred
people.’ This increase in productivity has especially characterised

9  Examples taken from the Swedish National Atlas, Agriculture (1992:7-9).

28 © The Authors and Studentlitteratur



1 The History of Humankind — from Hunting for Survival to Hunting for Pleasuire

the last half of the 20" Century; e.g. milk production has more
than doubled since the 1950’s, as has the weight of farmed chick-
ens.!?

In industrialised agriculture, it is also possible to compensate for
the various natural changes in the environment, which would have
had devastating effects on pre-industrial farming, by using irriga-
tion techniques and developing better seeds etc. However, there are
now other areas of vulnerability e.g. a dependency on world oil and
grain markets, changes in EU rulings on farm subsidies etc.

In the same way as the wheat field in the above example was
organised for maximum efficiency, industrialised societies divide
the landscape into specific designated areas for other specific func-
tions, e.g. habitation (a housing estate or residential area), educa-
tion (university facilities) and commerce (shopping centres). The
countryside has also been adapted and developed for leisure activi-
ties (outdoor recreation, tourism etc.) that has become a central
characteristic in modern society’s relationship with nature, the
environment and natural resources. All these specialised aspects are
linked together with large, complex systems of transport, which in
themselves require enormous amounts of fossil fuels and other
resources if they are to function efficiently,!!

In conclusion one may say that the level of vulnerability in a
hunter-gatherer society was dictated by the availability of plants
and animals. The level of vulnerability was reduced by these so-
cieties adopting a nomadic lifestyle and utilising a wide range of
food sources. In order to maintain this lifestyle it was necessaty to
keep the population relatively low. In the pre-industrial agricultural
societies, the level of vulnerability was controlled by keeping
domestic animals (livestock), manipulating the ecosystem (cultivat-
ing the land) and storing supplies (e.g. earth cellars) as well as com-
bining many ways of utilising local natural resources (hay making,
chopping wood, fishing, hunting etc.). The level of vulnerability
within a large city in an industrialised society, on the other hand,
lies in the stability of its systems and methods of supply and main-

10 Swedish National Atlas, Agriculture (1992:74).

11 Fossil fuels e.g. oil (petrol, diesel etc.) cannot be reproduced within human time
perspectives. This can be compared with renewable energy sources such as solar,
wind and hydroelectric power.
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tenance. It concerns a socio technical system of pipes, cables, ad-
ministration, transportation, money, trust and contracts, which
supplies the city and its inhabitants with water, heating, food,
clothing, protection, building materials etc., and with a combina-
tion of air and water extraction systems, removes refuse, carbon di-
oxide, soot, toxins and sewage.

The Beginnings of the Post-industrial Age?

The extent that we, in our time, can reasonably discuss a new tech-
nological leap equal to that of the transition from the agricultural
to the industrial society is a matter which has received a lot of
attention during recent times. Is the industrial society now being
replaced by a new ‘post-industrial’ society?!?

Regardless of whether we see the changes taking place in today’s
society as aspects of a new and different society, or simply as
changes which are a part of the process in the development of an
industrial society, the fact remains that there are both negative and
positive environmental issues at hand. The comparison between
traditional letter writing (papet, envelopes, deliveries, airmail etc.)
and the lightning speed of e-mails and other energy-efficient forms
of communication serves as a good example of the potential we
have of developing energy saving devices, which also require less
raw materials in the production process. On the other hand, how-
evet, there is also an increasing level of vulnerability in the various
systems/organisations within modern societies (multinational cor-
porations, stock brokers, governments of the most powerful coun-
tries etc.) that are controlled by a shrinking number of very power-
ful people with increasing unpredictability. It is also important to
realise that increased levels of production and consumption can
rapidly cancel out any environmental improvements made in the
processes of production and consumption. Reduced exhaust emis-

12 Post-industrial means literally ‘after industrial’, in the sense that it is a society
which follows the industrial society. A ‘post-modern’ society indicates an even
more radical change, whilst a term such as ‘late-industrial’ or ‘late modern’
merely refers to continued progress in the same conditions as characterised by
the industrial society. See also chapter six and e.g. Lyon (1999).
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sions as a result of technological advancements in the automobile
industry will not lead to cleaner air if the number of cars on the
road continues to rise. The possibility of watching television, down-
loading films and writing letters from the same computer does not
necessarily imply that fewer screens will be used per household, as
the likelihood of having a screen in every room is just as great. An
increased level of awareness of environmental problems can result
in a rise in demand for hotels and holiday destinations having
‘environmentally friendly’ certifications, but so can the number of
tourists taking weekend holidays abroad exceed those who choose
local destinations.!3 A central question, which arises here, is do we
invest our increased technological potential in products or services,
quantity or quality, fair or unfair distribution?

Where is Nature to be Found and What is
an Environmental Problem?

Throughout the entire history of humankind, from the hunter-
gathers to industrial society, the relationship towards what we
today refer to as ‘natural resoutces’, ‘the landscape’ and ‘the en-
vironment’ has always been important. There have always been
plenty of reasons for humans to obsetve and relate to the natural
surroundings, even though these reasons and methods have chan-
ged considerably throughout the ages. — Will the deer return to this
valley this year, and will we find fresh water before nightfall? Will
the harvest be ready before the first frost, and will the sheep survive
the wolves tonight? Is it acceptable to buy a second car with aware-
ness of increasing greenhouse gases and the number of underprivi-
leged people who lack any purchasing power at all, and how many
toxins are there in the food products sold in the supermarket?
Environmental and natural resource problems have recurred as
central themes in human history, and have always accompanied
people and been important aspects of religion and philosophy. The
main difference between our current age - the late-industtial period

13  See e.g. Frindberg (1998).
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- and earlier epochs in history is the actual scale of environmental
and natural resource issues. Non-renewable energy sources are con-
tinually exploited, raw materials and dangerous goods are trans-
ported across the globe and the effects of our methods of utilising
the natural environment often have global consequences and will
affect many future generations.

Current discussions on environmental and natural resource
issues concern, to a great extent, how we relate to ‘Nature’; this
book itself addresses the need for bringing our attention to and
encouraging the discussion of changes requited in our approach to
and use of nature. The fact that we regard ‘society’ and ‘nature’ as
being two separate entities says a great deal about our perception of
nature; such a viewpoint would probably be incomprehensible to
the members of a traditional hunter-gatherer community.

It does not take much investigation into the various standpoints
regarding the concept of ‘nature’ to see that they are grounded in
cultural perceptions. In other words, what we actually mean when
we say ‘nature’, whether we regard it as good or bad and whether it
has intrinsic value or not, is given meaning and context within
social ‘negotiations’ that take place between people.* Our percep-
tion of ‘mature’ depends on the society in which we live, how we
were brought up, as well as the type of general knowledge and atti-
tudes that we create (e.g. in schools). However, in that the actual
concept of nature is culturally dependent, it does not imply that we
are free to choose whether nature itself exists or not. People and
society are dependent on their relationship with their environ-
ments, including those aspects which are beyond human control,
e.g. everything from solar activity and the laws of gravity to the
flight of migratory birds and the passage of streams down mountain
sides.

The concept ‘nature’ is applied in a large number of contexts —
many of which are quite contradictory. In any dictionary you can
find a considerable list of its various definitions e.g. a state of nature,

14 One way of demonstrating how the concept of ‘nature’ is culturally constructed
is to show how the understanding of what is nature and how our interaction
with it should manifest itself, has varied over the years and between different
groups, as well as how this has been incorporated into other dimensions of
social debates. See e.g. Macnaghten & Urry (1998) and Grgas & Larsen (1994) for
further reading on the subject.
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being natural, the nature of things, the laws of nature etc. The fol-
lowing terminology will apply for the rest of this book (cf. fig 1:1).

e Environment = everything around us (incl. ‘nature’ and ‘culture’).

e Nature = the elements and processes in the environment that is
not deliberately brought under human control (or, at least at
present, could not be brought under human control). To some
degree the concept of nature also includes landscapes that we
interpret as mainly being characterised by such elements and
processes, e.g. a rainforest (see further below).

e Resources = materials which are, given a certain society and tech-
nology, regarded as being of value to society and are extracted
from the environment and transformed into the required state or
form. If these materials come directly from nature (see the above
definition) then these elements and processes become natural
resources.

e Environmental problems = basically any problems with the sur-
rounding environment which are encountered by people. How-
ever, to remain in keeping with common use of the term we
reserve this concept to refer to environmental problems where it
can be assumed that nature (see above definition) but also
humans are directly involved in the situation. We regard ‘natural
catastrophes’ such as earthquakes, tornadoes etc. as a separate
category, as it is generally considered that humans have no influ-
ence on them.

Above we defined ‘mature’ as the elements and processes in the
environment that people do not consciously control or govern.'®
This implies that nature is seen more as the elements and processes
in any given environment and not as a specific area that can be
demarcated in the landscape or on a map. Different environments
comprise varying degrees of nature; from the relatively low levels
e.g. inside a school and up to the higher levels e.g. in the Antarctic.
We could see the move from the school to the Antarctic as a succes-
sive increase of natural elements, passing the environments of e.g.
parks, forests and high mountains. It is noteworthy that even in an
environment such as the inside of a school, ‘nature’ is present —

15 See Sandell (1988) for further details.
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The Environment
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Figure 1:1 An overview of the contexts and usage of the terms ‘environment’,
‘nature’, and ‘culture’, as used in this book.

from the laws of gravity to a mouldy sandwich forgotten in some-
one’s lunchbox, or, from the heartbeat of a teacher to the bugs in
the changing-rooms. It is here important to be aware of the limited
capacities of humans concerning control after all. One of the
reasons for the above definition of nature is to accentuate the
necessity of a conscious relationship with ‘the uncontrolled’.
Having said that, it is with a full understanding that both our bodies
and our minds, and everything that is created from their inter-
action, originate from nature.

‘The other’ — culture, technology, society etc. — is correspond-
ingly an expression for that which is directly created by humans. If
we study the etymology of the terms, nature is associated with ori-
gins and birth, whilst culture is linked with cultivating (cf. ‘culture’
of bacteria). However, as the above definition of nature suggests,
the boundaries between nature and culture (natural resources/cul-
tural resources, natural landscapes/cultural landscapes, environ-
mental/natural/cultural problems) are often unclear and varied. It is
extremely difficult to determine the actual extent to which human
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involvement has been one of the main causes of a transformation
or a set of circumstances which we consider a problem, bearing in
mind that for a great many years human activity (many times indi-
rectly) has had an enormous impact on the environment (see chap-
ter four).

From Muscle Power to Fossil Fuels to ...

An important aspect of any environmental debate is ‘energy’. A
reminder of the entropy laws tells us that the energy actually could
not be used but only transformed to a lower quality. So when dis-
cussing the use of energy we are actually focusing on the decreased
quality of energy. Incoming solar energy is of very high quality, as
opposed to the low quality energy of the heat that leaves our planet
(see chapter four). But in line with common use of the term, we will
here talk about the use of energy (meaning the quality of energy). If
we look at the part that energy has played in human history, then
the most important energy source for a very long time was food,
which could be converted into muscle power (in order to hunt and
in other ways gather more food) and firewood, which gave warmth,
light and comfort. Successively other energy sources were utilised
e.g. the wind that could power boats and mills, and draught-animals
that only required feeding and in return could plough fields and
transport heavy loads.

When the level of technology improved it meant that more peo-
ple could be provided for within a specific region. For example, the
introduction of agriculture or the transformation from a low
resource agriculture to the use of, for example, irrigation that made
it possible to support a larger population using the same area. How-
ever, in the face of these improvements the actual level of ‘effec-
tivity’ was reduced in that more working hours (muscle power)
were required to produce a certain quantity of food. Marshall Sah-
lins puts forward the idea of ‘the original affluent society’ where
during the hunter-gatherer period it is believed that people could
sustain themselves quite easily on just a few hours work a day.!6

16 From Sorlin (1992:177 and 200) see also e.g. Boserup (1993) and Ellen (1982).
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The great change in energy sources and usage, which came with
the industrial revolution, was the replacement of renewable energy
sources (plants and animals that were used for food, as well as fire-
wood, wind and watetr). These were then to a large extent replaced
with fossil fuels such as coal, and later on oil and nuclear power. It
is apparent how much less dependent we are on physical labour in
contemporary late-industrial society, e.g. in modern food produc-
tion. We use our physical bodies so little in modern industrialised
society today that it has instead become a great public health prob-
lem. The physical exertions of the early hunters and farmers (and
draught-animals) have now been replaced with other energy
sources. The actual energy balance — how much energy is expended
in producing a fixed amount of food - has actually deteriorated in
the industrial age.'”

This chapter has illustrated how, with the help of technological
development, the number of people which can be supported has
steadily increased: from a population of around 10 million during
the hunter-gatherer period to today’s figure which is in excess of six
billion. To use an ecological term, the carrying capacity has been
raised (the number of a species, in this case human beings, which
can be maintained within a certain area, see chapter four). The fact
that humans have been able to raise the carrying capacity of the
environment is, from an ecological point of view, unique. However,
increased carrying capacity does not offer any information about
the allocation of the world’s resources; this topic will to some extent
be addressed in the following chapter. There is also every reason to
discuss how sustainable the present situation actually is, consider-
ing a steadily increasing global population in addition to an ever
rising (and increasingly unequal) level of material consumption.

Further Reading

The wide ranges of scientific issues addressed in this chapter are
studied in subjects such as human ecology and environmental his-
tory, and many of the soutces used in the chapter are Swedish (e.g.

17 See e.g. Tivy & O’Hares’ presentation (1981:89).
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Sorlin, 1991 and 1992; Sandell & Sorlin, 2000: and Uddenberg,
1993 and 1998). General sources in English for further reading in-
clude e.g. Donald Worster's The Wealth of Nature: Environmental His-
tory and the Ecological Imagination (Oxford University Press, 1993)
and Gerald Marten’s Human Ecology: Basic Concepts for Sustainable
Development (Earthscan, 2001) as well as Donald ] Hughe’s An En-
vironmental History of the World: Humankind’s Changing Role in the
Community of Life (Routledge, 2001) and Ian Gordon Simmon’s En-
vironmental History: A Concise Introduction (Blackwell, 1993). With
regard to the question of Man as nature or culture, further reading
includes e.g.: The Biophilia Hypothesis (Kellert, S.R. & Wilson, E.O.,
Eds., Island Press/Shearwater Books, 1993), Contested Natures (Mac-
naghten, P. & Urry, J. Sage, 1998) or Steven Pinker’s The Blank Slate:
The Modern Denial of Human Nature (Penguin, 2002).

Another type of material which is receiving an increasing amount
of interest, and that also touches upon human history, technologi-
cal development and interaction between nature and culture, are
certain types of computer games e.g. Sofia’s World which takes a
broad view of history of ideas as well as the various SIM-games,
where one creates and runs entire cities, islands, national parks etc,
There are also a number of historically based strategy games e.g.
Civilisation and fantasy games such as Myst, Riven and Arcanum
where one acts in mystical worlds using blends of old fashioned
and future technologies. An important issue that must be raised (as
these games probably have a lot of influence on children) is of
course the manufacturers’ outlook on humans, view of nature,
environment and future development. These standpoints are
always present, but are not always easy to identify and, therefore,
relate to.
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2 The History of Industrialism
and Environmentalism

Control Through Understanding

Towards the end of the last chapter, we stated that humans, with
the help of technology, have the extraordinary ability to raise the
carrying capacity (the ability to support more people or consume
more per capita). Humans can literally ‘make bread from stones’,
e.g. by using coal (stones) as an energy source for an industry which
produces tractors that can be used together with a number of other
items (refined seeds, pesticides, fertilizer etc.) to produce large
amounts of wheat, which can in turn be used to bake bread.

Industrial development requires a combination of craftsmanship
and scientific knowledge. An important factor in this has been a
perception of the natural world and an idea of development, which
is in agreement with a mechanical and progressive-optimistic
worldview. The mechanistic approach to the world (or mechanistic
view of nature) is understood in terms of nature being a large com-
plicated machine and the environment as being an intricate - but
principally understandable — mechanism of which different parts
can ‘break down’, ‘be exchanged’ or ‘be repaired’ by humans and at
the discretion of humans. It is both interesting and important to
introduce a gender perspective here, as it is clear that this exploita-
tive, scientific and mechanical worldview has a great deal in com-
mon with the male patriarchal perspective.!

The idea of ongoing human advancement and the perspective
that humans can continually develop and improve society is often
dated back to the scientific discoveries in the 17® Century and the
Enlightenment in the 18" Century. Nowadays, the idea that society

1 See e.g. Merchant (1980).
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and technology will continue to develop positively is so deeply
entrenched in the industrial society that the only reason one needs
to buy a product is simply because it is ‘new’ (new computer soft-
ware, new type of running shoes etc.), when the only thing we can
be completely sure of is that when something is new it is relatively
untested.

Issues of environmental ethics, perceptions of nature and devel-
opment will be addressed in the next section of the book (Part II),
although we can underline the enormous influence of the Enlight-
enment on modern society’s relationship to nature, with its focus
on reason and factual investigations/experimentations (empiri-
cism). We can e.g. remind ourselves of the actual purpose of the
renowned scientist Carl Linnaeus’s travels through Sweden during
the 18™ Century, which was to make an inventory of the country’s
resources in an attempt to replace foreign imports with domestic
production.? We can also refer to the words of the 17® Century
English philosopher, Francis Bacon, who said that by means of
science, humankind should learn to control and command nature
by obeying her.? To some degree, this perspective can be said to pre-
dict the tendency of humans to follow the short term approach and
exploit the world’s natural resources with the help of science and
advanced technology. However Bacon’s statement is also reflected
in today’s systematic and scientific understanding of the mechanics
of the natural world and the relationship of dependency which
humans have with nature, in terms of systems ecology, environ-
mental research and environmental protection (even though, in all
probability, it wasn’t what Bacon actually meant).

What the expression of controlling nature does not imply, how-
ever, is a more critical approach to technology and economic
growth that has been an underlying feature of the growth of en-
vironmental movements. Even though objections against emotion-
less science and blind materialism have been present throughout
the entire development of the industrial society (e.g. the Swiss-
French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s criticism of civilisation
and his ‘back to nature’-message), it was only when industrialism
really began to transform the landscape, through urbanisation,

2  Carl Linnaeus, 1707-1778.
3 Taken from Fringmyr (1980:42).
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huge polluting factories and the building of railways, that environ-
mental debate in recently established industrial nations became
serious.

The remainder of this chapter will focus on this growth of the
human commitment of protecting and preserving the environment
that has developed along with the establishment of industrialised
nations. An historical perspective is always beneficial and this is
proven here, as we will see in the historical ideas that still prevail
and are also intrinsic elements in current environmental debates.
The actual extent to which a product or activity can be regarded as
‘environmentally friendly’ is decided by how the term is defined -
the depth and detail which is demanded in each environmental
standpoint. Deciding whether or not something is environmentally
friendly, such as driving a car with a catalytic converter, depends on
comparisons with, for example, cars without catalytic converters,
But we can also compare using ethanol in cars instead of fossil fuels
or using hydroelectricity to power trains for transports. The same
applies to sorting household refuse for recycling compared with
throwing everything away together, or adapting one’s lifestyle in
order to drastically reduce the amount of waste which is produced.

Nature Preservation and National
Landscapes

The latter years of the 19® Century saw the introduction of the per-
spective of nature preservation in western Europe and North Ame-
rica. In the USA the Yellowstone National Park was established as
early as 1872 and in Sweden the nature preservation act and natio-
nal parks were introduced in 1909. Links between nature preserva-
tion and members of society’s elite were common. It was considered
important to create a national identity and to experience land-
scapes characterised by nature. Outdoor recreation and tourism
were important elements in achieving this. In North America, there
was an interest in being able to preserve the experience of ‘the fron-
tier’ for future generations- the pioneers’ close contact and struggle
with ‘the wilderness’ was therefore one of the main reasons for
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establishing national parks. This was clearly a perspective that
tfotally ignored the indigenous populations and their relationship
with the land.

Here it is important to see the strong ties to the development of
the tourist industry e.g. the Norwegian tourist association was
established as early as 1868 and prior to that the British upper
classes had been journeying to the Swiss Alps and the mountains of
Norway to hunt and fish. The reasons for these new activities were
partly due to the ability of the upper classes to access the country-
side by trains and steamboats, but there was also the establishment
of a new way of relating to countryside, the urge to seek out ‘the
primitive’ and ‘to be close to nature’. This new approach was partly
inspired by the romantics’ interest in natural states and the wilder-
ness and was what we today associate with outdoor life and nature-
based tourism.

In short, we see the establishment of a perspective on nature and
the countryside where cettain areas (e.g. national parks), locations
and objects (natural monuments), and species (e.g. protected spe-
cies) are protected from the large scale and increasingly dramatic
transformations that are undeniable features of the Industrial Age.
In addition, there was also the criticism of modernisation itself
(urbanisation, industrialisation, internationalisation etc.). Those
people who advocate the lattet perspective would prefer to focus on
the traditional local and rural perspectives and had a great respect
for pre-industrial society, handicrafts, small scale farming etc. How-
ever, with the help of inventories, collections, reserves and exhibi-
tions, most of the interest in this direction was towards opening
museums. The opening of ‘Skansen’, the Swedish open-air museum
in Stockholm in 1891, which was the first of its kind in the world
and displays the variations in culture, geography, flora and fauna of
Sweden, together with animal protection programmes and reserves
in the countryside, can be seen as good examples of the commit-
ment to nature preservation.*

Another important item on the agendas of early industrialism’s
equivalent of today’s environmentalism included the increasing
health and hygiene problems in the rapidly expanding cities of the

4  The information on ‘Skansen’ is taken from Rantatalo & Akerberg (2002); see
also Akerberg (2001).
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time. Initially sewerage and refuse processing was dealt with much
in the same way as people were accustomed to in the countryside.
As the buildings became higher and higher the rows of outdoor toi-
lets (privies) became longer and longer. With the passage of time it
became clear that some kind of organised method of waste disposal
was necessary, and the water closet, which was introduced around
1900, became an important symbol of this new approach.

Nature Conservation and Recreation

Parallel with the successive democratisation of modern industrial
society, the extension of the right to vote (suffrage) also led to an
increase in the general public’s interaction with natural environ-
ments in their free time. In Sweden, for example, an important
holiday act was introduced in the 1930s and there was more atten-
tion given to the countryside surrounding urban areas and women
and children were encouraged to participate. The earlier, more
adventurous and scientific approach to outdoor recreation, gave
way to a more ‘social’ attitude. The fact that the majority of the
population now had moved into cities in order to work in the indu-
stries there, and workers’ movements were calling for vacations and
holidays, were important determining factors in these changes.
Carl Fries wrote the following in 1935, about the shift from upper
class interest in nature to larger, more diverse groups in society
being able to experience this type of first hand contact with the
natural environment.

For those who remember the idyllic years before the war [before the
First World War] when the summer guests resembled beings from
another world. ...[They arrived] in the midst of the simple rural life
with huge amounts of luggage, strange behaviour and fine, new
clothes. They took walks in the meadows, bathed in the lakes and
fished in the midday sun in places where fish never took the bait. ...
Now all is different. From every town and community, Saturday, Sun-
day week after week, hundreds even thousands make for the country-
side, the forests, lakes and meadows.”’

5§  Catl Fries from the Swedish anthology Vi och vdir natur (We and our nature;
1935:206).
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Simultaneously, engagement in conservation shifted towards
regarding humans as being more active participants in the forma-
tion of the countryside. Now there was less attention on collecting
and protecting specific objects and locations for nature preserva-
tion. This had given way to an approach more oriented towards
deciding which values should be adhered to — especially since some
of these values in the landscape obviously were closely linked to
human activities and rural culture e.g. pastures and meadows. It
was not enough, then, to conserve and protect certain natural inter-
ests. They also had to be cared for otherwise the natural process of
time would erode the values (e.g. a meadow will become overgrown
without cultivation).

Environmental Protection and Peak Years

After the Second World War, there was an extremely rapid increase
in material growth in the industrialised countries. The years leading
up to 1973 (the year OPEC introduced a drastic increase in oil
prices) are sometimes referred to as ‘the peak years’, and it is argued
that never before had so many people experienced such an increase
in material standards in such a short time. Car ownership became
common and has since been a classic symbol of economic status —
and in later years also a symbol of environmental damage. Litter-
ing, not least alongside roads, also became an important parallel
issue,

Regarding the issues of nature and the environment, it became
more apparent that measures could not be isolated to certain
places, areas or species. It is of little use if birds of prey and their
habitats are protected, if they cannot produce offspring due to their
prey being poisoned by seeds in fields which have been treated with
mercury based pesticides. There was now also a growing interest in
what is called systems ecology (see chapter four). Even if ecology, as
a branch of science, dates back to the mid 19 Century,® systems

6  Ecology: the branch of biology dealing with the relations of organisms to one
another and to their environment; Ernst Haeckel (1834-1919) is said to have
coined the term in 1866.
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ecology introduced new theories and models that were now widely
applicable. Since then, terminology such as ‘food chain’ and ‘eco-
system’ are important elements in environmental debates and en-
vironmental teaching. In this spirit of systems ecology and other
comprehensive approaches towards the environment, the 1960s
saw the establishment of governmental institutions as well as legis-
lation with the aim of conservation and the increased awareness of
environmental issues. At around this time in Sweden there was e.g.
the introduction of what is known as ‘the National Land-use
Planning’ which, in 1972, lead to an all encompassing plan of
action as regards what interests were to be prioritised in various
parts of the country (e.g. on which stretch of coast there wete to be
industrial developments and which stretches were to be allocated
for recreational purposes). It can be added here that in Sweden,
from this point onwards, all future planning was to be based on
‘what appears to be the correct decision from an ecological point of
view'.”

Critical Alternatives

Despite the apparent interest, shown in the above, for choosing a
perspective based on systems ecology the debates in nature and
environment conservation had, until the 1970s, been mainly con-
cerned with ‘symptoms’. There was increasing consensus in the fact
that the negative side effects of industrialism could be serious —
hydroelectric dams, toxic emissions into air and water, poisons in
the food chains, de-forestation etc. There were various attempts to
tackle these side effects through legislation, research, restrictions,
and monitoring of industrial activity by the authorities. However
the actual development, the modern prioritisation of material and
economic growth, urbanisation and industrialisation was seldom
questioned.

Of course a few lone critical opponents were heard, from 19™
Century criticisms of civilisation to the early alarm bells of the

7 Official government report 1971 no. 75, p. 27 [emphasis in original].
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1950s and 60s,® although it was not until the 1970s that modern
criticisms towards the actual question of development were
brought up more generally. Some of this criticism stemmed from a
widespread, internationally oriented radicalisation ° (e.g. the stu-
dent revolt in France in 1968 and the protests in a number of coun-
tries against the US militaty operations in Vietnam). Generally
there was a sharp increase in the amount of new environmental
and other activist movements.

In 1971, Filtbiologerna — the Nature and Youth Sweden, launched
a campaign against the unchecked wastage of resources. This did
not just address the symptoms of industry, it concerned all aspects
of nature and the environment and even, to a great extent, the
general development of society, which at this point was fully
adapted to disposable products, material gain and non-stop con-
sumerism. Additionally, as a result of the above, there was the grow-
ing problem of increased dependence on fossil fuels (oil), the
amount of waste being produced and the danger of toxins being
released into the atmosphere and river systems etc, The new radical
environmental groups began to demand ‘alternatives’ which ini-
tially represented a negation of the present conventional develop-
ment strategy. ‘Green groups’ countered urbanisation by moving
into the country, agribusiness was countered with alternative farm-
ing without the use of chemical fertilizers etc. and wind farms and
hydro electricity were presented as valid alternative energy sources
instead of non-renewable (0il, coal and nuclear power). There were
also many other alternative engagements e.g. in housing, trade, city
planning etc. It was seen as important that the chosen alternative
goals would encompass international solidarity, responsibility for
future generations, quality of life and non-material values and
oppose the prevailing attitude of short term material consumption.
There was also the link with peace conflicts, issues which can never
be ignored, as all forms of war and oppression are in complete con-

8 Ex. Carson (1962) and in Sweden e.g. Wigner (1941); Borgstrdm (1953) and
Palmstierna (1967). These authors were very critical to the effects of modern civ-
ilisation and displayed links between resource issues, perspectives on develop-
ment and lifestyles. Particularly noteworthy is Elin Wigner's early presentation
of the connections between the gender perspective, environmentalism and
pacifism.

9 L Radix =root; to get to the root of the matter.
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trast to what has later come to be known as sustainable develop-
ment.

We can see these alternative currents as an example of what the
peace and development researcher, Bjorn Hettne, has termed a
‘counter point’; a critical voice against the mainstream develop-
ment of society.'® One of the projects at this time was called ‘Alfer-
nativt Norden' (Nordic Alternative), which attempted to develop
interest in reconstructing the whole development strategy of socie-
ty in favour of more locally based self-reliance strategies (this
included criticism of the EC, the forerunner of the EU) to be carried
out in direct contact with similar organisations in third world coun-
tries. The nuclear power debate became a very hot topic which
exposed a great deal of criticism from those who were opposed to a
future nuclear powered society with all the aspects of environmen-
tal damage, security problems and the passing of nuclear waste on
to future generations.!!

1972 became an important yeat, as the United Nations Confer-
ence on the Environment took place in Stockholm. People began to
take the links between environmental and developmental issues
mote serjously; something that became an established fact with the
follow up conference in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 (see the heading
‘sustainable development’). In the same year, 1972, the environ-
mental group Greenpeace was formed, the report of the Club of
Rome ‘The Limits to Growth’ was published, the world’s oldest
environmental political party was established in New Zealand'? and
in Norway, Erik Damman’s book, ‘The Future in our Hands’, was
published — and which also gave its name to the movement which
has since spread to a number of other countries.!3 It can be said that
since 1972, environmental issues have been globalised, and the
grassroots movements’ slogan, ‘think globally act locally’, is still
relevant, at least as an ideal in most of the current discussions on
natural resources and the environment.

10 Hettne (1982). See also Hettne (1994) for an overview of the different perspec-
tives of development incl. the characteristics of the alternative viewpoints.

11 An important event which underlined this debate was the nuclear reactor acci-
dent at Harrisburg (Three Mile Island), USA, in 1979.

12 The Green Party of Aotearoa, under the name of The Values Party.

13 The book was republished in 1978 and published in English the following year
(Damman, 1979)
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Sustainable Development

Since the UN conference in Rio in 1992, ‘sustainable development’
has been a central concept in all matters concerning the environ-
ment and natural resources. As an important reference point, the
work carried out by the Brundtland Commission is usually referred
to (the Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland was the
chairman of the commission). They presented their final report,
Our Common Future, in 1987, It was in this report that the now ubi-
quitous definition of sustainable development was first introduced

Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs. It contains two key concepts:

- the concept of 'meeds’, in particular the essential needs of the
world’s poor, to which overriding priority should be given; and

- the idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and
social organisation on the environment’s ability to meet present!'*

How radical is the concept of sustainable development if we com-
pare it with the aforementioned perspectives (nature preservation,
nature conservation, envitonmental protection and critical alterna-
tives)? It is quite clearly more comprehensive than petspectives of
preservation and conservation. However, if we look at the perspec-
tives of environmental protection and the critical alternatives, it is
more difficult to judge. On the one hand it can be said that the idea
of sustainable development has a clear international dimension
and this implies that it extends further than the more national per-
spectives of environmental protection. Whereas on the other hand,
there is little doubt that many participants who are involved in the
current discussions of the necessity of sustainable development do
not adopt or accept many of the alternative demands for a radical
review of the objectives and means of industrialised societies of
today.

A good illustration of the friction within the concept of sustain-
able development — between a globalised version of treating the
symptoms of industrialised societies (in line with environmental
protection) and the alternatives held by environmentalists, which

14 World Commission on Environment and Development (1987: chapter two).
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demand fundamental changes in the priorities of industrialised
societies — is supplied by the Norwegian philosopher, Arne Naess, in
his differentiation between ‘shallow’ and ‘deep’ ecology. He
describes the shallow and less radical ecology as being engaged in
projects such as combating pollution and a more efficient and equal
distribution of resources, in addition to stabilising the global popu-
lation. He also points out that advocates of this approach tend to
offer narrow technical and scientific explanations, which are sup-
posed to serve as solutions to problems. According to Naess, in addi-
tion to the requirements of the shallow movement, the deep eco-
logical movement also represents a large number of much more
radical perspectives, such as a classless society, autonomy, decentral-
isation, self-support, protection of all cultures, respect for life etc.!®

Naess refers to his perspective as ecosophy,'® and the ties between
ecology and philosophy are quite clear in this perspective. With
reference to what was said above about 1972 being a key year for
environmentalism, we can even note the fact that “Ecosophy was
introduced by Arne Naess in 1972 during an ecophilosophy talk at
a conference...”.}” A way of describing sustainable development'’s
current position and content is to see it as an ongoing struggle
between different versions of these two perspectives (the shallow
vs. the deep ecology). The actual struggle (discussions, debates, con-
flicts) can also be seen as parallels of the terms ‘mainstream’ and
‘counterpoint’, which appeared earlier in the text. In other words it
is a question of how radical the changes must be in order for them
to be considered as sustainable. On one side we have powerful
groups such as multinational corporations, governments and vari-
ous influential pressure groups and think tanks who feel that it is
sufficient to suggest and/or follow relatively superficial guidelines
concerning changes in attitudes or distribution of power. In con-
trast, those with opposing opinions feel that it is necessary to intro-
duce comprehensive changes in areas such as consumption, life-
styles and international relationships. Examples of the more radical
‘alternative’ perspectives which are, to a relatively small extent, vis-

15 Naess (1973) and (1989).

16 Actually ‘ecosophy-T, in order to emphasise that there could be more than one
ecosophy and that this is a point based on the idea of the importance of diver-
sity. See also e.g. Reed & Rothenburg (1993).

17 Drengson (1997:110).
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ible in our daily lives, include the selections of envitronmentally
friendly, "organic", and other similar labelled products on sale, or
the possibility of being able to choose environmentally friendly
electricity from e.g. wind farms.

It was mentioned in the above that the early ‘alarm bells’ con-
cerning a modern, global and development oriented commitment
to natural resources and environmental issues emerged in the 1950s
and 60s, and that they were the precutsors of the new environmen-
tal movements which appeared in the 1970s. Following that,
mainly during the 1980s, these issues began to be absorbed by
mainstream political parties and they appeared in surveys and on
news programmes. The general public seemed to have, at least ver-
bally, developed a sense of commitment to the environment. Now-
adays, we have a situation where one can say, without exaggera-
tion, that there are almost no politicians, company executives, or
teachers who, whilst maintaining political correctness, can claim to
have no interest at all in current environmental issues. Even
though it might be a case of just paying lip service to sustainable
development, it is still an omnipresent element in the global com-
munity. To summatise, we have a situation where the current recog-
nition of the necessity of sustainable development can be said to
consist of elements and tensions between all the main themes
which have been mentioned as being representative of the growing
commitment to the environment (fig. 2:1).

Reserves and Multipurpose Use

In accordance with the perspectives subscribed by sustainable deve-
lopment, environmental issues are a permanent feature in the
whole of society’s discussion on development and management.
Sustainable development should therefore be just as much an inte-
gral part of e.g. the national economy, sociology, history, legis-
lation, philosophy, social science and business economics as it is a
part of biology, ecology and geography. What, then, has become of
the ‘old’ perspectives of nature preservation and consetvation with
reserves, protection schemes and socially beneficial aspects of con-
tact with nature (outdoor recreation and public health etc.)? We
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Fig. 2:1 Main themes in the development of modern environmental commitment.
Even though these perspectives can, in the main, be associated to specific time
periods, some sources of inspiration go far back in time, and, as shown in the illu-
stration, have an influence on later periods. In short, they are all constituents in the
current debates about nature, the environment and sustainable development.

should first state that issues such as preservation and conservation
schemes, as well as recreational activities, are still very important;
they are objects of political engagement, they receive attention in
social planning and are essential elements in increasing the quality
of many people’s lives. However, we should also state that the tradi-
tional distinguishing features between nature and non-nature (e.g.
between nature conservation and the conservation of a cultural
monument) are becoming increasingly difficult to separate. The
introduction of systems ecology has had quite an impact on this, to
the extent that it is no longer possible to whittle the discussion of
nature conservation down to the mere establishment of a nature
reserve. Together with the fact that, during the 20" Century, demo-
cratisation has received more recognition, we can see that traditio-
nal reserves, such as. National Parks are nowadays not always as
readily accepted by local populations. On the contrary, they could
be seen to represent the dubious interests of outsiders who aim to
cheat local populations out of their native lands.'®

18 For a Swedish case study see e.g. Sandell (2001).
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Alongside this development, howevet, an increasing assortment
of protection programmes and types of reserves are associated with
various international organisations, such as UNESCO’s biosphete
reserves and world heritage projects, or the EU’s Natura 2000-areas.
As in the case of the biosphere programmes, it is not just a case of
protecting and conserving the natural environment, but is more a
case of evaluating which demands are placed on a certain region by
the introduction of sustainable development, and then based on
that information determine which areas of the landscape should
definitely not be exploited.! These types of project can be seen as
approaching a level of diversity, where natural and cultural interests
and the needs of protection and development/utilisation are work-
ing together in the same area. All this remains in complete contrast
to the basic characteristic of industrialism, which increasingly
divides the landscape into specific areas for specific production pur-
poses, e.g. adventure tourism, iron ore extraction and grain produc-
tion, often designated on a global scale.

Globalisation

In this chapter we have followed the development of modern com-
mitment towards conserving and protecting the environment and
its successive expansion and advancement. It must be said that it is
difficult to make any predictions and/or definitions of current and
future environmental projects, although here we will try to high-
light some of the relevant characteristics of the current situation.
The global perspective that we identified as being a salient charac-
teristic during the radicalisation periods of the 1970s is a major
topic in current discussions. At that time, however, the alternative
environmentalists also included aspects of local independence and
self-support in their debate to a much larger extent than is done
today. An important future issue will doubtless be how the relation-
ship between local activities (housing, foodstuffs, planning etc.)
and the more large-scale aspects of a global sustainable develop-
ment will manifest itself, or quite simply, what about the ‘geo-

19 See e.g. Price (1996).
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graphical’ or ‘spatial’ perspectives on future sustainable develop-
ment? What we today refer to as ‘globalisation’ can by and large be
seen as a continuation of what we discussed earlier as fundamental
characteristics of industrialism in terms of functional specialisation
and a large- scale exchange of resources and products.

An important aspect of the current discussions on globalisation -
a discussion which is to a great extent a question of ‘sustainable
development’ and its content - lies in the differences between those
who hold critical views of globalisation and those who are simply
negative towards it. To quote the peace researchers and debaters,
Hans Abrahamson and America Vera-Zavalas:

The important point regarding Seattle [the demonstrations during
the World Trade Organisation meeting] was that the event showed
the mutual interests between, on the one hand, the groups who have
a negative opinion of globalisation and, on the other hand, those
who support the need for a different kind of globalisation.?®

Among the groups here referred to as being negative towards glo-
balisation are those trade unions who “have profited from the
unfair exchange in international trade, especially as long as the
demands made on clients regarding free trade and deregulation did
not apply to them”.?! This is in contrast to those who hold critical
views on globalisation and “are working towards real globalisation,
fairness and equality”.?? This tension between, so to speak, an ego-
tistical and a common cause approach of the criticism to globalisa-
tion, will most likely have a large part in the continued discussions
concerning the direction of future global development. Quite often
there are clear links between the ‘common cause’ criticisms of glo-
balisation and the perspectives of what was referred to earlier as the
‘alternative’ and ‘deep ecology’ movements.?

Another aspect of the current globalisation discussion — of parti-
cular relevance from an educational perspective — is the importance
of not having a limited scope of what is considered to be an
‘engagement’. The international network organisations of youth
movements that hold critical views of globalisation are good exam-

20 Translated from Abrahamson & Vera- Zavala (2001:34).
21 Ibid.

22 Ibid.

23 See e.g. Klein (2000).
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ples of how one can be actively involved without necessarily hav-
ing to be a member of more conventional organisations or, indeed,
political parties.

Further Réading

FExamples of literature which address the development of environ-
mental commitment, the history of ideas and the links between sci-
ence, industrial societies, environmental issues and views of nature
include: The Roots of Modern Environmentalism by David Pepper
(Routledge, 1993) and The Wealth of Nature: Environmental History
and the Ecological Imagination by Donald Worster (Oxford Univetsity
Press, 1993). Also of interest might be e.g. The Making of a New Envi-
ronmental Consciousness: A Comparative Study of the Environmental
Movements in Sweden, Denmark and the Netherlands (Jamison, A.;
Eyerman, R. & Cramer, J., Edinburgh University Press, 1990), The
Making of Green Knowledge, Environmental Politics and Cultural Trans-
formation (Jamison, A., Cambridge University Press, 2001) and
Changing Environmental Behaviour (Lundgren, L.J. Ed., Swedish Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency and others, 1999). For outdoor recre-
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Sustainable for Who?

Social, Economical and Ecological
Sustainability

In the previous chapter, it was made clear that the concept of ‘sus-
tainable development’ covers an extensive range of issues; it can
not be restricted to ‘nature’ topics such as nature reserves, preserva-
tion or littering, and neither is it adequate to limit the concept to
e.g. national legislation and sewage treatment works. It was also sta-
ted that one way of becoming better acquainted with both the con-
tent and the current debate on these environmental perspectives is
to examine the relationship between what was referred to as ‘deep’
and ‘shallow’ ecology, respectively.! Also, it was added that even if
one does not fully accept the deep ecology’s radical stipulations for
new priorities to be adopted within society, it is still necessary to
regard sustainable development as a comprehensive concept. A
common practice is to at least acknowledge an economical, a social
and an ecological dimension of sustainable development. The con-
cept must, then, concern the question of distribution - e.g. between
rich and poor and generations - or politics in the broader sense of
the term. Based on the standpoint that people want to pay more
attention to the value of nature and take fewer risks when dealing
with environmental issues — to become more environmentally
aware — this suggests that there are both a number of possibilities
and difficulties within the broad frame of reference presented by
sustainable development. There are of course many reasons for
having such a broad approach, and the more this is realised and

1  See chapter two and Naess (1973).
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accepted, the more it will increase the benefits towards any com-
mitment to the environmental perspective. On the other hand,
though, there is a risk with the broad claims of sustainable develop-
mert as it embraces the entire spectrum of social development, and
the fact that it has many supporters. It is argued that a cause that
touches upon everything, and is the concern of all people, is in
danger of not having any influence at all because nobody feels that
it is their personal responsibility to act. This is an important reason
as to why it is necessary that people should be allowed to develop a
basic knowledge of sustainable development e.g. in schools, and
there should be the opportunity to absorb the petspectives to such
an extent that they become visible both in daily life and in public
debate.

What, then, is the present situation, in the beginning of the third
millennium, with regard to humankind’s relationship with nature
and the environment? We can first of all remind ourselves of the
extraordinary advancement of technology (chapter one), which has
resulted in the fact that, in a modern western industrialised nation,
only a few percent of the population are directly involved with pro-
ducing food from the natural environment e.g. farming, fishing
and hunting.

It is also true to say that following a successive expansion from
the commitment to preserve and conserve special locations in the
environment, we now have a situation where natural resources and
environmental issues are generally regarded as being of great signif-
icance to the future development of society as a whole. Simultane-
ously, in industrialised countries many of the more tangible envi-
ronmental problems have, to a certain extent at least, been dealt
with — such as eutrophication of lakes and rivers due to polluted
water from industries and urban areas, and dead forests due to
smoke and other toxic emissions from nearby factories. But, in
many of the most urgent issues concerning sustainable develop-
ment there seems to be a deterioration rather than an improve-
ment, e.g. the unfair distribution of global resources or the high
consumption of fossil fuels.

Throughout this chapter we will address a number of characteris-
tics that we believe are representative of the current natural
resource and environmental issues. This will be our way of ‘testing
the waters’, to see what the various opinions and standpoints are
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on these subjects, as well as looking into the types of perspectives
that one has to relate to when working with education for sustain-
able development.

From Locally Concentrated to Globally
Diffuse

Most of the environmental problems during the 20" Century have
been ‘local and concentrated’, e.g. in the form of factory emissions.
It has often been possible to link the resulting dead forests and dead
fish directly to toxic discharges. On some occasions it has been pos-
sible to illustrate on a map how the emissions from a particular
industrial area have affected the local environment. But current
environmental problems are often more diffuse and span entire
regions; even the entire planet. Focus is more on e.g. nitrogen emis-
sions from agricultural land or vehicle exhaust fumes rather than
the emissions from a single factory. Similarly, there is more focus
on, for instance, the Baltic Sea or the Farth’s atmosphere than on a
particular lake or river,

One of most serious current environmental issues is the increas-
ing greenhouse effect (the strengthened trapping of solar heat in
the planet’s atmosphere, just like a very large scale greenhouse,
effecting climate and weather). This has become much more ‘effec-
tive’ due to the increase in greenhouse gases created by human
activity. The main greenhouse gas is carbon dioxide and the atmos-
pheric quantity has been steadily increasing ever since humans
began to use fossil fuels (coal, oil and natural gas). This type of envi-
ronmental issue has rather diffuse links to emission and effect. The
actual mechanisms are often very complicated and the geographical
scale is very large — in the case of the greenhouse effect it is global.

The more traditional, concentrated and local environmental
problems could often be experienced first hand out in the land-
scape. For example, it was possible to take a school class on a field
trip to see examples of environmental damage. Whereas nowadays
most people in the industrialised countries are aware of the green-
house effect, very few can claim to have ‘experienced it’. This devel-
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opment has resulted in changes in the roles of experts and even sci-
ence itself. Previous assignments for experts involved determining
how much of a particular chemical/toxin could be released into the
environment (limit restrictions). This was then followed up with
purification measures, taking specimens and issuing regulations in
order to make sure that the limits were being observed. In the cases
of the more large-scale environmental issues, the role of the experts
is often quite simply to attempt to convince people that these prob-
lems actually exist. Also here it is important to note that the driving
force behind all branches of science is the fact that each individual
case is open to critical examination and discussion. This is the
reason why thete are rarely any unequivocal statements from the
experts, which in many cases leaves the general public with the dif-
ficult choice of deciding on the credibility of the repotts. In today’s
society, there are a great many threats and hazards, which are also
vague and difficult to interpret.?

When teaching on the subject of the environment it was often
possible, with traditional environmental problems, to ‘measure’ the
extent of the damage by field trips. However the large-scale and dif-
fuse environmental issues are abstract and must be first discussed
and defined. There is also the additional aspect, as in the case of
large-scale environmental damage, of the fact that the results often
affect remote places and times.There can be situations where one
must be able to relate to threats such as the possibility of excessive
exhaust emissions in Europe resulting in the low lying countries in
South East Asia being completely flooded in just a few decades.

From Industrial Emissions to Industrial
Production

Although current environmental problems can be experienced as
being vague and geographically remote, they are simultaneously
often directly linked with our everyday consumption and lifestyles.
We could, for example, compare the difference between travelling
by car and adding to the greenhouse effect, or going by train, which

2 For an overview of the discussions on the ‘risk society’ see chapter six.
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with hydroelectric energy can operate without releasing carbon
dioxide into the atmosphere. Or, we could compare a conventio-
nally grown bunch of bananas with fair trade bananas in the super-
market; in all likelihood the cheapest, conventionally grown bana-
nas are produced without any regard to ‘economical, social or
ecological sustainability’. On the contrary, the conventional bana-
nas (or coffee, chocolate etc.) will probably have been produced
under conditions that are injurious to the land, the workers and the
surrounding environment. This is in contrast to ecologically produ-
ced bananas that, hopefully, have been produced by using non-
toxic or alternative biocides and by people with a high level of
social responsibility — and therefore will probably be more expen-
sive as the production process was geared to objectives other than
merely producing large and cheap bananas.

Now that environmental and resource issues are increasingly
concerned with industrial (including agricultural) production as
compared with the previous focus on toxic emissions, there is also
an awareness that these issues affect the private economies and
consumer habits of the general public. For example, what is an
acceptable price for a bunch of bananas at your local supermarket?

The attention that is now given to different types of produce also
leads to attention being drawn to the products’ respective origin
and recycling into the ecosystem, or what kinds of raw materials are
used in the production of a certain product, and what happens to
these items when they no longer fulfil a purpose (when they have
become ‘refuse’). By using this perspective, we can gain an under-
standing of concepts such as ‘life cycle assessment’ and ‘product
responsibility’ that allow an insight into the entire production
process of a given product. What arrives and leaves through a fac-
tory’s gates is nowadays, from an environmental viewpoint, consid-
ered just as important as what is discharged from its chimneys and
drains.

From the perspective of education for sustainable development,
this implies that the daily activities of every single person are
extremely relevant. It is possible to investigate practically any pro-
duct on sale, and with the help of product organisations and envi-
ronmental certifications, gain some insight into the economical,
social and ecological effects that are caused by various consumer
choices.
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Environmental Problems as International
Trade

What has become of the ‘old’ environmental issues from factory
sewers and chimneys? Have these problems been solved? The
answer is unfortunately no, and even in high-income nations there
are still a large number of these problems to deal with.There are also
a great many urgent cases in the low-income countries of the world.
Additionally, we should not forget for a moment that even though
the standard of living in the world is on the inctrease, thete are still
areas where standards are getting worse, and the divide between the
rich and poor is growing dramatically (i.e. an increasing level of
relative poverty). We see increasing economical contrasts between
countries and between different groups of people within countries.?
Aside from the injustices involved in these circumstances, the
increasing economic and resource divide is also the cause of increa-
sing national security problems. The wvastly disproportionate
resource distribution apparent in the world today, is a main priority
of sustainable development.,

Whilst on the topic of these differences between the high- and
low-income regions of the world, it is important to point out that in
the ‘third world’, the environmental and resource problems ate
often cases of resource depletion, in the form of e.g. reduced water
tables, deforestation, soil erosion and loss of top soil.* In addition
to this there is a catalogue of environmental and resource problems
which can be directly linked with the unfair relationship that exists
between the high-income nations (including trans-national corpo-
rations) and the low-income nations of the world. One example is
the movement of production from a high-income to a low-income
country in order to avoid environmental legislation in the home
country, and where the high-income nations then import the
goods at a much cheaper price — ignoring the hazards involved for
both the employees and the environment in the production coun-
try. Another example of global dumping is when transport ships

3 TFor further reading see the yearbooks The State of the World.
4  See yearbooks The State of the World.
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and other vessels fit for the scrap-yard are sent to low-income coun-
tries for ‘deconstruction’. The previously mentioned import of trop-
ical fruit or coffee is yet another illustration of this type of problem
that could lead to environmental damage.

A final and more long-term aspect that should be mentioned here
concerns the issues that surround biotechnology and the strong
interest from the agribusiness sector of imposing patents on genetic
material from the low-income countries. This could mean that the
low-income regions of the world sell off the genetic heritage of their
natural environment, e.g. different types of plant or a specific char-
acteristic of a plant, to large multinational corporations — which
will most likely be repurchased (probably at a very high price) and
used in agricultural production.

From State Control to Local Planning,
Trans-national Agreements and Market
Solutions

Although international influences have been essential aspects in
conservation and environmental issues during the 20™ Century,
many issues have been addressed on a national level. Pressure
groups, authorities, legislation, management and the influencing of
public opinion have usually been concerned with just one country.
However, mainly due to the developments which have been already
discussed — both globally and locally - the following will be a pre-
sentation on the local and trans-national perspective which will be
introduced both as a complement to and sometimes as an alterna-
tive to the national standpoint.

In the case of the local outlook, the work that followed ‘Agenda
21’ (the agenda for the 21% Century that was agreed upon at the
1992 UN conference in Rio de Janeiro) is probably one of the clear-
est examples. In this plan of action for sustainable development, it
was clearly emphasised that the need for ‘grass roots’ engagement
through the commitment of local government, education and
various NGOs was essential. In a country such as Sweden, Agenda
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21 manifests itself in the form of influencing public opinion, edu-
cation and social adaptation on a local level and in accordance with
sustainable development.

The growing globalised character of environmental and natural
resource problems, referred to earlier, indicates the need for an
increase in trans-national agreements and conditions. The fact that,
in the conventional sense, an international legislative body does
not exist (an equivalent to a national parliament) means that the
international level is dependent on individual agreements which
all countries are encouraged to follow. In brief, these meetings con-
sist of many countries, with varying political agendas, being repre-
sented at a large conference, where it is hoped that some sort of
plan of action can be agreed upon.Whether or not these agree-
ments will be observed is later on decided in the parliaments of
each respective country.

Another notable element of environmental policy has been an
increased interest in economic means of control and market solu-
tions. Through adjustments in taxation levels or fees, it is possible
to stimulate the production and consumption of environmentally
friendly products. For example, some work has been done to fty to
eliminate the use of leaded petrol. However, contrary to the more
conventional methods of using legislation and official watchdogs
to enforce regulations and deadlines for when engines, fuel stations
and motorists are to make the change to unleaded fuel, the automo-
bile industry itself has a major responsibility for introducing the
necessary changes. A major motivating factor is, of coutse, the eco-
nomic adjustments enforced by the authorities making unleaded
petrol cheaper, relatively, that will stimulate the respective econo-
mies of those involved (buying and selling petrol and cars).

There are many examples where economic measures can proba-
bly be an effective way of directing the development of society in a
more sustainable direction. Although it is important to remember
that in the case of many types of environmental problems, it can be
difficult and involve exhaustive negotiations including unavoid-
able bureaucracy before an agreement is reached on the ‘Tight
price’. Of course there are also many environmental issues that are
not easily reduced to a question of economics, e.g. the interest of
beautiful landscapes to which there is untestricted access. But,
environmental economics, ecological economics and other terms
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to represent the clash between ecological values and economical
values will continue to be widespread in future environmental dis-
cussions. The perception of ‘growth’ and how the growth of society
should be measured is one of the most pressing issues here, just as it
was in the alternative discussions that took place during the 1970s.5

Environmental Commitment: From
Words to ...?

The previous chapter depicted the development of environmenta-
lism during the 20" Century. It was also emphasised that environ-
mental awareness had successively expanded in scope and depth.
With this in mind, it is possible to adopt the idea that this trend will
continue to develop in the future - that more and more people will
become more and more deeply environmentally engaged. This, of
course, is far from being assured, partly due to the fact that current
and future environmental issues are often regarded as being diffuse
and abstract as was discussed earlier. But it is also important not to
disregard the possibility of environmental issues, as has happened
to others, being sidelined as a ‘verbal parenthesis’ in the debates to
come. For example, in approximately 10-20 years people may be
forced to concede that although the interest in environmental and
natural resource issues grew during the 1970s and saw a further
expansion in the 1980s, it didn't really become an integral element
in social development. Might it be that during the early part of the
21% Century, environmental commitment unfortunately waned
and was ultimately superseded by other more pressing social issues?

Nevertheless, there is a great deal of involvement in these issues
that suggests that such a pessimistic view of the future commitment
to sustainable development is not quite so necessary. For example,
the issues have maintained a central position in debates for a sus-
tained period and an increasing amount of ‘structural’ changes
have been made which would be difficult to reverse (certain meth-
ods of waste disposal, planning, housing etc.). However, the possi-

S See chapter two, and with regard to environmental economics chapter seven.
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bility of a reduction in environmental commitment is already being
discussed. And as was mentioned in chapter one of this book, it is a
fact that environmental improvements in production and con-
sumption can be negated by the overall increase of production and
consumption. This is all the more reason to believe that we are now
in a critical period, especially when it means committing to and
practicing sustainable development . The question thus remains: is
the commitment strong enough to cope with increased costs, a cer-
tain amount of discomfort and periods of dissatisfaction when ini-
tial attempts prove unsuccessful?

More and More a Question of Attitudes
and Ethics

Many eatlier environmental problems could, to a large extent, be
understood as being technical or scientific (even though their cau-
ses were in actual fact societal and developmental issues). This imp-
lied — and it still applies — that scientists and technicians could often
give reasonable and accurate recommendations as to emission limi-
tations, as well as being able to suggest what type of technical
measures should be implemented, e.g. in purification techniques.

But, how is an expert to answer questions such as, e.g., how much
aviation fuel can reasonably be used by people taking package tours
(or eco adventure holidays) to foreign countries? The strictest of
environmentalists may answer ‘none at all’, due to that fact that it
is a non-renewable fossil resource which our generation has already
used too much of, not to mention the resulting increased green-
house effect. The neo liberalist, however, may respond by saying ‘as
much as possible’, as it stimulates global, economic growth and
allows for increased opportunities for the research and develop-
ment of e.g. a better environmentally adapted tourist industry. A
third party might suggest that aviation fuel could be used to a cer-
tain extent, but only on the condition that it is done in modera-
tion, and if in combination with moral responsibility, in line with
global understanding and the practice of consuming experiences
rather than material goods.
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Current wide-ranging and intangible environmental issues often
have no clear scientific explanations in themselves. It is more a
question of values and how the world is perceived. What about
one’s opinion of the responsibilities of the future generations and
inhabitants of remote places? What about one’s perception of the
technical abilities and potential of humankind (e.g. what about the
hope of discovering improved energy sources in the future or by
applying advanced technology to cope with the environmental
damage caused in this age)?

The fact that current and future environmental issues appear to
include far reaching cultural implications which touch upon ethics,
existential and humanistic viewpoints involves both opportunities
and difficulties for the subject of education in sustainable develop-
ment. On the one hand, it is quite clear that the concept of a sus-
tainable development does not only concern the natural and social
sciences and technical developments, but also includes areas within
humanities such as history, philosophy and religion. On the other
hand, this increase in scope and detail can result in many people
feeling unsure of these new perspectives; one could almost antici-
pate the question ‘what happened to nature studies?’ It is a risk that
earlier environmentally engaged teachers whose main points of re-
ference are in the fields of science, technical engineering or geogra-
phy, may feel that these new issues might not be relevant to them.
But, there is also the fact that many professional groups e.g. teach-
ers who have never previously seen any reason to be engaged in en-
vironmental and natural resource questions now feel involved in
these issues. If sustainable development is to be taken seriously we
can, from an educational point of view, also see this as a dramatic
increase in the opportunities for subject integration, theme studies
and teamwork.

The ‘Instant Society Within Walls’

The first three chapters of this book have outlined how current
environmental and natural resource issues are parts of a longer
environmental history. There is reason to believe that, even today,
these issues not only affect the more tangible aspects of people’s
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lives, but also give rise to questions of a more existential nature.
There has also been an account of how humankind's relationship
towards nature has changed through time, as well as the practical
utilisation of the earth’s resources becoming more intense and
widespread. Even though history provides a necessary frame of refe-
rence for the environmental challenges of our age, there are still
new situations and problems where previous experience cannot
supply all the answers. To ‘regress’ — which many critics of environ-
mentalism claim would be the result of any suggested measures — is
of course neither possible nor desirable.

One-way of describing the ecological situation from a humane
point of view in this late-industrial society is to say that we live in
an 'instant society within walls’. A society in which all fundamental
links to the ecosystem (water, heating, air conditioning, human
and household waste etc.) are either made through walls or under-
ground, by means of water pipes, heating systems, ventilations sys-
tems, sewerage pipes, electrical cables etc. We have constructed a
technical living space - literally within walls - that consists of hous-
ing, schools, office space and industrial areas in which we spend
most of our lives. The floors are our ground, the roofs our limit and
protection, and the various cables, pipes and transport systems sus-
tain our biological functions. The additional fact that both money
and commodities such as milk and news etc. ate accessed through
holes, hatches, cables and screens in walls only makes the depiction
clearer. As we already know, we do not need to go back too many
generations to find a situation where the majority of people had to
go literally out-of-doors in order to obtain firtewood, drinking-water
and food, not to mention to perform bodily functions.

‘Doors in the Walls of the Instant Society’

Today’s ‘instant society within walls’ holds one of the most funda-
mental challenges for environmental education and education for
sustainable development of our time. It is literally about opening
the doors in the walls of our instant society to the outdoors. With
the help of field trips and education in the landscapes of the out-
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doors we can then create a deeper awareness of the past and present
state of our instant society, by referring to history, geography, bio-
logy, drama, language, ecology, mathematics etc. . By opening these
doors of our instant society, a thorough understanding could be
established both of the great technical ability and organisational
capacity of humans , as well as humankind’s vulnerability, relation-
ship with nature and dependency on the environment,

Here there is every reason to benefit from the inspiration received
from the traditions of movements going out-of-doors of the
‘instant’ society. These movements have been an important under-
current during the development of the industrial society. As was
discussed in the previous chapter, during the last 150 years people
have been taking part in outdoor pursuits and recreational activities
in various ways. Even though many of the characteristics of the
industrial society are also inherent in many of these activities —
achievement, competition, technology and commercialisation —
there has also been a significant amount of seeking ‘alternative life-
styles’ other than those characterised by industrial society. With
perspectives influenced by Romanticism and more recent alterna-
tive movements there have been a desire to find a more ‘natural’
and ‘simple’ lifestyle, with a particular preference for landscapes
such as coastal regions, mountains and forests, where nature is per-
ceived to be present in a very tangible way.°

As this book focuses on the environment, children and youth, it
is of particular interest to bring to the foreground (sometimes criti-
cally) a number of tendencies in the current approaches towards
outdoor life and nature based tourism. Examples of what seem to be
increasingly important aspects are: eco-tourism (with more or less
far reaching ambitions of environmentalism), the expanding grey
area between outdoor life and sports (e.g. multi sports), and the glo-
balisation of outdoor recreational space (the fact that suitable loca-
tions are sought out all over the world in order to suit a particular
activity).

Traditional aspects, such as the availability of natural landscapes
and green areas in and around urban districts, represent important

6  Seefurtherin e.g. Schmitt (1969) and Nash (1982). In Swedish see Sandell & So1-
lin (2000).
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‘doors’ in our instant society, which, from the perspectives of edu-
cation for sustainable development, are important to preserve and
encourage an awareness of. Something that is not always included
in the discussions on the necessity of greener school facilities and
raising awareness of outdoor life in schools is physical planning
(e.g. the possibility of being able to cycle to school and the exist-
ence of ‘green’ environments for children to play). However, it is
also important to emphasise the fact that the transition from out-
of-doors to a deeper environmental commitment, along the lines
laid down by sustainable development, is neither clear nor easy. It
is, of coutse, a matter of how people are outdoors, e.g. where they
are, what they are doing, who they are with and what methods/
approaches of understanding are applied etc.

In addition, looking at how you relate to your own human body
as a means of relating to nature can, in a deeper sense, be linked
with the idea of ‘doors’ out through the walls of the instant society.
In other words, we can regard the human body as a fascinating
example of that which we can, to some extent, control - such as
moving and talking and that which we have no control of — such as
the beating of our heart, ageing etc.).” Another important ‘door’
which represents an in-depth look at current society’s relationship
with the environment is to allow oneself to be inspired to seek the
meditative, non material aspects of life instead of immediately
embracing everything which falls into the categories of: ‘civilisa-
tion’ and ‘progress’. One example is that outdoor recreation makes
it possible to experience ‘something other’ than the viewpoints,
values and matetial settings of industrial society. This means — in
line with the above section ‘More and More a Question of Attitudes
and Ethics’-looking for the potential of out-of-doors as a educa-
tional tool for highlighting the qualities of lifestyles which are a
little slower, a lot quieter and that suggest a much more humble
presence in this cosmic house in which we live.®

7  Compare with our definition of ‘nature’ in chapter one.

8 This addresses e.g. outdoor life as an education for sustainable development in
accordance with a deep ecological ‘alternative’ development perspective such as
the terminology used in this book (see e.g. Reed & Rothenberg, 1993).
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Further Reading

The State of the World is an annual environmental report from the
World Watch Institute in Washington that is translated and issued
in many countries around the world. It gives accurate and compre-
hensive information on the environment, global distribution and
future perspectives. Each report includes general overviews as well
as different chapters on e.g. energy, transportation, agriculture etc.
that allows for an detailed overview of various global situations by
looking at reports from previous years. In the case of ‘doors in the
instant society’ there are surveys of the social phenomena outdoor
recreation and nature based tourism, such as Robert E. Manning’s
Studies in Outdoor Recreation: Search and Research for Satisfaction (Ore-
gon State Univ. Press, 1999), with a focus on children Children and
Nature: Psychological, Sociocultural, and Evolutionary Investigations
(Kahn, Jr. P.H. & Kellert, S.R. Eds., The MIT Press, 2002) and more
practically oriented literature such as Teaching in the Outdoors (Ham-
merman, R. & Hammerman M., Interstate Printers and Publishers,
1985) or Joseph Cornell’s Sharing the Joy of Nature: Nature Activities
for All Ages (Dawn Publications, 1989); or in Swedish, Friluftslivets
pedagogik: For kunskap, kinsla och livskvalitet (The Pedagogy of Out-
door Life: For Knowledge, Feeling and Quality of Life by Britta
Briigge; Matz Glantz & Klas Sandell (Eds.), (Liber, 2002.)
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Part Il
Perspectives on Current
Environmental Problems




The previous three chapters gave an overview of humankind’s
development from hunter-gatherer to today’s industrial society.
Throughout the years humankind has successively transformed and
utilised the natural environment on an ever-increasing scale. Now-
adays, our relationship with the natural environment is discussed
in terms of sustainable development, environmental issues, and
environmental and sustainable education.

Part IT will take on a more in depth focus on environmental prob-
lems by presenting four different perspectives on environmental
and resource issues. We will first of all present a natural science-
based perspective on the essence of nature. Most of the focus will be
on ecology — the branch of science that has possibly contributed
most to our present understanding of current environmental issues.
However, even knowledge-based debates on our correlation with
the natural environment are nowadays usually characterised by
questions of values. In chapter five we will therefore address
humankind’s relationship with nature as a question of values, and
we will consider various environmentally ethical options and envi-
ronmentally moral correlations. The environmental ethics that we
form make up the basis for our individual approach to environmen-
tal problems, e.g. how we act as consumets. But in the development
of a future society, it is also necessary to develop a collective respon-
sibility where the actions of individuals are limited — but still made
possible — through a process of legislation and economic regulation.
To illustrate this further, chapter six will introduce a discussion
with a view to forming political perspectives on environmental
issues with a clear emphasis on the democratic aspects. The last of
these four chapters presenting different perspectives (chapter
seven) will highlight the economic aspects. In particular, environ-
mental economics will be discussed as an example of a tool to be
used with regard to the implementation of a sustainable develop-
ment.

These four perspectives on environmental problems — natural sci-
ence-based, value-based, politically-based and based on environ-
mental economics — are examples of central view-points of how we
understand, discuss and act upon our current association with the
natural environment. These perspectives illustrate some of the
common points of departure that influence our ability to answer



questions such as: What is an environmental problem? What are
the necessary skills required to deal with environmental problems?
What should be done about them? The answers to these questions
~ which perspective one takes — have a great deal of influence on
teaching in these areas. This later forms the basis for a discussion in
Part III, which address how environmental and resource issues
could be approached in schools.






4 Environmental Problems from
an Ecological Point of View

What is a Lake?

If we imagine ourselves standing on a shore overlooking a lake in
e.g. Scandinavia, what do we actually see?

W BN

Possibly a transitory geological anomaly. A small pool on of the
face of the earth formed by the previous establishment of moun-
tain chains and the impact of inland ice. The lake will probably
later transform into marshland and eventually to dry land due to
the natural erosion process that level out the earth’s surface until
the next large-scale geographical transformation.

Or perhaps we see the lake as a habitat! for a certain population?
in which we have an interest. Questions raised might include:
Why do perch stop growing and then continue to live for years
and years without increasing in size? How does the perch func-
tion as a species and is this particular lake a suitable environment
to carry out this type of study?

We might instead regard the lake as an ecosystem — with its
boundaries being the lake shore ot its catchment area —~ with a
diversity of species in the air and the ground as well as the water,
which in various ways interrelate with each other and with the
environment with regard to material resources and energy. Or we
may perhaps choose to see the lake as a microcosm of the large
ecosystem of the whole world.

The lake could perhaps instead be seen as a collection place for
nutrients from nearby high production agriculture. What we
then see is anthropogenic environmental damage® due to an

The natural environment in which a certain species lives.
All the individuals of a certain species within a certain area.
A change in the environment caused by humans that is perceived as negative.
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excess of nutrients which results in the water in the lake being
clouded by plankton and which eventually, runs out into the sea
through the river system, causing increased algal blooms which
in turn leads to problems for marine vegetation necessary for fish
reproduction, which leads to ....

All these perspectives of a lake share the common factor of being
characterised by ecology and other natural sciences. This is in con-
frast to seeing the lake as a place of, for example, inspirational
beauty for poetry and painting; an example of God’s omnipotence;
a recreational resotrt for swimming, sunbathing and fishing; or the
subject of a disputation of ownership with all the economical and
legal implications.

Ecology is a natural science-based view of knowledge that has its
origins in the 19™ Century, although it didn’t receive any great
attention until the environmental debates began in the industrial-
ised nations after the Second World War, From the 1970s onwards,
many school children have mainly seen the environment and
humankind’s relationship with it according to terms originating in
ecology like material cycling, diversity, energy, food chains etc.

This perspective will be the frame of reference in the following
text and based on the general views of the natural sciences, with
particular focus on environmental problems in the industrialised
nations.

Current Ecology — Two main Perspectives

Ecology is a branch of biology. The word ecology comes from the
Greek oikos — house, and logos —~ a study of, i.e. the study of the
house. The word ‘house’ can here be understood to represent the
totality that in which all things live. A common definition of eco-
logy is: a study of the relationship of organisms to one another and
to their physical surroundings. Early ecology was mainly interested
in the study of the influence of environmental factors on individual
organisms. However in the 1950s, the Odum brothers* developed

4  Eugene and Howard Odum, American ecologists who have had a great deal of
influence within ecological research (see Worster, 1994).
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an interest for the more large-scale processes that contributed to the
entire system in the natural world. Thereafter ecology developed
into two fields: population ecology, which further developed the ear-
lier study of individuals and systems ecology, which focuses on entire
ecosystems.

Below we will outline a more detailed study of the viewpoints of
population and systems ecology and continue with sections on
transformation, biological diversity and human involvement. The
chapter concludes with a discussion on the relationship between
ecological knowledge and the various options available for the
development of society.

Population Ecology

Population ecology mainly deals with the study of the changes in
populations and how they interact with each other. In this context,
population means all the individuals of a species that inhabit a spe-
cific area, e.g. all the perch in a lake.

The size of a population is influenced by factors both within the
population and the level of interaction with populations of other
species. This relationship can have both positive and negative
implications for the growth of a population. One of the most
important influencing factors is competition. Within a species there
can be competition for food, partners, nesting space etc. A way of
avoiding competition within a species is to divide an area into ter-
ritories, which gives a better chance of providing food for the
young. The competition between species is mainly about food and
habitat. As a result of this, the different species develop separate
niches: they diversify themselves in terms of what they eat, or when
they eat, or where they eat.

Certain species develop a symbiosis (a mutually advantageous
relationship between species) e.g. there is a symbiosis between
many types of mushroom and certain types of tree. Certain popula-
tions can also have a predator-prey relationship, as with wolves and
deer. This means that the number of wolves is dependent on the
availability of food i.e. the number of deer determines the number
of wolves. However the deer population is affected by other factors,
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such as whether or not the conditions are favourable - e.g. a mild
winter allows for an increased availability for food — whereas the
number can be drastically reduced during a particularly harsh win-
ter (these changes then also affect the wolf population).

This dynamic state between the populations results in the fact
that interaction between species affects the growth of populations,
leading to the constant fluctuation in the number of individuals
within the species.

The term carrying capacity of an environment is used to describe
its suitability for the long-term survival of a population therein. If
the capacity (which of course can be changed, for instance due to
changes in climate) is exceeded, then one or mote restricting factors
emerge — for example in the form of a shortage of food or water, or
loss of nesting space.

Interaction both within and between the species puts pressure on
the individuals means that those which can best adapt to the
demands of the surrounding environment have the best chances of
survival and consequently the survival of their genes. This selection
pressure is the most important aspect of evolution, and is present
throughout the natural wotld. The mechanisms of evolution have
resulted in numerous adaptations. One just needs to reflect on TV's
nature documentaries that often focus on the extraordinary abili-
ties of e.g. animals to change colour according to the immediate
environment, birds which can extract insects from tree trunks with
the help of a twig, butterflies and moths with large ‘eyes’ on their
wings etc.

Systems Ecology

As we have seen, different species interact with each other. But
plants and animals also interact with the abiofic (nonliving) sur-
roundings. Together these interactions result in:

1. An energy flow through plants and animals.

2. A cycle of materia from the abiotic environment through the
bodies of living organisms and finally returning to the abiotic
environment.
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A combination of the living organisms and their abiotic environ-
ment make up an ecosystem. The study of this system’s composition
and function is called systems ecology.

Sunlight is the energy source which supports the ecological sys-
tem. Of all the living organisms, plants and algae have the capacity
to utilise sunlight. Through the process of photosynthesis, plants can
process sunlight into chemical energy which is stored in roots,
leaves and seeds etc. In this way the sun’s energy becomes available
to other organisms. Due to the potential of plants to create energy
rich chemical compounds they are termed as producers, and the ani-
mal life that uses the plants — by eating them or eating other ani-
mals (which eat plants) are termed as consumers. The majority of the
energy intake of animals is expended in the metabolic process,
which enables them to be active and, for instance, look for more
food or escape from predators. In this process the energy is con-
verted once again, this time into heat which is released into the
atmosphere. This is what is meant by an energy flow through the
ecosystem.

The energy which is not used during activity is either excreted or
stored in the animal e.g. in the form of muscle or fat. It is this stored
energy which is available to carnivorous animals. The energy which
is present in excrement and in dead plants and animals is processed
by detritivores e.g. worms, fungi and bacteria, which transform the
remaining solar energy to heat.

The flow of energy through the ecosystem thus takes place
through the process of animals eating each other. A food chain indi-
cates the order in which species eat one another. Each food chain
starts with plants or algae. The different levels within the food
chain are termed frophic levels. In an eco system, the various food
chains are interlinked in complex food webs.

Since energy is only introduced to the ecosystem via plant life,
and animals constantly use energy which is lost in the form of heat,
the higher up the food chain a species finds itself the less energy
there is to utilise. For each trophic level approximately 90% of the
energy is expended in the form of heat. The amount of biomass (the
total quantity or weight of organisms in a given area) is reduced at
each trophic level and this is usually illustrated by a pyramid of bio-
mass. In a forest there is much less biomass in voles than there is in
- the plants which the voles eat, and even less in the foxes which eat
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the voles. Seen in total, the plant life and algae constitute 99% of all
the biomass on earth.

The solar energy that sustains the ecosystem is supplied in a con-
stant flow,® but the matter that constitutes the living organisms is
limited, and elements such as carbon, phosphorus and nitrogen
must thetefore be constantly recycled. The elements have differing
cycles, however, and the governing principle is that they are absorbed
by plant life from the earth, water or atmosphere. They are then
transferred to animals, which in turn eat the plants, and it is only
when the detritivores break down the excrements and dead plants
and animals that the matter becomes available to the plant life.

Populations which constitute an ecosystem make up a community.
Each community is in a state of constant change; some species dis-
appear while others emerge. This series of transformations within a
community is referred to as succession. For example, if we imagine
that we create an area of open ground, it does not take long before
easily dispersed, annual plants will appear (in gardens or farmland
these are referred to as weeds). After a few years have passed, the
weeds will be replaced by more competitive species such as com-
mon flowering plants. Later still trees will have grown, casting
shade on the ground which results in the ground level flora consist-
ing only of species which can survive in the shade. These various
stages of the succession of the vegetation create different condi-
tions for the animals in the area, and therefore the succession also
results in changes in the composition of the fauna. A theory within
systems ecology is that the ecosystem will eventually reach a final
phase. This stage in the succession has been appropriately termed
the climax community. This stage is considered to be a stable, yet
dynamic, relationship between organisms and the surrounding
environment.

Stability and Transformation

The changing of the seasons is a distinct natural event in most parts
of the world. It is also an event which most people are accustomed
to and regard as being part of everyday life. In the above, we dis-

5 Even though the sun is estimated to burn out in approximately 5 billion years,
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cussed how the number of individuals within their respective popu-
lations are in a state of constant change, as well as how an eco-
system can undergo a so-called succession. Also relevant is the fact
that life on earth is being transformed, in the long term, by climate
change and evolution. New species find new niches or become bet-
ter adapted to new conditions and replace other species that either
become extinct or migrate, Fluctuations in sunlight, volcanic erup-
tions, meteorite impacts and geological transformations such as
tectonic movement and inland ice also change the conditions for
living organisms in the long-term perspective.

These perspectives remind us of the fact that nothing in nature is
permanent. Everything is in constant motion, from mountains and
continents, to species, the climate and the seasons. At the same
time it is also apparent that a certain resistance to change is a deter-
mining attribute in the natural world.

The laws of thermodynamics can be interpreted to the effect that
disorder is much more likely than order (if we throw the pieces of a
jigsaw puzzle into the air it is unlikely that the pieces will fall to the
ground as a complete puzzle). Therefore everything in life is inevi-
tably heading towards disorder and decay (for many people it is
enough to think of the tidy/untidy desk scenario). In light of this,
life can be seen as an amazing process that perpetually struggles
against the current and establishes and maintains order and struc-
ture. When an organism (established order) dies, the process of
decay (disorder) begins immediately. The sun'’s energy is necessary
in order to carry out the establishment of order among disorder, as
are the complex life forms that have evolved for billions of years.

The natural selection process has favoured the life processes in all
species which, in various ways, protect their bodies, their offspring
and their food supply, as well as their avoidance of various threats,
such as bacteria, predators etc. Even the ecosystem can be said to
compensate for changes e.g. in the event of climate change the
populations of the ecosystem undergo changes in that species
become extinct and others emerge as well as population adjust-
ments taking place within existing species.

This relationship between stability and transformation in the
short and long term is essential to the understanding of how the
natural world functions. It is, however, important to point out that
there is no consensus among researchers as to the exact function of
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the ecosystem. Some ecologists claim that nature is best understood
as a totality based on the mutual dependence between the species.
According to this viewpoint, each species must ensure its own sur-
vival, but in such a way as to benefit the totality of the whole sys-
tem. In this sense the ecosystem can be seen as a super organism
with the ability to adapt and control itself in exactly the same way
as other organisms. Based on this viewpoint, the study of human
ecology has therefore reached the conclusion that humans should
interfere with the natural environment as little as possible.

Other ecologists claim that, in practice, it is difficult to ascertain
any kind of consistent, stable and harmonious order in the natural
world. Therefore the existence of any definite climax communities
(see the above section: systems ecology) with complete stability has
been questioned. This has led to some researchers in ecology adopt-
ing the approach that the natural environment is unpredictable
and the different aspects of the ecosystem are altogether more
loosely connected and temporary. A theoretical basis for this
approach to the natural world can be found in the chaos theory.
With the help of computer simulations, it has been demonstrated
that even the smallest of events can have quite dramatic conse-
quences for the system as a whole. Another theory which is central
to current ecology is the complexity theory, which sees natute as
constantly creating variable patterns in which the same constitu-
ents are reorganised in different ways. This implies that the natural
world is infinitely more complicated than was previously thought,
and any long-term predictions are, therefore, simply not possible.

The discussion between the different ecological stand points has
given rise to a number of important questions in the environmental
debate: if there is no kind of harmonious ecological balance in the
natural world which humankind can disturb, how are we to relate
to the changes which humankind makes in the environment?®

Another disputed question is how we should relate to biological
diversity. The term diversity usually refers to the number of species
and how large their respective populations are within an eco-
system. An earlier understanding was that a high level of diversity

6  For further details see a summary of the discussion in Worster (1994). More
details on new ecology can be found in Botkin (1992), Gleick (1996), and Russek
(2001).
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allowed for an ecosystem with high stability, with the understand-
ing that a large concentration of different species could act as a
buffer which would minimize any changes and therefore maintain
stability within the ecosystem. If a certain species became extinct,
another species would be able to replace it. However, studies in the
field have proved this theory to be less than completely airtight.
One example is the tropical rain forests which have an extremely
high level of biodiversity, but at the same time are relatively
susceptible to any outside interference.

A common stand point is, however, that global biodiversity is
important, partly because the global ecosystem should be able to
adapt to and possibly even resist future environmental fluctuations,
and partly because the biodiversity can be seen in terms of evolu-
tion’s genetic ‘capital’. A large biodiversity benefits the circum-
stances in which life on earth can develop as dynamically as possi-
ble. An opposing opinion has held that life on earth could be
maintained with only a few species whilst still allowing humankind
to continue its present lifestyle. One important remark is, however,
that one should not only take what we already know into consider-
ation, but we should also respect that which is unknown, as no one
can claim to be in possession of the knowledge and control required
to accurately predict any large scale global development.

Natural Transformation and Human
Involvement

This book began with the question of whether or not humans are
only animals, and this chapter began with the question of what we
actually see when we consider a lake from an ecological viewpoint.
Between these two questions on humankind’s relationship to the
natural environment we discover one of ecology’s most important
questions: what are the differences between natural transforma-
tions and transformations caused by human involvement? It was
illustrated in the above that the environment is in a state of con-
stant change: certain species are on the increase while others are in
decline and some are disappearing altogether; weather systems and
the climate as a whole fluctuate constantly in both long and short-
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term perspectives etc. All the forces of nature mentioned above —
evolution, succession and competition — are constantly in action in
the environment and contribute to both large and small changes.
Many of these events, such as forest fires, locust invasions and
storms, can have negative outcomes for humankind. However, we
do not label these natural events as being environmental problems,
as this term is only used when human involvement has played a
conclusive part. We do know, however, that many changes in the
environment are the result of direct human involvement and that
many of these events have a negative effect on the natural environ-
ment as well as on humans themselves — this type of changes can be
described as environmental problems (see fig. 1.1). This implies
that when we observe changes in the natural environment we must
first determine if the developments are either natural or anthropo-
genic events. There then follows the difficulty in determining
whether or not the changes caused by man are positive or negative.
For example, if there are very few weeds in a field as a result of
modern agriculture, this is generally seen as something positive. If,
however, the result of having weed free fields means toxins in food
and the reduction in local bird life, then the outcome cleatly takes
on a number of negative aspects.

The question of the difficulties of determining natural develop-
ments and those developments caused by human activity has
already been raised. The event in question must firstly be compared
with reference examples where human involvement is negligible,
and secondly, one must be in possession of all the facts concerning
the details of the new event.

If we take the example of climatic changes and the greenhouse
effect as a pressing environmental issue, we must first have an
understanding of how the global climate has changed over long
periods and in different locations. These results can be based on e.g.
samples taken from inland ice, which can illustrate the natural cli-
mate changes of the planet up to many thousands of years ago (dur-
ing the majority of this period humans had very little impact on the
environment). In addition to this we can include our knowledge of
the actual process behind the changes e.g. to what extent the
earth’s climate is affected by carbon dioxide levels, changes in solar
activity, volcanic eruptions etc. (these calculations are usually car-
ried out in the form of large scale computer simulations which
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include all the factors effecting the climate). If all the available data
is collated it is hoped that some sort of satisfactory estimate can be
presented, and illustrate the degree to which the climate change
has been influenced by humankind during the last century. Current
research groups seem to be unanimous that human involvement is
today one of the important contributing factors of climate changes,
and they can even to some degree estimate the consequences of
those changes.

Ecology and the Development of Society

How should the worldview held by ecologists influence the deve-
lopment of society? It is not uncommon that very specific demands
are made on how the economy, politics, community planning etc.
should be run according to ecological guidelines. When deciding
on procedures, experts can often reach an agreement by applying
ecological theories. However, all the facts, even those concerning
humankind’s role in the natural world, must be seen in terms of
values before they can be expressed as demands for social develop-
ment. There can be value questions concerning the capacity of
humans to manage complex systems and acquire new skills, or the
rights and role of humankind in relation to other species. Ecology
can therefore be applied as a basis for a wide range of debates in
deciding the most suitable social development strategies.

Ecology is often used as a pretext that society should be adapted
to the conditions of the natural environment. The most important
reasons for this are ecology’s reminders of how complex the ecosys-
tem is, how little we know about how the system actually functions
and how it is affected by human activities. Based on these remind-
ers, the necessity of small-scale projects, local solutions and diver-
sity in all aspects of utilizing natural resources is often claimed.
Some also maintain that these aims of environmental adaptation
must be combined with a conscious promotion of lifestyles which
are not totally committed to material gain.

Thus, an ecological perspective can be used to motivate limited
human influence, adjusting to local areas, risk reduction etc. Exam-
ples of solutions frequently tecommended by ecologists include:
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e the necessity of minimizing the risks in terms of human involve-
ment in the natural environment;

e the need to ascertain whether or not an activity causes environ-
mental damage before it is applied in practice - instead of the
opposite;

e the need to introduce quickly renewable resoutces of energy and
matetials such as wood, wind power and bio gas instead of fossil
based resources e.g. nuclear energy, petrol and plastics (both pet-
tol and plastics are oil based products) and in addition ensure
that all forms of waste products are employed to the greatest
extent via refuse recycling etc.;

¢ the need to limit energy consumption, by both reducing the glo-
bal population rate and, just as importantly, reducing the north-
ern hemisphere’s disproportionate consumption of both matter
and energy;

¢ the need for improved environmental inspections and tests by
means of e.g. taking samples, satellite surveillance and ecological
research projects.

But ecology can also be used as a pretext that it is necessary to
attempt to control the natural environment based on human intez-
ests with the help of ecological expertise. From this standpoint, and
in an area such as climate change, regardless of whether the
changes have been caused by natural or human activity, we should
conclusively decide which type of climate we would like on planet
Earth and make a serious long term effort to achieve such a goal. An
extreme version of this would be the science fiction’s world of bio-
spheres — hermetically sealed glass bubbles on Earth. At the oppo-
site end of the scale, in an equally extreme form of adaptation, we
would see a low production, (due to trade and industry restrictions)
small scale and diversified self-sustaining economy. Ecological
expertise and debate will, with all probability, have great impor-
tance for both these extremes.

We can illustrate these various options of interpretation with the
help of the scientific and ecological perspectives on the lake that
were introduced at the beginning of this chapter. One can, for
example, ask oneself: do people really need to swim in lakes (there
are swimming pools and the lake will become marsh land anyway
in the long run); is it necessary to fish in the oceans (this practice
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can be replaced with regulated fish farms, which function in much
the same way as crops are produced in agricultural farming); does it
really matter if some species of marine vegetation is dying out (it is
not exactly a staple diet of humans)? Or on the contrary, is it that
contact with the natural environment, natural beauty, bathing and
sailing in lakes and oceans, sustainable professional fishing etc. are
all representations of a good quality of life and an important eco-
logical indicator that humankind’s basic means of existence is not
threatened?

In conclusion: ecological knowledge of how ‘natural systems’
function and how humankind influences these ‘systems’ are neces-
sary aspects of the basis for the various decisions on continued
social development. However, the ecological knowledge to be
placed in the fore ground, how the results are to be interpreted and
how they are to be integrated into political decisions are all subject
to the scrutiny of values. These aspects of values in problematic
environmental issues will be addressed in the following chapters.

Further Reading

Two good examples of literature which address the general princi-
ples of ecology are: Ecology: The experimental analysis of distribution
and abundance, by Charles Krebs (Addison-Wesley Educational Pub-
lishers, 2001) and Ecology: Theories and applications, by Peter Stiling
(Pearson Higher Education, 2001). Further reading about the eco-
logical perspective on the environmental problems of our time can
be found in Ecological Principles and Environmental Issues by Peter
Jarvis (Pearson Higher Education, 2003) and in Eugene Odum’s Eco-
logical Vignettes (Gordon and Breach, 1998). The new perspectives
of ecology are for instance presented in Discordant Harmonies: A
New Ecology for the Twenty-first Century by Daniel B. Botkin (Oxford
University Press, 1992) and in Environmental Science: Earth as a Liv-
ing Planet by Daniel B. Botkin and Edward A. Keller (John Wiley &
Sons, 2002).
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A Conflict of Values

Earlier we established that humankind has, throughout the ages,
influenced and transformed the natural environment and conse-
quently the conditions governing life for humankind itself and all
other living organisms. In the previous chapter we introduced eco-
logy as being the branch of the natural sciences that, possibly more
than any other, has contributed to our knowledge of the effects of
human influence on the natural environment. Even though there
are certain differences of opinion, there is a general consensus
among ecologists on the great changes in the environment both in
the past and the present. However, there is a lot less consensus in
the question of how this ecological expertise is to be applied in the
development of standards for how we are to live. Which type of
environmental changes are considered acceptable and which are to
be classed as ptoblems, how serious they are and what steps should
be taken, are all issues in which there is a great deal of debate.
Thus the definition of environmental problems made in chapter
one (see fig. 1.1) can, from an ethical point of view, be extended in
the following way: environmental problems are transformations
that have taken place as a result of human interaction with nature,
which is in conflict with cettain norms and values. Human beings
have different norms and different values. We all have more or less
differing opinions about what is important, good, bad, right and
wrong in life. Based on this we could say that environmental issues
are essentially conflicts of human values and norms; and when
dealing with values and norms, the various fields within the scien-
tific world cannot supply any satisfactory answers. In this chapter,
we will therefore attempt to depict environmental problems as
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being questions of values, as well as taking stock of which ethical
values lie behind the differing opinions in the environmental
debate. We will especially focus on the ethical relationship between
man and nature. The purpose of this is to attempt to familiarise our-
selves with the number of available alternatives when discussing
how we should relate to the natural environment and why we
should relate to it in a certain way.

Ethics and Morals

The terms ethics and morals can be understood in different ways.
Basically, they have the same meaning but have different origins.
Ethics has its etymology in Greek, and moral has it in Latin. In phi-
losophical nomenclature, however the terms have been given
slightly different meanings in that moral has come to tepresent our
reactions in specific situations and our attitudes towards what is
good and bad, or correct and incorrect actions. Morals are accord-
ingly associated with our judgements about how to act and how to
relate to our surroundings.

Ethics concern the critical and rational study of norms and values
that make up human moral conduct. This can result in a number of
interrelated general ethical principles. Ethics therefore does not
concern personal gratification, what we prefer, and what we would
like to see, but rather values which we ought fo realise or support due
to the consequences of our conduct on other people and nature.!

Before we continue with our topic of environmental ethics, a
closer look at different values from an ethical point of view is
required. An initial division of values into instrumental value,
intrinsic value and inherent worth can be made.

Instrumental value has something that can be used as a means of
achieving something ‘good’. The value is then based on the useful-
ness of the thing itself. Something that posses instrumental value
can be substituted; if we discover something which can more effec-

1 This concerns normative ethics and not, for example, descriptive ethics or
meta-ethics.
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tively achieve the desired result then it automatically has more
value and, in all probability, is chosen to replace the original.
Money is an example of something that has instrumental value to
most of us. In itself it has no value, but it functions as a means of
acquiring material objects or experiences that we find desirable.

Intrinsic value has something which is accredited a value in itself,
regardless of whether or not it serves as a means of achieving some
other or higher value. That which has intrinsic value is considered
a goal in itself. Good health is an example of something which is
usually considered as having intrinsic value and is therefore a goal
which we see as worth reaching; people exercise or eat high fibre
diets in order to become healthy. Another example is the United
Nation’s Declaration of Human Rights, which states that all people
have intrinsic values which can not be violated regardless of who
that person may be, what they have done and how useful they are
deemed to be.

In order to be accredited with intrinsic values, an external evalu-
ator is necessary; it is therefore required that someone appreciates
or respects the value in question. Thus, intrinsic value here means:
subjective value as a goal in itself. This implies an intrinsic value
that is, in some sense, created by people; we allocate intrinsic value.
An important question is: according to which criteria is something
accredited with intrinsic value? That which has intrinsic value must
have one or more qualities that demonstrate how it differs from
those objects or concepts that are not considered to have intrinsic
value. For example, we might regard a squirrel as having intrinsic
value, but not a stone, due to the basic fact that that a squirrel can
experience pain and suffering.

However, we can also consider certain things as having values
which are objective and eternal, which have always been in exist-
ence and that humankind has discovered during its cultural devel-
opment.? This implies that values can exist independent of human-
kind; collectively, these are sometimes referred to as inherent worth.?
We can, for instance, ask ourselves whether slaves, women and chil-

2 Compare with how we reach conclusions - e.g. now that we know that the
planet is spherical, we also know it was spherical before we discovered the fact.
3  See Norton, 1987.
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dren of the Middle Ages had inherent worth, despite the fact that
the Declaration of Human Rights had not then been formulated
and accepted. Similarly, we can reflect on whether or not animals
have only instrumental value because they are used by humans in
various ways, or whether we should accredit them with intrinsic
values. It could be possible that the values of animals are natural
and independent of humankind i.e. inherent worth.

It is that which has intrinsic value or inherent worth to which we
are morally bound and should therefore be considerate towards in
our conduct. That which has intrinsic value or inherent worth is
said to be morally relevant.

Environmental Morals and Environmental
Ethics

Environmental morals concern our conduct and relation towards
nature in practice. Accordingly, environmental ethics can be said to
be the rational and systematic evaluation of our interaction with
the natural environment, and subsequently the inquity into how
we ought to relate to the natural world. Environmental ethics can
therefore be distinguished from human ethics in that the latter is
concerned with the norms and values of actions and relations bet-
ween people or between people and society.

We have earlier stated that the transformations in nature caused
by humans do not always have an immediate or a tangible effect on
our lives. It is not possible to detect with our own senses the green-
house effect, the thinning of the ozone layer, or the diminishing
number of species, nor do we suffer to any great extent from these
developments. On the contrary, we are afforded many personal
advantages by consuming a vast range of luxuries and ignoring all
the hard work involved in recycling and other ‘eco friendly’ activi-
ties. A central question in environmental ethics is therefore: who
should we show consideration to when evaluating the consequences of our
interaction with nature?

In a technologically advanced industrialised society, the conse-
quences of our actions have far reaching implications, both in time
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and space and on all aspects of life for humans, animals and plant
life alike. One can take a common situation such as driving a petrol-
driven car to work which, as opposed to cycling, contributes to the
greenhouse effect, which in turn leads to changing conditions for
farming and for the ‘matural’ ecosystems throughout the world.
From another viewpoint, by driving a car and burning fossil fuels
one has the benefits of (traffic permitting) a quick, effective and
comfortable means of transportation to work. It is possible that by
releasing exhaust fumes into the atmosphere we might experience a
feeling of guilt, as we are aware of the detrimental effect this has on
both people and the natural environment. The result is a conflict of
values. The different values are opposed and the question is, to
whom or what do we have moral obligations and how far do those
obligations stretch?

The question is whether or not our moral obligations encompass:

e all the people alive on earth today,

e the future, taking the future generations of people into considera-
tion,

e the natural environment and having a sense of responsibility
towatrds other living organisms,

e entire biological systems, e.g. species, ecosystems and landscapes?

A central aspect of environmental ethics is, therefore, what we
regard as being morally relevant or what/who is included within
the moral sphere. Below we will look more closely at how one can
discuss our moral relation to the natural environment by applying
various environmentally ethical standpoints.

Environmental Ethical Categories

A category of environmental ethics involves a systematic, cohesive
and consistent way of revising the questions raised in regard to
humankind’s interaction with nature. There are a number of ways
of classifying the various environmentally ethical standpoints. The
point of departure for the classification which has been chosen here
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is; who/what is to be included in the environmentally moral
sphere, i.e. who/what do we have a moral responsibility towards
and what are the reasons for considering these morally relevant.*

Here we will treat three main categories: the anthropocentric
which regards only humans as being motally relevant; the biocentric
which includes animals and in some cases plant life within the
moral sphere and finally the ecocentric which encompasses the
entire ecosystem within its ethical standpoint. Each of these catego-
ries has, of course, a number of variations and we will to some
extent address the various lines of reasoning within each category
respectively.

Anthropocentric Environmental Ethics

In this section we will look into two types of anthropocentric envi-
ronmental ethics, first, modern anthropocentrism and later a devel-
opment of this which we have termed late modern anthropo-
centrism.

Modern Anthropocentrism

The word anthropos comes from Greek and means human. The
word anthropocentric is used to describe the belief that humankind
is at the centre of all existence. Modern anthropocentricism can be
said to have its origins in the scientific revolution of the 17 Cen-
tury. The anthropocentric way of regarding humankind’s relations-
hip with nature is, therefore, associated with that period in history
and it’s doctrines of social and cultural development. It is this envi-
ronmental ethic which formed the basis for the development of the
industrialised society.®

4  This reference point in the division of different orientations of environmental
ethics results in the overlooking of other important alternative approaches e.g.
ecoferninism which has a gender perspective on environmental ethics and sees
ethics as being based on relationships rather than on values (see Merchant,
1980).

5 See chapter two.
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The founding idea for modern anthropocentrism is that human-
kind is seen as being separate from nature. This opinion is based on
the dualistic idea that humankind and nature are two great entities,
Other aspects include a mechanical and an atomistic view of the
natural world: nature is likened to a machine and the individual
components are the point of departure in understanding and
explaining the world as a whole.

In modern anthropocentric environmental ethics, only human-
kind is morally relevant. There are two main arguments to support
this statement. The first is based on the Christian religion’s belief
that humankind was created in the image of God. The 17" Century
philosopher, René Descartes, developed this further by stating that
only humans had souls and were capable of thinking and reason-
ing. According to Descartes, animals were soulless automatons that
also lacked emotions, interests, self-awareness and the ability to
experience pain.

The second founding idea originated in the Age of Enlighten-
ment® and its belief in human reason and free will. One of the
Enlightenment’s leading figures, Immanuel Kant, stated that of all
the life on earth only humans had the ability to act morally, and
that humans are bound, from their knowledge of their duty as
rational beings, to obey the categorical imperative to respect other
rational beings. This means that only human beings can be
included within this moral sphere.

Humankind’s unique position allows us the right to rule the nat-
ural world, make use of its resources and adapt the natural environ-
ment according to our ambitions, desires and interests. The natural
world has only instrumental value and its function is to fulfil the
wishes of humankind. It is only in this fulfilment that animals,
plants, mountains, lakes forests etc are seen as having values.”

6 The Enlightenment was a philosophical movement formed during the late 18t
Century. One of the core beliefs was that humans, through education and
applying reason, can distinguish between good and evil, and right and wrong
etc., see also chapter six.

7 Compare with how some people can question the rights’ of mosquitoes to a life
since they are only a source of irritation to humans, but with the realisation that
mosquitoes make up part of the diet of small birds, which can be nice to listen
to or look at, they can then be granted the right to exist.
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In brief, one can say that one of the supporting theories in the
modern approach is the strong belief that all of humankind’s prob-
lems can be solved with the help of science and technology. By
investing in scientific and technological development, which can
effectively exploit the earth’s natural resources, a rapid rate of eco-
nomical and material growth can be achieved. The modern
approach is based, to a large extent, on the optimistic belief that
development will solve all present and future problems, i.e. things
can only get better!

This also implies that the solutions to environmental problems
lie in scientific and technological development. If a natural resource
was to become scarce, technological development would then
hopefully result in either a more effective way of utilizing the
resource or finding another resource as a replacement. This could be
interpreted as an example of how the industrialised nations have
developed their environmental standpoints based on the original
understanding that the planet’s natural resources are limitless, as is
the planet’s capacity to absorb all the waste produced by human
activity.

Environmentally ethical demands based on the modern anthro-
pocentric approach are limited in that no humans are to be harmed
in the process of extracting and utilizing natural resources. Parallel
with the modern approach is also the idea that global resources are
divided in a justifiable way. A central question is, therefore, to what
extent can this ethical demand be stretched; is it enough that all
people have their basic requirements for existence met, or do we all
have the right to the same quality of life? However, we do not have
to concern ourselves with future generations, as any problems that
arise are supposed to be solved through technological develop-
ment. Neither do we need to care about the natural environment as
it only holds instrumental value.

Late-Modern Anthropocentrism

When the effects of the industrialised nations’ exploitation of the
natural environment became all the more apparent during the
second half of the 20" Century, traditional anthropocentric envi-
ronmental ethics were increasingly disputed. A new anthropocen-

100 © The Authors and Studentlitteratur



5 Environmental Problems from an Ethical Point of View

tric ethic began to take shape which questioned certain aspects of
modern anthropocentrism’s standpoint on nature and humans’
relationship with the natural world, but at the same time to a large
extent upheld the founding characteristics of modern antropocen-
trism. This development of anthropocentrics can therefore be refer-
red to as late-modern anthropocentric environmental ethics.® This form
of environmental ethics characterises a great number of influential
environmental reports that started to appear during the 1980s.
Some examples were given in chapter two, e.g. ‘Our Common
Future’ and ‘Agenda 21’, in which the term ‘sustainable develop-
ment’ was introduced.

Late-modern anthropocentrism shares a point of departure with
modern anthropocentrism, in that they both prioritise the needs
and interests of humankind. Only humans have intrinsic value and
the natural environment is valued partly in terms of its economic
worth and partly because of the enjoyment that experiencing the
natural world can give. It also shares the same optimistic opinions
on economic growth and technological development. An impor-
tant difference is, though, that the late-modern approach supports
the goal of an enhanced quality of life, in contrast to the original
goal of increased material wealth.

In the case of moral responsibilities in our interaction with
nature, the matter of the fair distribution of global resources
remains. The difference between the two approaches lies in the fact
that the late-modern approach recognises our moral responsibilities
towards future generations. An important insight which lies behind
late-modern anthropocentrism is that the technical knowledge we
possess can have far reaching effects on the lives of humans for
hundreds or possibly thousands of years into the future, so that we
should therefore develop ethical restrictions for the application of
this technology. These restrictions in our interaction with the natu-
ral world would be dictated by our consideration of the future gen-
erations and not by nature itself.

A future ethic of this kind does, however, raise a number of ques-
tions. How far into the future do our responsibilities stretch; must
we take two, three or ten or more of the coming generations into
consideration? Does the responsibility diminish in relation to how

8  See chapter six for details about the late-modern society.
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distant the generations are? Even if our responsibilities lie in our
concern of the coming generations, what do we know about their
needs and interests? To what extent are these assumed interests to
be approached? Is it enough to ensure that they have the means to
survive, or should they be able to enjoy the same quality of life as
we do today; or should future generations have the opportunity to
improve on that life quality?

A common opinion within this environmentally ethical
approach towards these questions is that our utilization of natural
resources will unavoidably affect the conditions for future genera-
tions. This is ethically acceptable since we, by means of continued
technological development and use of alternative resources, can
ensure that future generations have equal opportunities for a good
life. Continued scientific development is, therefore, necessary in
order for this ethical approach to be considered acceptable. Con-
trary to modern anthropocentrism’s exploitation of the natural
world, late-modern anthropocentrism points out that all techno-
logical development must be in accord with nature.

Problems Encountered in Anthropocentrism

From a philosophical viewpoint, anthropocentrism can be seen as
problematic in that it supports the belief that humankind has a
higher value than all other organisms.’ Today’s secular western
world makes any reference to religious ethics to defend this posi-
tion seem invalid. The claims stated by Immanuel Kant that only
those capable of moral thought are morally relevant (humankind)
are not unproblematic either: on what grounds can one claim that
those who cannot act morally cannot therefore have intrinsic
value? We cannot expect a forest to act morally towards humans,
but if we feel that a forest has intrinsic value then it is logical to
assume that it should also be morally relevant.

Neither is it an easy task to identify a characteristic which is
unique to humankind and which gives us a moral superiority. What
do we actually know about animals’ souls, consciousness and sense

9 Le. we have the right to appoint ourselves as evaluators, and we also have
intrinsic values which distinguish us from all other forms of life.
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of reason etc? If we were to find a characteristic that could be
regarded as unique, who is to determine that it is just that aspect
which assures moral value? There is also the risk of choosing a
human characteristic simply because we are humans, since we are
directly involved in the dispute as well as being both judge and
jury. It is equally problematic when creating a hierarchy of values
based on certain attributes, If a certain attribute allows for a higher
moral value, then who is to claim otherwise if we rank humankind
based on that attribute? If the capacity to reason gives humans a
higher ranking than animals, it is logical to assume that those peo-
ple who are more capable of reasoning will be valued higher than
those who are not so gifted — a suggestion in direct conflict with our
basic understanding of all humans being equal.

The following section will illustrate those environmentally ethi-
cal approaches that are based on other reference points and that
have extended their moral sphere to include more than just human
life.

Non-anthropocentric Environmental
Ethics

Anthropocentric ethics can be said to be the main orientation of
the modern age in the case of humankind's relationship with the
natural world. As mentioned earlier, in chapter two, there has
always been a varying degree of resistance towards this approach.®
A prominent source of resistance was the Romantic Movement,
which originated in the end of the 18 Century. The Romantics
reacted strongly towards the modern age’s mechanical and atomis-
tic view of the natural world and insisted that nature was a living
entity which was best likened to an organism with a soul and a will
to live. Humankind was a part of this totality and estranging itself
from nature was regarded as leading to moral decline.

10 See Worster (1994) on how the contrasting ideas of controlling the natural
world or adapting to it have shared vatrying degrees of popularity throughout
modern history.
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In recent years, a number of more or less radical alternatives to
the anthropocentric ethic have also been put forward, which in
many cases have been rooted in the Romantic Movement. These
opinions have always held a strong position within the alternative
environmental movements, and are closely related to the type of
environmental commitment we described as ‘deep ecology’ (see
chapter two).

Most of those claiming non-anthropocentric ethical standpoints
see humankind as belonging to the natural world and having an
organic worldview. Additionally, humans are not considered as
having an exclusive position in the field of ethical thought. As was
mentioned above, the non-anthropocentric standpoints can be pre-
sented in two categories: biocentric ethics and ecocentric ethics. We
will begin this study by taking a closer look at the biocentric alter-
native,

Biocentrism

Bios is the Greek word for ‘life’; biocentric therefore means to put
life in focus. Within the biocentric movement it is thought that not
only humans, but other living organisms also have intrinsic or
inherent worth. This belief implies that the lives of plants and ani-
mals can also be complete within themselves and therefore have
moral relevance. Accordingly, we should restrict our interaction
with nature, not for our own benefit but out of consideration for
other living organisms.

Biocentrists believe that we do not possess any specific qualities
that allow us to assume an ethically superior position in the world.
Thete are, on the other hand, certain qualities which unify different
forms of life and also give moral relevance to other life forms. The
reasons that oblige humankind to take other organisms into con-
sideration on moral grounds differ somewhat among philosophers.
Some of these reasons are as follows:

e the ability to experience suffering;!

11 This is one of the founding arguments for many of philosophers who support
animal rights e.g. Peter Singer (1987).
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e the striving for self realisation and the fact that other organisms
also strive to develop themselves to their fullest potential;'?

e that other life forms have an inherent will to live;3

e that other life forms have their own interests and strive to
achieve goals in order to benefit themselves.'*

The next question is whether or not the above points apply to all
organisms on planet Earth, and if so, does this then imply that all
life forms are of equal value. O, alternatively, to whom and how
much consideration should humans take in our interaction with
the natural wotld? Some biocentrists believe that all life is born
with inherent worth (independent of human involvement) and
these are the same conditions for all life forms. Others claim that
humans should accredit all life forms with intrinsic value, and that
the value is dependent on the various species’ capacity to expeti-
ence suffering, conscious thought and a quality of life etc. This
implies a hierarchy within the species which can act as a guide in
any conflict of values. Another standpoint is that the physical/men-
tal capacities of the species are so varied that it is only those with
certain features that we are morally obliged to respect. A common
standpoint is, for example, that only those who can experience suf-
fering have intrinsic value and are morally relevant.'®

Although there are certain differences among the various repre-
sentatives of biocentrism, the movement is in full agreement on the
demands of the moral responsibility of humans towards the inter-
ests and needs of other life forms. This opinion has given rise to a
number of extensively debated questions concerning how the con-
flict between the interests of humankind and the interests of ani-
mals can be dealt with e.g.:

12 Inspired by the 17th Century philosopher Spinoza, Arne Naess (1989) presents
this argument in his ecosophical approach.

13 This thought is a main point in Albert Schweitzer's “Reverence for Life”-ethics
(1998), which is based on the Christian philosophy.

14 This claim is held by Paul Taylor (1986/1989), one of the most influential repre-
sentatives of biocentrism today.

15 Singer states that we do not have any ethical responsibilities towards life forms
which do not experience feelings (e.g. mussels and other basic life forms), whilst
on the other hand Schwietzer would probably contend that the principle of life
is present in all life forms and they must therefore all be treated with respect.
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e What do we have the right to eat? If we have to kill in order to
survive, is it more correct to kill plants than animals?

e Isitright to have animals as pets or is this a violation of animals’
rights? Do animals suffer more in captivity than they do in the
wild?

e Do plants have rights? Is it, for instance, right to throw house-
plants away once they start looking a bit withered?

¢ Should animal testing be permitted? If so, where should the line
be drawn? Is it acceptable to test cosmetic products on animals,
or should it just be permitted in the development of life saving
pharmaceuticals?

e Is it immoral to hunt and fish unless it is necessary for sur-
vival? Since it is generally accepted that humans eat meat, is it
then wrong to hunt game living freely in the natural environ-
ment, which in turn reduces the need for keeping animals on
farms?

In practice a radical biocentric lifestyle would be problematical,
since it would demand far-reaching changes in our current cultural
climate. In particular, the conflict between human and environ-
mental ethics creates many difficult problems - not least the fact
that there is a conflict of values when we are faced with the idea
that an animal’s life is equal in value to a human'’s life, even though
we have an ethical understanding that states that all life holds the
same value.

Another problem is actually determining the precise interests of
plants and animals; what are, for example, the interests of a squirrel
or a bee? One option is to allocate an interest based on our own
knowledge and apply the same intuition we would use if were we
caring for a person who, for whatever reason, cannot communicate
with the outside world.*6

An important question in the tension that exists between biocen-
tric and human ethics is the problem refetred to in chapter one,
namely whether humankind is primarily a biological or a cultural

16 We do, for instance, usually follow the will or interests of a a person who we
believe to be dead, unconscious or suffering from some sort of impairment.
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life form. Based on the first standpoint it seems reasonable that
humans occupy a specific ecological niche e.g. that it is natural to
kill and eat those life forms which we were created to eat and to
protect ourselves from parasites and predators etc. The second
standpoint implies claims which define humankind as being a cul-
tural life form with the ability to go beyond our natural instincts,
and with our cultural development make ethically based decisions
e.g. choosing a different food source than our hunter gatherer
ancestors.

Ecocentrism

Ecocentrism is a non-anthropocentric, environmental ethical belief
which can be seen as an expansion of biocentrism, although it does
have some slightly differing reference points. ‘Eco’ comes from the
Greek oikos, which means house, but it also can be understood as
the entity in which we all live (thus it can be understood in the
same way as ‘eco’ in ‘ecology’, see chapter four). For biocentrists,
only living organisms have intrinsic value or inherent worth, but
for ecocentrists, even biological systems e.g. ecosystems and species
have either intrinsic value or inherent worth and are morally rele-
vant.

The reasoning behind this expansion is based on a holistic theory
that life is organised in whole systems, e.g. ecosystems. In the same
way that countless cells together make up a dynamic organism,
numerous organisms with specific characteristics and qualities
make up an ecosystem with the ability to adapt and control itself,
From this viewpoint, ecocentrists believe that the ecosystems and
the species therein are ‘wholes’ that preserve life on earth which
humans, when interacting with the natural world, can either bene-
fit or damage. Therefore we have the moral responsibility to respect
and care for these biological systems when we interact with the
environment.

The ecocentrists prioritise the ‘whole’ rather than separate units.
In many ways, acting with consideration towards entire systems
involves a completely different approach than that which would
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benefit individuals.'” The norm is to interact in such a way that the
biological systems remain intact and stable (even the word ‘beauti-
ful’ is used by some ecocentrists) and that they maintain their
capacity to develop and evolve in all their diversity.

But many consider the consequences of the norm that the total-
ity is superior to the individual as quite problematic. Ecocentrism
has also been accused of ‘ecofascism’, i.e. the freedom of individuals
is subordinate to the well being of biological systems. A central
question is therefore, how concerned should we be in the preserva-
tion of whole systems in relation to the interests of individuals? In
patticular, the concern for ‘wholes’ in relation to human values,
needs and desires is a difficult issue.

According to ecocentrism, in matters dealing with more general
questions of social development, the values associated with biolog-
ical wholes should be prioritised above human interests. This opin-
ion demands minimum negative human influence as a key element
in social development plans, and that we try to achieve certain
goals such as a reduction in population figures and a reduction in
resoutce exploitation. Other achievements include preserving natu-
ral areas that up until now have been untouched by humans, in
addition to restoring areas that have been damaged by human
involvement.

The Conflict Between Human Ethics and
Environmental Ethics

In our study of biocentrism and ecocentrism, we have encountered
several problems where the principles of environmental ethics are
in conflict with basic human values. It therefore seems reasonable

17 Itisimportant to note here that there are differences in the consequences of the
ecocentric approach compared with the biocentric (especially in the case of ani-
mal rights). According to ecocentrists, species are more important than individ-
uals and therefore there is not the same commitment to reducing the suffering
of individuals within a species. Natural suffering and natural exploitation of
resources that are in agreement with our evolutionary role in the ecosystem -
e.g. eating meat —is considered acceptable. It is considered equally acceptable to
keep animals in captivity as long as they do not suffer more than they would in
their natural environment. For biocentrists, on the other hand, it is fundamen-
taily unacceptable to deptive a creature of its freedom.
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that we take a closer look at these types of problems and suggest
various ways of relating to these conflicts from a non-anthropocen-
tric (mainly ecocentric) perspective.

The simplest reason for these conflicts is the fact that we are deal-
ing with two separate systems of ethics: environmental ethics
which concerns questions on our relationship with the natural
world and all other life forms, and human ethics which involves
questions of how humans live together in society. These belief sys-
tems are governed by norms that cannot easily be applied outside
the contexts in which they were created. It is in the situations
where these ethical principles clash that conflicts arise, and the
resulting question is always which principles should prevail. It is
when environmentally ethical principles are prioritised in favour of
human ethical principles that one tuns the risk of being labelled as
an ‘environmental fascist’.

This problem can be illustrated with an exercise on values which
is used in teaching environmental ethics in schools and teacher
training colleges. The exercise is based on the following macabre
scenario: ‘You are out driving along a forest road and, after turning
a corner, are met by the following scene: a car with the driver and a
dog have hit an elk and a wolf, which had been chasing the elk. The
driver of the car, the dog, the elk and the wolf are all lying on the
road in a critical condition. Being medically trained you immedi-
ately realise that not all of them will survive and you must priori-
tise; the first to receive your attention will have the best chance of
survival. In which order would you try to save these creatures?’

Based on the strict principles of ecocentrism it would be com-
pletely acceptable to choose the wolf first, since they are an endan-
gered species and are therefore of greatest importance to the bio
diversity. For many people, however, this choice would almost cer-
tainly be in conflict with our spontaneous moral reaction that the
human life is the most important. Is it ethically possible to defend
this type of choice and still maintain an ecocentric perspective?

In solving this kind of problem, many ecocentric philosophers
would rationalise in the following way. We must clearly take the
entire bio diversity into consideration e.g. species and ecosystems,
but the individuals which constitute the whole can be prioritised
first. This is due to the fact that the individuals also have intrinsic
value and are consequently equally important or even motre impor-
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tant than the whole. It is also possible to give precedence to human
ethics in conflicts concetning both human and environmental eth-
ics. Humans can, for instance, be accredited with a higher intrinsic
value compared with the same values of biological systems. Accord-
ing to this ethical standpoint, it can therefore be justifiable to chop
down an untouched forest in order to ensure traffic safety, as this
would result in saving human lives. Another option to take when
prioritising humans is to refer to the principle that states that it is
natural and acceptable to prioritise that which is closest to us: our
families, people, the society we are part of etc.

To reduce the tension between the natural and cultural worlds,
one can ask the question: on which level do the differing interests
lie in each situation where value conflicts arise? It seems reasonable
to utilise natural resources in order to satisfy basic human needs,
but when this utilisation crosses the boundary from human needs
to entertainment and luxury, it becomes ethically unjustifiable
from a non-anthropocentric perspective. The difficult question is:
who draws the line for what is considered luxury and basic require-
ments in today’s cultural climate?

A guiding principle in environmental ethics can be that the value
which an action has for humans must exceed the intrinsic values
held by the organisms who suffer as a result of the act. We can, for
example, ask ourselves how we should value the joy of having a
bunch of wild flowers on the dining table in relationship to the loss
of life involved for the flowers.

Summary

In this chapter it has been our aim to demonstrate how humans can
relate to the problematic environmental situation and how this
relationship can be based on values. Various authors and philo-
sophers have developed different approaches in environmental eth-
ics to act as guidelines in our interaction with nature. The following
table illustrates the points of departure and the basic principles of
the different categories of environmental ethics:
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Modern Late- Biocentrism | Ecocentrism
Anthropo- modern
centrism Anthropo-
centrism
Phifosophical | The Enlight- | The Enlight- | The Roman- | The Roman-
Origins enment enment tic Move- tic Move-
ment ment
View of Mechanical Mechanical Organic Organic
Nature
Moral rele- People alive People alive People and People, other
vance today today and other fiving organisms
future individuals and biologi-
generations cal wholes
(species,
ecosystems,
landscapes)
Relationship Humankind Humankind Humankind Humankind
to nature separate as a part of as a part of as a part of
from nature nature nature nature
Natural Natural Adaptation Adaptation
world should | world should | and consider- | to nature for
be control- be control- ationtoother | the
led and led and life forms benefit of the
dominated cultivated for develop-
the benefit of ment of
humans all biological
systems

Perhaps the most important difference lies in the successive expan-
sion of environmental ethics: from modern anthropocentrism mainly
restricted to human life, via late-modern anthropocentrism where
future generations became a concern, to biocentrism in which other
living individuals were included, and finally to ecocentrism which
includes whole biological systems.

From the perspective of problematic environmental issues as
value questions, there are no objective solutions or absolute ‘rights’
or ‘wrongs’. There are no scientific answers to the question of to
what degree and in what way we have the right to exploit the nat-
ural world for the well being of humans. Within the different
approaches to environmental ethics, different debates have devel-
oped which address how we should relate to the natural world and
111
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the living organisms therein. As we have seen, all these approaches
present both advantages and disadvantages.

Applying these approaches in morally correct interaction with
the natural world has also proved to be a difficult process. A strict
adoption of certain environmental ethics often results in many
practical problems in peoples’ daily lives. One possible solution can
be to make moral judgements in relation to the specific circum-
stances of each individual case and by applying principles of envi-
ronmental ethics to guide us in evaluating the outcomes of our
interaction with nature.

Another aspect that can cause difficulties in moral correctness
when dealing with the environment is the fact that it is often not
possible to directly experience the consequences of our actions,
since the results will not be apparent until some time in the future.
This can be compared with our interaction with other people in
daily life where we often receive a direct response to our actions. We
can evaluate the consequences of our interaction with people and
we also experience satisfaction if we have benefited people in some
way. The consequences of moral actions in an environmental situ-
ation are often very difficult to detect or only possible to see at
some time in the distant future. Here our actions are very small
parts of a complete network of human action. This makes it much
harder to experience an ‘environmentally moral intuition’ com-
pared with the moral intuition in interaction with other human
beings.

In teaching, this presents a great challenge in creating opportuni-
ties for school pupils to develop a conscious approach to environ-
mental ethics as well as developing sensitivity in their approach to
environmental moral issues and dilemmas.

Further Reading

The following books are recommended for further reading about
the topics of envitronmental ethics:

Callicott, J. Baird (1989). In Defence of the Land Ethics: Essays in Environmen-
tal Philosophy. New York: SUNY Press.

Callicott, J. Baird (1999). Beyond the Land Ethics: More Essays in Environmen-
tal Philosophy. New York: SUNY Press.
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Norton, Bryan G. (1987). Why Preserve Natural Variety? Princeton: Princeton
University Press.

Des Jardins, Joseph (1997). Environmental Ethics: An Introduction to Environ-
mental Philosophy. Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing Company.

Van DeVeer, Donald & Pierce, Christine (Eds.) (1998). The Environmental
Ethics and Policy Book: Philosophy, Ecology, Economics. Belmont:
Wadsworth Publishing Company.

Zimmerman, Michael E. (Ed.) (1993). Environmental Philosophy: From Ani-
mal Rights to Radical Ecology. Englewood Cliffs New Jersey: Prentice Hall.
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6 Environmental Problems from
a Political Point of View

In the previous chapter we presented some of the different ways of
seeing humankind’s relationship with nature, as well as alternative
suggestions as to how humankind should interact with nature. In
society, it is necessary to organise all these different standpoints,
interests and demands in the form of collective agreements, which
are then implemented to ensure that society and the natural envi-
ronment remain in a preferred balance, deal with environmental
problems and decide how natural resources are to be shared etc.

In managing the societal aspect of environmental problems, we
must be able to relate current environmental issues to today’s soci-
ety. We need theories that can help us understand the various trans-
formations which society has been through, the conditions for
social life existing in today’s society and the changes that are cur-
rently taking place.

In the field of social sciences during recent decades, there has
been a great deal of debate on the state of social and cultural cli-
mates within western societies. One aspect that many of the
changes have in common is that they challenge, in various ways,
the founding ideas, lifestyles and structures of modern industrial
society.

Theories on the transformations within society have had a great
deal of influence in social science debates. A number of specialists —
mainly sociologists — have formulated certain ideas which have had
great impact on the way research into environmental issues is car-
ried out in today’s society. The main focus in this chapter will be the
debate within the social sciences on the changing role of science,
and how this change allows us to see environmental issues from a
political perspective.
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The current perspectives also put questions on the aims and pur-
poses of environmental education under scrutiny. This implies that
there is good reason to look more closely at these theories in respect
to our study on how to address environmental and developmental
issues in schools.

We will introduce the chapter with a more detailed description of
those ideas previously mentioned in the book, which are usually
associated with the modern project. These ideas can be said to repre-
sent the development of the modern industrialised society and the
strong position held by scientific study and research. This will be
followed by a presentation of the opinions of leading sociologists
on the definitions of today’s late-modern society and the present
environmental situation, which they claim is a consequence of the
modern project. Additionally, there will be a theoretical post-modern
critique of the modern approach and the highly influential role of
the scientific community. Finally, conclusions will be drawn from
the late-modern and post-modern petrspectives as to the political
character of the whole environmental issue.

The Modern Project

The modern age is said to have its origins in the scientific revolu-
tion at the beginning of the 17® Century (see chapter one). How-
ever, it is mainly during the Age of Enlightenment in the 18" Cen-
tury that modern thought began to be developed and cultivated. As
a result of the Enlightenment, the modern approach received atten-
tion as a philosophical project, i.e. that definite objectives were
associated with this new way of reasoning. The Enlightenment was
characterised by a belief that humans were independent beings
who were rational by nature and acted with their own and their fel-
low beings’ best interests in mind. The modern project was con-
cerned with liberating this potential from authorities and dogmatic
systems of thought (mainly religious) which had, since the Middle
Ages, controlled the worldview of most people. The philosophers of
the Enlightenment claimed that each person should make deci-
sions and choices in life by applying treason and common sense. A
motto of the Enlightenment was ‘Always think for yourself'.

116 © The Authors and Studentlitteratur



6 Environmental Problems from a Political Point of View

The Search for Universal Truths and Goodness

The thinkers of the Enlightenment believed that free individuals
must have access to objective facts in order to form an independent
understanding of important issues. It is the duty of the scientific
community to supply people with these facts. The natural world is
seen as being governed by laws, which are mechanical, constant
and logical; consequently it is possible for human reason to
understand them. The task of the natural sciences is to find the cor-
rect method to investigate the natural world so that a true defini-
tion of it can be presented. Ideally, scientific truths should be com-
pletely free of any subjective evaluations.

However, not only knowledge but also correct value judgements
are considered logical and universal. This implies that the studies of
philosophy and humanities can pin down definite and objective
answers to any ethical and political questions, which arise in the
same way that the natural sciences present definite and objective
answers to questions concerning the natural world.

In order to supply objective answers to questions on truth and
goodness, it is seen as necessary to establish a strong neutral ground
that can serve as a reference point for all human thought and
action. The search for this point of reference is based on the belief
that there is a reality regardless of whether it is experienced or how it
is experienced. This viewpoint is usually referred to as realism.

Therefore, the modern philosophical and scientific goal can be
said to be based on the attempt to create a definite reference point
on which a universal theory can be formed, i.e. a theory on truth
and goodness which is valid for all time and completely independ-
ent of individual interests and desires. A theory of this kind would
apply to every branch of science.

A main point in the modern project is that humans, with the
help of science, can exert control over their lives. Above all it is the
idea that, with the knowledge of the laws of nature, one is able to
govern natural processes and adapt the natural world according to
human desires.! By applying science and technology, humankind

1 This could be compared with the definition of nature given in chapter one: the
natural world makes up the elements and processes which humans do not con-
sciously control. Based on this definition it can be said that one of the aims of
the the modern project is to conquer the natural world and transform nature to
culture (from ‘wilderness’ to cultural landscape).
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will thus move towards a better future. Through an increasingly
mote effective exploitation of natural resources, material standards
in society will improve as will the welfare of people. Science is, in
this way, a method of controlling the development of society. Sci-
ence and reason can also be applied to control people themselves.
By means of education and the development of reason, people
become cultivated and their primitive urges and instincts are
restrained. With the help of science humans become liberated, not
only from secular and religious authorities, but also from the forces
of nature. The purpose of the so-called ‘grand narrative’ of the mod-
ern project can therefore be explained as liberating people by allow-
ing them access to a scientifically based education.

The modern project is thus strongly associated with the belief of
reason and science, and also the belief that a tangible, objective
point of reference that can be applied when defining nature and
social life is necessary to avoid social chaos and moral decline.

The Late-modern Society

But where have the modern project, science and reason led us? A
number of leading sociologists, such as Ulrich Beck and Anthony
Giddens?, claim that in today’s cultural environment we exist in
something which is described as a late-modern state of being and
that we live in a late-modern society. In spite of society having
undergone a number of radical transformations, it is implied that it
is still following the path of development that was started in the
modern project. This means, among other things, that science and
reason continue to have a leading role in late-modern societies.
How, then, will late-modern thinkers characterise contemporary
society?

2 SeeBeck (1992) and Giddens (1991). Even if there are many differences between
the two, there are similarities in their ways of dealing with the matters in ques-
tion here. They will be referred to in this text as ‘the late-modern sociologists’.
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The Reflexive Society

A central term in the late-modern theory on our present situation is
reflexivity: this means that human beings possess the property of
self-consciousness — they are able to reflect on themselves, their
situations and relationships. Through the liberation from authority
and our understanding of reason, which was a result of the modern
project, we now have the capability of questioning our own abili-
ties and opportunities. This also applies to life on a social level, and
we can therefore speak in terms of late-modernity as being a reflex-
ive modernity.> We can, in turn, also question the reference points
and goals we have in the development of society. In this late-
modern state of existence, the development of society cannot be
said to have any given goals; these goals are constantly under deli-
beration and negotiation and therefore constantly in a state of
change.

Abandoning Traditions

Throughout history, traditions have been highly influential guide-
lines and have prescribed both small and large aspects of humans’
lives. This applied to opinions and values as it did much as to free
time activities and vocational choices. These traditions could have
been connected to the close family and relations, local communi-
ties, social class, ethnicity, gender etc. Traditions have, to a great
extent, imposed limitations on humans’ lives, but they also affor-
ded security to individuals, families and communities.

Reflexivity has made it possible for us to question traditional
ways of living. There seems to be a tendency to display an ever-
increasing abandonment of values, norms and institutions associ-
ated with traditions. ‘It's always been done this way’ is no longer a
valid argument in today’s society. Freed from traditions, we are
faced with a number of options on how we are to live our lives.

In a multicultural and pluralistic society we encounter a diversity
of life styles. There are many variations of ‘family life’ and the
choice of profession is no longer determined by social background.

3 This term is used by both Beck and Giddens.
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Moteovet, there is a multitude of sub-cultures with varying life
styles to choose from. When group or social affiliations have less
and less significance, the society is said to become individualistic;
individuals are to take responsibility for their own lives and create
their own life projects, Howevet, at the same time, many people
seek security in authorities and strong public figures that receive a
lot of attention in the mainstream media. From these two opposing
points we can see a contrast in the loss of traditions; we have gained
freedom but lost security.

A Changing Identity

From the late-modern perspective, our identity is seen as being soci-
ally and culturally dependent. Initially this means that our identity
is in a perpetual state of change. Secondly, it implies that we as indi-
viduals can possess a number of identities depending on the situation
and context in which we are acting. This could explain why, in cer-
tain situations, we have difficulties in living up to values we feel
committed to in other situations (imagine, for instance, a student
who strongly advocates a radical ecocentric environmental ethical
standpoint in environmental discussions in school; but in his/her
free time travels hundreds of kilometres to go skiing on artificial
snow at a resort in, until very recently, untouched mountain land-
scapes).

Ambivalence Towards Science

Reflexivity has also resulted in our relationship with science beco-
ming characterised by a degree of ambivalence. Science and techno-
logy have, of course, asserted a certain amount of control over the
natural world; enough to remove the direct dependency on the for-
ces of nature, which in turn has afforded us a comfortable lifestyle,
This has resulted in a dependency relationship with technology
and science. We need scientific and technical experts so we can
both understand and function in our daily lives. We use equipment
e.g. computers, cars or electric tooth brushes, without actually
knowing how they actually work or how to repair them if they
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break down. One example is the fact that there are cars being pro-
duced where the bonnet can only be opened at authorised garages.
We live in a complex, abstract, high technological and globalised
society in which it is possible to only understand a small part of. We
are involved daily in a large number of abstract systems: economic,
energy, food supply, information, politics etc.

Science has not managed to supply the definite answers that the
philosophers of the Enlightenment had hoped for. There is still a lot
of disagreement surrounding many questions and the scientific
theories are also constantly being revised and rewritten. This has
resulted in doubts as to whether science actually has the potential
to endow humankind with a good life and a good society.

The Risk Society

The uncertainty of the capabilities and limitations of the scientific
world are perhaps most clearly visible in connection with environ-
mental issues. The late-modern social theorists are among the first
to have seriously integrated environmental issues into under-
standing society.* Central to these theories is the term risk. This
term was mainly associated with the sociologist Ulrich Beck who
introduced the term risk society in the 1980s.5

The risk society is a state in the development of western societies
characterised by a global economy based on far reaching scientific
and technological development.® According to Beck, such a society
is in a position to allow people a good social and material standard
of living, although there is also a certain amount of risk or hazard
involved in such a practice. These hazards are part of the social

4 It can be also noted that the German sociologists Theodor Adorno and Max
Horkheimer sharply criticised humankind’s attempted dominance of the natu-
ral world as early as the 1940's in “Dialectic of Enlightenment” (1969).

5  The term was introduced by Beck in the book Risk Society: Towards a New Moder-
nity (1992; In German: Risikogesellschaft: Auf dem Weg in eine andere Moderne,
published in 1986) and received a great deal of attention. The term is also used
by Giddens.

6  Therisksociety is a development of industrialised society. These types of society
can be considered theoretical ideals. Therefore we cannot actually claim that we
are living in a risk society, but might be heading towards one — the term indi-
cates an orientation.
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structure and therefore there is nothing we can do about them as
long as the present social climate prevails. Prosperity and hazards
develop togethet, so to speak hand in hand. The hazards are associ-
ated with the development of technological systems; energy sys-
tems create hazards such as nuclear reactor meltdowns, the trans-
portation system creates hazards which affect the climate, chemical
usage creates hazards by poisoning natural habitats etc. We do not
know in advance what the result of technological development will
be, e.g. nobody could predict the thinning of the ozone layer, and
nobody can be sure of when or where the next nuclear power sta-
tion meltdown will take place. This is why it seems more appropri-
ate to discuss hazards rather than risks — a risk is something that we
consciously take and can calculate, whereas hazards are more
unpredictable and extremely difficult to control effectively.

Characterising Environmental Problems

According to late-modern sociologists, what is it that specifically
characterises the environmental hazards in today’s risk society?
Humans have always been exposed to all kinds of hazards. The dif-
ference, however, is that earliet in history these hazards came from
outside the sphere of influence of societies e.g. earthquakes, crop
failure, and epidemics. Humans themselves unintentionally manu-
facture the hazards in risk societies. They are the consequences of
our actions, although we have not consciously chosen the hazards
which we created, e.g. when the western nations chose to develop
energy networks powered by fossil fuels, such aspects as acid rain
and greenhouse gases were not included in the planning but were
an unavoidable consequence of it.

One of the most defining characteristics of modern society is the
unprecedented pace of development. Additionally, there is also an
intensive interaction between local and global activities. Our daily
lives are influenced by and dependent on events that take place in
distant locations all over the world, as well as our own activities also
having global implications. This results in hazards becoming both
mote diffuse and abstract and increasingly difficult for ‘normal’
people to understand and relate to.
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The environmental problems of today can be said to have moved
the boundaries of both space and time. For example, it is impossible
to predict where and when the greenhouse effect will manifest
itself, as it is a constant process that has been in effect for a long
time and will continue for many years into the future. We all con-
tribute to this problem on a varying scale and on a daily basis, and
people, animals and plants all over the world are more or less
affected. In this way, environmental issues even eradicate national
and class boundaries. Even if developing countries and poor people
are generally more exposed to the effects of environmental prob-
lems, it is only a matter of time before the privileged will also begin
suffering from the effects of environmental damage. In the long
term it would be in everybody’s interest to deal with environmental
problems in the most effective ways possible.

The Possibilities of Environmental Commitment from
the Late-modern Perspective

What is, then, the best way of dealing with a situation known for its
conflicts and hazards? The late-modern sociologists continue to
have faith in the potential of the modern project, although there
are areas of disagreement. Giddens claims that it is important to
remain aware of the limitations of the modern project, and he
refers to the hazards created by technological development as an
example. Additionally, he states that whereas science and reason
can supply answers to questions on the actual make up of the
world, they are of no benefit in existential matters and questions of
values e.g. that which constitutes a good life.

When addressing the issue of environmental commitment, both
Beck and Giddens seem to agree on the importance of grounding
this commitment on a solid base. In this sense they are confident
that both reason and the scientific community are capable of form-
ing the basis for democratic solutions to environmental problems.

As stated earlier, late-modern thinkers have stressed that we have
created a social situation in which we can no longer monitor the
consequences of our actions. Since we can only physically detect a
small number of hazards, we have become dependent on scientific
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resources to discover these hazards for us. Even though scientists
are not always in complete agreement, their collective knowledge
constitutes a basis from which we can understand the world and
the changing environment. If there were no scientific research into
the changes in the biosphere, it is likely that we would still be igno-
rant of the greenhouse effect, the thinning of the ozone layer, the
depletion of species or acidification. The acceptance of scientific
definitions of environmental problems is also a standard require-
ment if they are to be addressed in the public debate.

Very few people, however, have access to scientific reports on
environmental issues. Most of us receive information about envi-
ronmental threats and damage through mainstream media sources.
This implies that how the media depicts environmental issues has a
great effect on the collective awareness of the general public. Inde-
pendent media sources are therefore essential in democratic debates
on environmental issues.

Both Beck and Giddens have a great deal of faith in human rea-
son and our ability to deal democratically with environmental
issues in a morally correct way. According to Beck, the solutions to
problems lies within our ability to reflect on our self and our
present situation. With a continued liberation of reason we can
achieve progress by maintaining a healthy criticism of the lifestyles
and societies we have created. It is also through reason that we can
increase our awareness of the fact that environmental issues are a
global concern which we all share. In this way Beck hopes to uproot
the traditional beliefs in ‘us and them’, ‘now and later’, and ‘here
and there’, and in doing so form a feeling of solidarity which spans
actoss space and time as well as the divisions of classes within
society.

Post-modern Challenges

The theories on late-modern society discussed above can be seen as
a description of what it is like to live in contemporary society from
a certain perspective. Parallel with these theories, a number of
social scientists have appeared who have either referred to them-
selves or have been classified as post-modern. The wotrd post in post-
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modern implies that it describes something which follows moder-
nity. Post-modern theories are, however, not descriptions of a
period in society but rather a theoretical perspective — a way of
thinking or relating to life and society.

If the late-modern theories can be seen as a critical development
of modernity, then the post-modern approach represents a compre-
hensive critique of the ideas of modernity, where even the late-
modern ideas are questioned. The main criticism is aimed at one of
the founding ideas in modern thought i.e. the belief that it is poss-
ible to form a system of knowledge that is valid for all cultures for
all time.

Disputing Universal Truths and Goodness

The post-modern theorists’ dispute any claims that there might be
a possibility of discovering a universal truth or something which is
universally ‘good’. They mean that in spite of the exhaustive efforts
of science and philosophy, the attempts to find anything that is not
dependent on a particular culture have failed.

The post-modernists claim that it is simply not possible to define
a constant, neutral basis from which we can objectively relate to the
world and our lives. This is why it has never been possible to formu-
late an all-encompassing theory which can combine and unite the
numerous branches of science and philosophy.

As a result, both science and philosophy have been divided into
various disciplines and orientations, where each division has devel-
oped its respective methods and criteria for determining what is
true or right and good. Instead of a ‘grand narrative’ about the
truths of the world and how we should live ‘the good life’ and cre-
ate ‘the good society’, thete are a great many ‘local narratives’ about
what is true, good, and right. In light of this we can speak in terms
of a diversity of understandings and explanations. Another key-
word in this area is contingency, which can be said to represent the
idea that the development of things is not predetermined and

7  This section is based on the works of the authors: Jean-Francois Lyotard (1997);
Stanley Aronwitz, & Henry Giroux, (1997); Robin Usher & Richard Edwards
(1996) and Gert Biesta (1998).
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therefore to a lesser degree predictable. The post-modernists agree
that the states of pluralism and contingency should be considered
as positive, With a larger range of options, they feel that there are
increased opportunities for making the correct choices with regard
to our own lives and the future development of society.

In post-modern thought, no knowledge can be said to be inde-
pendent of the contexts, reasons and fields of interest from which it
came. In claiming that a source of knowledge is absolute and uni-
versally applicable, one would automatically be restricting and cen-
soring other sources of knowledge. This is why a certain amount of
criticism is aimed at the highly influential and exclusive position of
science in today’s society. By questioning univetrsal theories, doors to
other perspectives and definitions on life are opened, which means
that we can perceive the world in ways other than those of the tra-
ditional sciences. For example, one can ask if the knowledge held by
botanical research on rainforests is more valid and reliable than the
tradition and experienced-based knowledge of the indigenous pop-
ulations who actually live in the forests? In post-modern thought,
the idea that reason is the only path to knowledge is also disputed,
and here it is understood that emotions and aesthetics are also
important aspects of fully understanding the world and ourselves.

The post-modernists hold that the faith in the ‘grand narrative’ of
modernity, and the possibilities of reaching a good life through sci-
ence and reason, has lost its power. They mean that there are ten-
dencies in society which suggest that people have begun to doubt
science and its advocates, and are looking to alternative sources for
answers pertaining to life and the nature of things. One example is
the popularity of New Age Movement; another is that many people
turn to alternative health care methods rather than relying on tra-
ditional western medicine. Some people think this indicates that
we are living in, or at least heading towards, a post-modern society.

Post-modern writers have also highlighted that there is a close
relationship between truth and power. As we have already dis-
cussed, the modern approach was to keep the currents of scientific,
objective truth and the subjective, value based political power quite
separate. However, from the post-modern perspective, the truth is
something that we create and not something we discover. The pos-
session of power allows for the formulation of truths, and truths are
instrumental in establishing power.
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A Post-modern Perspective on Environmental
Problems

According to modern thought, environmental problems are some-
thing that we discover. They are phenomena which take place in rea-
lity and which can be described in words i.e. as they actually are,
With an appropriate description, then, we can analyse, calculate
and predict risks. In modern thought, the task of science is to
supply the general public with objective information on environ-
mental problems around the world, which will, among other
things, help people to make political decisions.

From a post-modern perspective, what we consider as environ-
mental problems are related to the way we perceive the world. We
interpret and perceive the world based on the cultural settings and
values with which we are surrounded. The various characteristics of
the language we speak are intimately connected to the way we act
and relate to the world. For example, we distinguish between
humans and animals: the human species is special; it has its own
category and is separate from all other species, which are simply
known as animals. This differentiation of language can be seen as a
reflection of humankind’s relationship towards nature.

It is not possible ‘to extract’ oneself from one’s own culture.
Knowledge is always the result of perceiving and considering the
world from certain prescribed reference points. When a system of
knowledge becomes ‘true’, it is because a group of people who share
a common perspective see this knowledge as being beneficial to,
and in agreement with, their own methods of perceiving the world.
It is in this way that truths and knowledge are created; they are sim-
ply based on the human activity of communicating our perspec-
tives, the results of our enquiries and observations.® Knowledge can
be seen as a social agreement based on our experiences of the world
which make a common understanding of the world possible.

8  The social theorist Niklas Luhman {1989) states that the reason why environ-
mental problems receive so little attention in social debates is that we do not
communicate with the natural environment. It is only when we communicate
with each other that we become aware of the threats we impose on nature. Envi-
ronmental problems must then be translated into a language which is under-
stood in society e.g. economics.
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Even science has its specific points of departure, standpoints and
reasons in its perception and study of the world. These aspects can
be quite different between the various branches of science; thete
can even be variations of standpoints and values within each sci-
ence.” This clearly implies that the scientific world cannot be neu-
tral; all interpretations of the world are based on cettain perspec-
tives, reasons and opinions.’® From the post-modern perspective,
scientific research does not represent the only or ‘true’ method of
perceiving the world, but represents just ore among many perspec-
tives. The reference points which we apply when we interpret the
world are not at all similar for all people, in all cultures or at all
times. When we support various standpoints within the environ-
mental debate, they all have their reference points in different
opinions, perspectives and desired achievements.

The Possibilities of Environmental Commitment from
a Post-modern Perspective

One question which receives a great deal of attention, is whether or
not the post-modern perspective will create a relativism which will
lead to all systems of knowledge and values being regarded as
equally true and good. If this happened it would result in a lack of
commitment, motral decline and genetal chaos. If all things are
equal in quality, how would it be possible to be committed to a spe-
cific cause? Here it is important to distinguish between the late-
modern and post-modern perspectives. In the former, the adhe-
rence to reason and science leads towards forming a commitment
to the environment and an environmental policy. In post-moder-
nism, however, pluralism is the key word in environmental com-
mitment and policy formation. This is because every decision con-
cerning commitment and policy will always lead to certain
standpoints, values and information having precedence, whilst

9  Worster (1994) claims that within ecology there are different standpoints of val-
ues that have influenced how people have described the development and func-
tion of nature.

10 An example is the modern natural sciences concern with exerting control over
the natural world, based on a value-based position on the rights of human to
exploit nature,
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others are rejected. Therefore, there is a striving among many post-
modernists, to bring the lesser known opinions to the fore, and in
this way increase the democratic potential within social debates.

For this reason it is important to emphasise that there is no single
standpoint from which an interpretation of environmental prob-
lems can be regarded as being more correct or valid than any other.
Additionally, contrasting groups in society have, with different ref-
erence points, developed their own areas of knowledge and inter-
pretations of environmental problems. Based on these differing
opinions there will be developments in our present and future envi-
ronments which will be determined as being hazardous enough for
steps to be taken, while others will be regarded as hazards that are
acceptable enough to live with in the given circumstances. The
post-modern perspective involves the acceptance of a multitude of
standpoints in environmental issues, and that these issues must be
understood and approached in telation to the contexts in which
they appear.

Those who support the views of the post-modern approach claim
that the disputation of universal truths and values does not auto-
matically imply that a commitment to environmental issues is
made more difficult. On the contrary, they suggest that this stand-
point allows for more people — even minorities - becoming engaged
in discussions and decision-making processes that affect the envi-
ronment. Neither does this perspective imply that environmental
issues become less tangible, although it does imply that we can only
understand and become aware of them through our respective
cultures and languages.

Any commitment to environmental issues based on the post-
modetn approach cannot be corroborated with any references to
universal truths. Instead, the preferred post-modernist approach is
that different points of view, opinions and arguments are expressed
in open debates and discussions. In some cases agreements and
understandings can be reached, while in other cases the opposing
parties must simply attempt to accept or respect their respective dif-
ferences. The norms established in processes of this kind have
strong ties with a specific social and cultural context. It is also of
great importance to remain aware of the fact that all these social
agreements are temporary and can be disregarded if found to be
invalid or unnecessary. The central guideline in this process should
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be that every decision is followed up with an in-depth discussion
based on the knowledge that all agreements and decisions imply an
exclusion of other opinions and information.

Conclusion: Environmental Problems are
Political Problems

Despite a number of crucial differences of opinion, both the late-
modern and post-modern perspectives allow for environmental
problems to be seen in terms of political issues.!* The basis for this
political perspective is summarised below:

e Environmental hazards are the results of collective decisions. It
is, therefore, not possible to isolate certain individuals as being
responsible —~ we are collectively responsible for our actions.

e Science cannot speak in terms of absolutes with regard to the
problems we have created; just as it can’t give us a scientific
answer to the question of which environmental hazards are
acceptable to live with.

s Environmental hazards can be seen as a transformation which is
a result of our exploitation of the natural world, which in turn
create conflicts between different values and inferests in areas
where different people do not share the same opinion and inter-
ests.

e There are a vast number of different approaches to environmen-
tal ethics and humankind’s relationship to the natural world and
how we should interact with it.

On the whole this implies that we find ourselves in a situation
where we share a common responsibility, but in which people gen-
erally do not share the same viewpoints and understandings, so
that no obvious measures that can be taken.

11 The distinguishing feature in the perspectives is the understanding of that
which represents the opportunities for commitment; the late-modernists prior-
itise reason and science, whereas pluralism is the main emphasis in the post-
modern approach.
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However, the issue still remains that our interpretations and eval-
uations of environmental situations, as well as our ways of dealing
with them, are of vital importance to the future development of
society. It is simply a matter of what kind of future society we would
like to create and ultimately what opportunities and limitations
people will be faced with when forming their lives. In other words:
environmental issues are to the greatest extent political issues. If
one pays attention to the extent that pluralism features in these
issues, the democratic aspects of environmental problems become
apparent. A necessary ingredient in any democracy is that we can
openly discuss the various ways of understanding and relating to
issues; in this case to environmental problems. Therefore, environ-
mental politics does not only appear in the traditional political are-
nas (local councils and parliaments), but is constantly present in
our daily lives. '

The important question is how we can, in the most effective way
possible, reach collective agreements from the diversity of opinions
that are present in environmentally related issues. Not least in edu-
cation, there is the important question of how to develop demo-
cratic attitudes as well as a level of understanding that will allow for
an active participation in environmental and developmental
debates in the younger generation. This question will be addressed
in Part I1I.

Further Reading

The following books are recommended in further studies on envi-
ronmental and developmental issues from a sociological point of
view:
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Perspective. London: Routledge.

Irwin, Alan (1995). Citizen Science: A study of people, expertise and sustainable
development. London: Routledge.
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Economics and Environmental Economics

In chapter three, the concept ‘market solutions’ was introduced and
briefly described as being a way of dealing with environmental pro-
blems increasingly preferred by industrial nations. It was initially
presented as a way of making environmentally friendly products
and services cheaper in relation to products and services that are
harmful to the environment. This approach would allow for a more
environmentally friendly society without the need for excessive
and detailed regulations on when and how this is to be implemen-
ted. As the main topic of this chapter, this can be seen as part of
what is often referred to as ‘environmental economics’. The envi-
ronmental economics approach is related to neoclassical economics
and is characterised by its specific interests in prizing the environ-
ment and internalising so called ‘external effects’ to reduce nega-
tive environmental impact and guide the choice of resources used.

Other economic perspectives which have an effect on environ-
mental and natural resource issues are: (i) ‘resource economics’,
which is also a part of neoclassical economics but has closer links to
how the economic aspects of e.g. agriculture and forestry can be
managed as effectively as possible; and (ii) ‘ecological economics’,
which can be seen as a broad scientific approach to society’s rela-
tionship with the natural environment (similar to human ecology
or environmental science) even though the economic aspects here
are clearly an important element; or (iii) ‘institutional economics’,
which can be considered as an alternative to the dominating neo-
classical economical approach, but also has aspects that indicate an
interest in environmental and natural resource issues.

It is also important to point out that, in addition to those con-
cerning economics, many other perspectives could be presented as
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an illustration of how society is attempting to put into practice the
discussions on ecology, ethics and politics which appeared in the
previous chapter. Examples of other possible chapters could be
social and physical planning, civil law, or international politics. A
contributing factor that led to our choice of focusing on economic
aspects is that economic sustainability is often specifically men-
tioned as an important criterion of sustainable development (along
with ecological and social sustainability), even though it is fre-
quently associated with ‘resource economics’ (see above) and main-
taining the supply of resources. Another reason for choosing eco-
nomics, and in particular environmental economics, is that it is a
very popular topic in social debates and is often presented as the
correct approach to achieving a sustainable society — or rather the
only perspective and practical approach that is required in the mat-
ter of solving environmental problems. An additional fact is that
the advocates of neoclassical economics often claim to already be in
possession of all the necessary facts and information in order to
understand and remedy most social issues.

For these reasons we will take a closer look at the approach of
employing economics as a framework for sustainable development,
and in particular focus on environmental economics as a strategy
for guiding social development towards more sustainable goals.
However, we will begin with some examples of the reccurring dis-
cussions that address the alternative of recognizing the conven-
tional and dominating economic worldview as the main reason
why modern development does not appear to be particularly sus-
tainable. This will be continued by a number of points highlighting
environmental economics as both suitable and sufficient for estab-
lishing policies for sustainable development. A section on opposing
opinions and criticisms of this approach follows this and the chap-
ter concludes with a general summary of economics and sustain-
able development.?

1 Work on this chapter has benefited greatly from many introductory readings in
Swedish on the subject of environmental economics e.g. Hahn (1999); Fredman
(1997) and the chapters by Markus Larsson and by Eva Friman respectively, in
the book Hela viirlden (The whole world) (2003).
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Economics as a Reason for Environmental
Problems

Why begin a chapter on environmental economics with a section
on how it is argued that economics contributes to and is a cause of
many environmental problems? The reason is that the opinion that
traditional (neoclassic) economic thought exclusively focuses on
large scale unlimited material growth, on unregulated competition,
and on free global markets and transportation is widespread —i.e. a
development perspective that, according to chapter one, often
damages the environment and is a typical depiction of modern
industrial societies. The approach that focuses on values that are
not exclusively material opposes this development perspective, and
instead places the emphasis on smaller scale operations, confidence
in local communities and self support (cf. sections on ‘Critical
Alternatives’ and ‘Sustainable Development’ in chapter two). A clas-
sical depiction of this kind of critical perspective on economics is
Ernst Friedrich Schumachet’s book from 1973 with the apt title,
‘Small is Beautiful: A Study of Economics as if People Mattered’.
Here there is a call for what he describes as a ‘Buddhist’ economy,
with moderation in material wealth, cooperation, shared owner-
ship and humane technology - in contrast to continued large scale
industrialization, overproduction, urbanization and unnecessary
competition.?

A noteworthy illustration of this reccurring environmental cri-
tique of the outlook on development in economics is how the
increase in gross national product (GNP increase) is often used as a
universal measurement of success. A country’s GNP gives no infor-
mation other than the financial results of its sales of products and

2 Another example of this type of division between different types of develop-
ment, where one is associated with traditional economic thought and with envi-
ronmental and natural resource destruction, is the Norwegian philosopher and
author Sigmund Kvalgy (e.g. 1987). He describes the former development strat-
egy as a ‘complicated industrial growth society’ and its environmentally
friendly opposite is described as a ‘complex life necessities society’. See also e.g.
Friman (2002) for more on this discussion.
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services.® This can mean that the GNP of a country can rise, for
example, due to an increase in road traffic accidents (expensive car
repairs, growth in the automobile industty and increased health
care expenditure). In contrast, howevet, a GNP increase can also be
attributed to investments in developing environmentally friendly
modes of transpottation (research, production of hybrid vehicles
and investments in improving public transport etc.). It should be
noted though, that an increase in a country’s GNP gives no infozr-
mation about the inctease in the use of material resources (energy,
minerals etc.). Since it is solely a method of gauging the value of all
products and setvices, a GNP increase can depend on e.g. that a spe-
cific service such as health care is valued more highly than in pre-
vious yeats. In the development of industrial societies, however,
thete has been a consistent relationship between GNP increases and
increases in material consumption.*

How reasonable is it, then, to suggest that the traditional eco-
nomic principles of industrial societies are largely to blame for the
environmental problems that face modern society? This is of course
a question that cannot easily be answered, although we can state
the following:

* economic growth in material terms, including its associations
with urbanization, competition, large scale production and
transport networks, is just as much a central element of tradi-
tional economic thought as it is a central element in contempo-
rary problems surrounding environmental and natural resource
: .5
issues;

3 The gross national product represents the total value of all goods and services
produced in a country in one year and its increase is the increase of this total
value from one year to another, in percent.

4 It should be observed that a GNP increase of a few percent in a country which
already has a high GNP involves a much greater actual increase compared with
a country that calculates its increase based upon a much lower GNP. It is equally
important to remember that only the ‘visible’ products and services are
included in the GNP figures (this does include public sector services, but only
the production costs). A result of this is that voluntary and none-profit work is
not included in GNP calculations. Consequently a country’s GNP can increase
as a result of a service becoming a profession e.g. childminding, which therefore
qualifies the service as a contributor towards GNP figutes.

5 Seee.g. Friman (2002).
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e additionally, as was described in chapter one, the relationship
between humans and their natural surroundings has been the
subject of many problems which date back to long before the
economic theories of industrialised societies came to have a dom-
inating role in social development (although the scale and speed
of human induced environmental degradation has seriously
increased in conjunction with our modern way of life);

e the development of classical economic theory with roots in the
18™ Century stated that there was a certain ethical frame of ref-
erence in all human interactions, which included e.g. legislative
procedures and the right of ownership (principles considered
superior to short-term profits and losses) and it can be said with
some authority that it is these rules — the economic game plan, so
to speak — which have fallen short of including human-ecological
aspects;

e ‘common resources’, such as the air and oceans, and ‘external
effects’, such as environmentally damaging emissions, have been
problem areas which neoclassical economics has consistently
had great difficulties in defining and handling in a long term pez-
spective.

Economics as an Environmental
Opportunity

The central aim of environmental economics is to put the correct
‘price tag’ on the environment. For example, if industrial emissions
pollute the air, the polluting organisation should be made to pay
whatever society considers reasonable in relation to the seriousness
of the damage. Equally, the variation in prices on raw materials
used by industries should reflect the environmental value or pro-
blem that the respective materials represent, e.g. timber taken from
shrinking rainforests or timber which has been grown for the speci-
fic purpose of paper production (under cotrect environmental con-
ditions). Here we should note that:

e most of the products and services which we consume in our daily
lives always involve differing costs for the environment e.g.
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extracting raw materials, emissions, refuse management etc. (cf.
chapter three, producing environmentally friendly bananas) as
well as;

e the price of a product or service is always established in one way
or the other; and pethaps this pricing is also determined by tak-
ing democratic factors and environmental consequences into
consideration — a main point on the agenda of environmental
economics is that environmental values should be central in
deciding the prices of products and services.

An important milestone in the recent history of attempting to put
the correct price on environmental resources and environmental
problems is represented by the repercussions of the large oil spill
from the tanker Exxon Valdez in 1989, in Alaska. In this case, the
guidelines of environmental economics were applied when calcu-
lating the damages that the company had to pay for as a result of
the accident. Another area where environmental economics is
often applied is in the establishment of national parks, or in cases of
exploitation of natural environments.

What is, then, the correct price to put on the environment? In
principle there are two methods, either a contingent valuation (see
further below), ot an indirect measurement in which there is an
attempt to find out how something else is valued — and which
should be related to the environmental resource or problem that we
are interested in putting a price on. Examples of this latter indirect
method include using a person’s travel costs as a measurement of
how high he or she values visiting a particular recreational resort, or
the differences in property prices as a measurement of how differ-
ent housing areas are valued. Contingent valuation, the other main
method, is based on people receiving direct questions concerning
how much they would be prepared to pay for certain levels of envi-
ronmental improvement or in order to avoid any further deteriora-
tion of the environment. The people who receive these questions
make up the group (or a representative selection from that group)
which is seen as the group that should decide on these matters, e.g.
living in close proximity to a new road construction, or a whole
country’s population on the issue of an energy tax on fossil fuels.
This involves various types of survey, e.g. questionnaires and tele-
phone interviews, in which people are asked to give their prefer-
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ence to various choices; or asked how highly they value having, or
being able to retain, certain environmentally related values - or
avoiding environmental deterioration.

There are, of course, different kinds of values within environmen-
tal economics and it is common to differentiate between three so-
called value components. These include:

utilization of the current value e.g. a recreational landscape or clean
air in a housing area for the present and the future; either directly e.g.
hiking in the landscape or breathing clean air, or indirectly e.g.
watching television programmes produced in that particular land-
scape or regarding the clean air as a basic requirement for a healthy
life;

opportunity to possibly, sometime in the future, be able to utilise the
current value (for personal gain or to benefit others) - the value of not
excluding future opportunities;

existence value which actually concerns the actual existence - intrinsic
value - of the current state of the environment, even if there is no
intention (or possibility) of gaining anything from the value or seeing
no personal benefits in the avoidance of environmental deteriora-
tion.

An additional important feature of environmental economics is the
principle of ‘common resources’, which are resources that can be
enjoyed by all people at all times. Environmental examples of com-
mon resources could be forests for recreation (in the cases when pri-
vate ownership does not deny access), biological diversity, land-
scape sceneries, clean air and water. In practice, however, access to
these ‘resources’ is often limited; this is due to what is known as
either ‘rivalry’ or ‘exclusion’. Rivalry is when one interest excludes
the other, e.g. when land is being developed (property develop-
ment) or when a minetal source is being mined: both these activi-
ties mean that other people can no longer use the resource in the
same way. This can be compared to using the resources in a way
which does not exclude other people, e.g. admiring beautiful scen-
ery or using a forest footpath. But, even the latter example cannot
be used by too many people for long periods of time without caus-
ing ‘congestion’ and damage, which in turn reduces the value of
the resource (e.g. many people are of the opinion that when large
groups of tourists visit national parks the value of the natural envi-
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ronment is diminished). The term exclusion is self-explanatory in
that it addresses the possibilities of not allowing free access to the
resource. If, for example, people do not have the right of public
access, which allows the opportunity to enjoy outdoor recreational
activities etc. on land that they do not own, it is possible to close off
areas of natural beauty and charge a fee for those who wish to gain
access. When a resource has a high level of rivalry (one person’s
usage excludes that of another) and a high level of exclusion (access
can be denied) then it is no longer a ‘common resource’ and the
situation becomes identical to that of ordinary private consump-
tion e.g. purchasing items or renting property.

We conclude this section on the possibilities of using environ-
mental economics by referring to a concrete example. It illustrates
the great importance that the population of Sweden attaches to liv-
ing in close proximity to a natural recreational area: in this case,
wooded areas.® 1,000 people were selected at random and asked
how far they lived from the nearest woods and how they would
react if that distance was increased or reduced. The statistics
showed that about 85% of all Swedes felt that it was important to
live within walking distance (one kilometre) of a wooded area. The
statistics also showed that approximately 40% would prefer to live
closer to a wooded area (only 2% gave a positive response to having
an increase in distance). The mean willingness to pay per person in
otrder to avoid a 100% increase in the distance to the nearest woods
(e.g. due to the local woods being chopped down for property
development) was estimated to be a little less than $15 US a month.
It was also noted in the research that the further away a person
lived from a wooded area it became more likely that they would be
willing to pay to avoid the distance becoming greater. This kind of
result can be important for e.g. planning in cases such as deciding
whether or not to preserve woodland areas lying in close proximity
to urban centres or to build new roads or use land for property
development.

6 Hornsten & Fredman (2000).
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Opposition and Criticism

In this section we will make a critical examination of the environ-
mental economic strategies for introducing and maintaining sustai-
nable development. There have been objections levelled at environ-
mental economics in this respect; in some cases it has been a matter
of principle and in others a matter of technology and methodology
(partly as an element in the continual critical discussion of all sci-
ence).

One criticism aimed at the founding ideas of environmental eco-
nomics is that of not accepting the idea of pricing (commercialise)
the environment.” Is it morally acceptable to regard, for example,
clean ait, clean water, biological diversity and the satisfaction of
future generations in financial terms? We could note that the Swed-
ish government includes the following in its new policy on nature
conservation:

to see a sea eagle fly in the archipelago, to experience an untouched
forest or to fish on a quiet morning in a tranquil lake or bay are expe-
riences which are extremely difficult to value in monetary terms.?

Is there possibly a risk that something crucial may be lost if we
attach specific monetary values to e.g. natural experiences and spe-
cies? What of altruism, common responsibilities, and democratic
access to common resources? From an environmental economic
perspective, it could e.g. be seen as problematic if people value a
visit to a national park more highly than the amount of money
they spend on the visit, as the national park then represents, to
some extent, an unexploited resource which could be put to better
use by e.g. the tourist industry or conservation authorities (e.g.
charging a higher fee). But how reasonable is it to see such a valua-
tion pattern as problematic? One point here is to what extent each
individual should pay (from their own funds) for his or her con-
sumption (e.g. visiting a national park), or whether or not it should
been seen as a basic right for all people in which case the costs

7  Thisis a main element in the critics from advocates of ecological economics (see
the start of this chapter) who argue that ‘monetary reductionism’ is an impor-
tant aspect of neoclassical economics. See e.g. Daly (1996) and Séderbaum
(2000).

8  Skr2001/02:22-23.
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involved would be financed by the taxpayer. Another aspect that
remains unclear concerns the basic issue of the extent to which
people are primarily driven by economic reason and rationality. In
economics there is also an ongoing discussion that includes the
importance of other values that affect human behavious, such as
social acceptance and moral judgements.

The main counter from environmental economists to this objec-
tion is that in modern industrial societies, most of the products and
services ate ultimately in some way valued in economic terms.
Therefore it is of great importance to actively and consciously
incorporate environmental aspects into economic strategies in
order to avoid these values becoming totally sidelined in favour of
short-term economic gain.

Environmental economics has also been criticised for not being
able to offer the correct estimations. One side of this is the ‘false
exactness’, which could be the result of the process of attempting to
determine the value of such things as another species’ right to live,
or the importance of living in close proximity to nature. This false
exactness can perhaps be as equally misleading as not putting a
price on environmental resources at all. We can, for example, dis-
cuss the validity of the sum of almost $15 US per month from the
above example about distances to wooded areas. Perhaps by re-
wording the questions in the survey (e.g. comparing the value of
proximity to nature with hospital visits or a quick lunch) the figures
would change drastically in either direction. To what extent is it
possible to assume that people will have any well-founded opinion
at all in this type of situation? They may be unable to relate to the
alternatives that are offered in the survey, or an individual may
have a complete change of mind if, for example, exposed to the
information that would become available if e.g. the issue became a
newsworthy political event. To what extent are people just plucking
figures out of thin air - e.g. $15 - as nobody will ever ask them to
pay directly, and they may very well have a hard time estimating
such a quality in quantitative terms. To what extent are people
actually prepared to face the reality of, e.g. a decline in health, if
they only valued clean air as a low priotity, or if they claimed that
they were prepared to pay quite large sums from their income to
avoid the extinction of a certain species of insect in a South Ameri-
can rainforest?
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If we approach this critique from another angle, we can see the
risk of results being distorted since, in general, certain things are
much easier to attach a monetary value to than others (cf. above,
the value components user value and existence value). Is it really
possible to apply a universal yardstick — money - to such a diversity
of details; is this not a case of confusing issues and attempting to
solve problems by merely presenting statistics? Are not democratic
and legal institutions/processes more suitable for the thorough
deliberations that are necessary when dealing with such subtle dif-
ferences between values? The environmental economic argument
opposing this criticism is that money can be a quite clear and easy-
to-manage yardstick when dealing with environmental values that
are often hard to define, and where environmental problems are
mainly diffuse, global and affect more than one generation (cf.
chapter three). A requirement for monetary valuation would then
be that it is carried out in a framework and according to goals estab-
lished with the help of democratic and legal institutions.

The fact that environmental economists are engaged in respond-
ing to these criticisms has brought about improvements in surveys
and interviews, clarifying situations where choices are made, the
use of opportunity costs etc. They have, of course, had a harder
time dealing with the critique that addresses the very issue of mon-
etary valuation, but have pointed out that other methods of valu-
ing hard-to-measure and hard-to-compare phenomena also have
their disadvantages. For example, is it only the groups with good
resources, e.g. economic resources (1), that will dominate a more tra-
ditional political or legal process with regard to the evaluation of
environmental issues?

Economic Discussions: Necessary But Not
Sufficient |

We shall conclude this chapter by broadening the somewhat speci-
fic methodological and conceptual perspectives of environmental
economics. We will here attempt to address the founding economic
aspects of sustainable development by highlighting the classic case
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of what has been etroneously been called ‘the tragedy of the com-
mons’, The original story tells of a situation where an unrestricted
number of livestock was allowed to graze in a commonly owned
pasture. Eventually the area became overused and its value as pas-
ture declined to below its original value. The basic idea is that each
farmer who puts his livestock to graze sees the addition of an extra
animal as being economically rational to himself, even though it is
apparent that the pasture eventually will be unable to sustain the
large number of livestock that will result from such action, and the-
reby also to sustain its value as pasture. If instead the farmers had
agreed amongst themselves to restrict the number of livestock
allowed on the pasture, each individual farmer would have been
better off. The story of ‘the tragedy of the commons’ is quite fre-
quently used as a general illustration of the problems involved in
how to correctly manage common resources such as the atmo-
sphere, or the fish in the world’s oceans.

However, it was said above that it was wrong to call this story a
tragedy of the commons and the reason is that it is rather a story of
the tragic use of a resource with open access. Extensive research has
shown that for each common resource: pastures, forests, lakes etc.
that has been commonly managed by, for example, a village, it is
likely that there will also be very well developed procedures to
avoid over-exploitation. Such procedures have included regulations
on e.g. how much livestock or fishing equipment each person may
put in. The attempts to maintain long-term sustainability have also
included quorum community meetings and other forms of com-
mon decision- making, social control, and various social institu-
tions for punishment. Let us now draw the first general conclusion
from the so called tragedy of the commons example, namely that
there is a need for continuous, critical research to serve as a watch-
dog to avoid quickly drawn conclusions from studies of specific
contexts and/or specific historical periods. In relation to this, two
risks need to be observed. Firstly, there is the risk of romanticising a
specific alternative that contrasts with the current perception of
what is regarded as an unsatisfactory and unsustainable develop-
ment (e.g. having romantic visions of the hunter-gatherer period;
see chapter one). Secondly, there is the risk of underestimating

9 Hardin (1968), cf. e.g. Ostrom (1992).
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people in other cultures and other historical contexts and their abil-
ities and skills in dealing with environmental resource issues.
Unfortunately it often assumed that wisdom and rationality are fea-
tures of the industrialised nations alone (one important original
purpose of the tragedy of the commons was to advocate the neces-
sity of private ownership in the striving to manage contemporary
environmental problems). Rather than illustrating problems with
common ownership, the so-called tragedy of the commons exam-
ple effectively depicts the devastating effects when no one (individ-
ual or community) considers themselves the owners of (and respon-
sible for) a common resource,

The case of the pasture, above, quite clearly illustrates the need to
avoid situations where resources such as e.g. the atmosphere or the
oceans of the wotld are considered as open access resources; instead
the case can be interpreted as indicating the need for a higher
degree of collective responsibility for such resources. It is therefore
necessary — in the cases whete privatisation and allocation are not
suitable — to reform the regulations for ownership and allow the
resources to resemble the regulations for ‘common property’. As
was pointed out earlier, this would involve establishing suitable are-
nas for discussion and debate in order to produce the necessary
political means. This process would lead to the practical application
of policies such as planning, imposing regulations, supervisory
tasks and sanctions etc. The fact that individual economic gain is
not the only item on the agenda in a discussion about managing
commorn resources is quite apparent to most of us. Where social
control in a local community is concerned, e.g. with regard to graz-
ing, status, ideological arguments (moral, religious etc.), and where
there is a need for cooperation in other areas, the actions of the
individual or the group are often very important (and here the
institutional economist would agree).

Another general conclusion that can be drawn from the so called
tragedy of the commons example — and one very closely linked to
the general theme of this book — is the importance of democratic
discussions and communication as a necessary element in all
aspects of sustainable development. Take, for example, a village
meeting in a pre-industrial society, which was a necessary arena for
dialogue where issues like the need for regulations, concern for
over-exploitation or border violations could be addressed. When
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issues like that are concerned environmental economists often refer
to the game about the so-called prisoners’ dilemma. Imagine the sit-
uation where two people have committed a crime together and
have been arrested without having had the opportunity to work out
a story. They are both faced with the situation of knowing that if
one of them denies all charges but the other admits to everything,
then the person who refuses to cooperate will receive a much
harder sentence. If they both deny involvement in the crime they
will probably receive lighter sentences for other less serious crimes,
and finally, if they both admit to the crime, they will both probably
receive harsher punishments. This implies that the most rational
choice for them (confessing) will lead to a considerably worse result
for both of them (they receive the severe sentence). Had the two
criminals had time to cooperate, they would both deny the charges
and receive the minimal punishment. If we apply this scenario to
environmental issues it involves the question of needing to know if
others will contribute towards solving problems, which is, of
course, the best solution. If the situation is such that one does not
know to what extent other people will take part, then it seems more
rational for individuals not to e.g. recycle household refuse, and e.g.
continue to drive their car to work instead of car-pooling or using
public transport.

Economics and Sustainable Development:
A Summary

In this chapter we have focused on environmental economics as a
way of defining and controlling environmentally related issues.
However, as was initially pointed out, this is merely an example of
a scientific viewpoint and methodology for the implementation of
sustainable development. It is but one perspective, which can and
should be compared with the many other perspectives and models,
and be supplemented in various ways. Compatisons can be made
with other economic perspectives e.g. natural resource economics,
ecological economics and institutional economics, as mentioned
earlier in the chapter, or with the previous chapters’ perspectives on
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ecology, ethics and politics. In addition to these, there are a great
many other perspectives which have not been included in this
book, due to a lack of space e.g. public health, social planning,
regional development, law etc. All these have, of course, their own
key theories, concepts and methods, which are employed in diffe-
rent ways when addressing the issues that affect sustainable devel-
opment,

It is however fair to guess that economic debates and environ-
mental economic methods will come to play an important role in
future discussions on sustainable development. Below are some
critical aspects that are important to bear in mind:

- the importance of not viewing people and society as exclusively
driven by economic gain (the so called "economic man"; even
though it is often a crucial factor in decision making), but to also
pay attention to the importance of other motives, e.g. existential
values and social acceptance;

- the importance of investigating the value components, values of
the groups and the time perspectives involved in various estima-
tions in environmental economics (e.g. to what extent the needs of
future generations are given priority - discounting models are often
used in relation to future generations, as technological develop-
ment is then assumed to allow them more opportunities than we
have today);

— the risk of false exactness and systematic bias of results due to diffi-
culties in measuring and comparing various environmental
resources.

But also it seems necessary to conclude this chapter by drawing the
readet’s attention to the following noteworthy explanations as to
why there should be a continued interest in the methods of envi-
ronmental economics as an important complement in the work
with sustainable development:

— in market oriented societies there is, of course, the risk that envi-
ronmental and resource issues will not receive any attention at all if
they are not valued in monetary terms;

~ the research on a ‘green’ GNP, which attempts to estimate the
increase and decrease in various natural and environmentally
related resources (e.g. fish populations or mineral assets), will poss-
ibly enable a supplementary (or even correctional) method of com-
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parison to conventional calculations of a country’s products and
services;

- another important issue for further development is the green tax

reform method, in favour of e.g. increasing taxation on the use of
non-renewable resoutces and decreasing taxation on labour;—

- the need to use environmental economics as a basis on which to
develop better methods for what actually inspires action towards
sustainable development with regard to e.g. environmental taxes,
fees and reward systems, and thereby incentives for e.g. choosing
environmentally friendly consumer goods;

- attentiveness to cost effectiveness can maximise resources
employed in working towards sustainable development (e.g. it
might perhaps be better to invest in sanitation measures in the riv-
ers of a neighbouring country located in the same catchment area).

Further Reading

Some titles which offer a comprehensive insight into environmen-
tal economics include: Environmental Economics in Theory and Prac-
tice (Hanley, N.; Shogren, J.F. & White, B., Oxford University Press,
1997); Barry Field’s Environmental Economics: An Introduction (Mc
Graw-Hill, Second Edition, 1997); and lan Hodge's Environmmental
Economics: Individual Incentives and Public Choices (St Martin’s Press,
19935). Among the titles which take a more advanced approach on
the subject we could note: Natural Resource and Environmental Econo-
mics (Perman, R.; McGilvray, J.; Ma, Y. & Common , M., Longman,
1999).
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In Part I we showed that humankind’s approach to and interaction
with the natural world has changed dramatically during the course
of time. Thus humankind’s relationship with the natural world is
something that is connected to learning. The way we relate to the
natural world and the social development, both as individuals and
members of society, can therefore be influenced by the way we are
educated. The purpose of Part I1I is to desctibe how the learning and
teaching process can be undetstood, and based on that understand-
ing present a number of applications and models that can be used
in ESD teaching.

One important insight from Part II is that environmental- and
development issues can be understood in terms of knowledge, of
values and attitudes, and of politics (democracy). In this part of the
book we will describe the learning and teaching process in relation
to these three dimensions, i.e. we will try to desctibe the teaching
and learning process in terms of knowledge; morals and ethics; and
democracy.

In the Introduction we suggested that competence to teach on
the subject of sustainable development consists of:

— knowledge of environmental problems and sustainable develop-
ment,

- theoretical knowledge of teaching and learning,

- practical knowledge and teaching skills (experience).

We also stressed that competence lies in the ability to integrate this
knowledge and these skills when planning and teaching. This part
is dedicated to the second and third type of knowledge and the abil-
ity to integrate the three different kinds of knowledge.

Part III is structured in the following way: First of all (chapter
eight) we make a clarification of ESD by comparing the differences
between ESD and other selective traditions within environmental
education in schools. To be able to evaluate ESD in relation to the
other traditions we turn, in chapter nine, to the democratic ele-
ments of education as a common point of reference. In the two fol-



lowing chapters (chapters ten and eleven) we look at both the
learning and teaching perspectives on ESD, The final chapter (chap-
ter twelve) contains three teaching models which can be used in
ESD. These models are a result of an integration of the three types of
knowledge mentioned above.






8 Selective Traditions Within
Environmental Education

In this chapter we will attempt to present an introductory clarifica-
tion of what education for sustainable development actually repre-
sents: what are the specific characteristics of Education for Sustain-
able Development (ESD)? What is new and what has already been
accomplished in schools? A method of finding the answers to these
questions is to compare education for sustainable development
with eatlier forms of environmental education.

Environmental education has clearly undergone changes during
the years and is still approached differently in schools today.
Research into the history of school subjects has shown that differ-
ent traditions of how content and methods are selected in educa-
tion are present within different areas of school studies. These tra-
ditions can therefore be termed “selective traditions”!. These
selective traditions represent a number of solutions as to what con-
stitutes the best form of teaching within a subject, and also include
different approaches in both the choice and organisation of con-
tent as well as the choice of teaching methods. Like most estab-
lished traditions, selective traditions often function as an unobtru-
sive frame of reference, which suggests that one’s personal
understanding of what constitutes a good education is usually part
of a general consensus on the matter. This usually results in new tar-
get proposals etc. being greatly influenced by frames of reference
within current selective traditions. Here there is a great risk that
new ideas and goals will never be realised. It is therefore important

1 The term “selective tradition” was originally developed by Williams (1973) to
underline the fact that a certain approach towards knowledge and a certain edu-
cational praxis is always selected within the framework of a specific culture, The
regular patterns of the selective processes that develop over time form a selec-
tive tradition. For studies of different selective traditions within specific school
subjects see e.g. Fensham, (1998); Goodson, (1987) and Ostman, (1995).
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to be aware of the traditions that exist within a subject or field of
study in order to make critical and conscious choices of educational
content and methods.

Environmental Approach and Educational
Philosophy

To a great extent, a person’s specific view on environmental issues —
their individual environmental approach — influences the way they
approach and conduct environmental education. At a deeper level,
this concerns how one perceives the character, extent and serious-
ness of environmental- and developmental problems, as well as
how much importance one attaches to protecting the environ-
ment, taking part in environmental debates and the position one
takes in environmental politics. We have already discussed the wide
range of apptroaches to these issues in previous chapters. If we look
at the conflicting interests which can appear in environmental
issues, it is easy to appreciate that people adopt opposing positions
in the range of environmentally related topics depending on their
perspectives, values, intentions and interests. The aspect of envi-
ronmental problems seen in terms of ecological, ethical, economi-
cal or political questions has also been addressed in earlier chapters.
An important aspect of how we perceive the environment includes
asking which of the above perspectives we consider to be the most
important.

An opinion of the ‘correct’ approach towards environmental edu-
cation is also determined by how one perceives education in gen-
eral; we can label this educational philosophy. Educational philoso-
phy encompasses general ideas on the role and purpose of schools
in society, as well as that which directly affects the teaching process.
One way of structuring an understanding of educational philoso-
phy is to start from the three main questions in education: why? —
the motives of education; what? — the content of education; and
how? — the method used in education. These questions can be prob-
lematised based on several different perspectives. From a student
perspective, it concerns the learning aspects e.g. how the student

156 © The Authors and Studentlitteratur



8 Selective Traditions Within Environmental Education

perceives the teaching and what the implications and conse-
quences of the teaching are -which in turn depends on the situa-
tion and context as well as the background and experience of the
student. From a teaching perspective, it is mainly a case of the
choices of motive, content and method the teacher makes. Here we
will (mainly) address the teacher perspective as a point of departure
and, more specifically, look at the three main questions in the edu-
cation process in the following way:

e On a social level, the why question addresses the main function
of the school - the purpose the school serves in society. There is
a basic difference of opinion in this question between those who
regard the school as an institution which supports continuity in
society, in the sense that it preserves and cultivates basic norms,
values, viewpoints and knowledge; and those who suggest that
the primary function of schools is to create change in society
through questioning and critically assessing that which is con-
sidered habitual and taken for granted. The why question encom-
passes, therefore, visions of an ideal society -~ not least it con-
siders how we see the role of the school in a democracy. Based on
these broad standings on the role of the school in society, it is
possible to observe differing opinions on the motives of teaching
in various subjects and the levels of aptitude students should
attain.

e The what question looks into the choice of content and on what
particular grounds certain content is chosen. There is a great deal
that can be included in teaching, even within the parameters of
school policies — the question is: what is the most important and
central in each case? This question is concerned with reasons
why the teacher (and students) select a certain type of material,
which also indicates that it is a question which concerns the
teacher’s view on whether or not knowledge is true, valid and
useful (i.e. whether there is only one truth or several truths on
the same issue; if it is only the models and terminology of science
that are valid or if common sense and practical knowledge are
also important aspects of our understanding of the world).

e The how question deals with the choice of work methods and
approaches. A central question is: how can students effectively
develop and achieve the goals which have been established in
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the curriculum? The how question includes, therefore, under-
standing how the actual learning process takes place as well as
how students are perceived e.g. whether a student is seen as a
passive receiver of information who requires external motivation
(e.g. qualifications), or whether the student is regarded as active
and knowledge seeking with his/her own motivation. An impor-
tant aspect of this question is how democracy is manifested in
the teaching process, ot to what degtee the students not only par-
ticipate but are also involved in the planning and realisation of
the lessons.

A logical and systematic way of considering the above questions
can be said to represent a specific educational philosophy. A specific
educational philosophy is thus to be seen as a clear and coherent
approach to the purpose and role of education in society, as well as
a specific view to the mechanisms of, and the conditions for, the
teaching and learning process. During the latter part of the 20
Century and the first years of the 21 Century, the debate on edu-
cation has been dominated by three educational philosophies:
essentialism, progressivism and reconstructivism. These educational
philosophies are explained in brief below.?

2

Essentialism states that the content of the education is to be based
on the sciences. Here it is the actual subject that has priority and
the teaching is based on instilling adapted scientific terminology
and models. The role of the teacher is that of an expert in the
subject, who has the task of transferring knowledge and facts to
the students.

Progressivism places the students in a central position. The teach-
ing is organised around the needs and interests of the students.
The choice of teaching methods is also given a great deal of pri-
ority, and the emphasis is on cooperation and problem solving as
important aspects of the learning process. Student knowledge is
developed through first hand -experience of the natural world
and society.

Descriptions of different educational philosophies were originally formulated
by Brameld (1950) and Kneller (1972).
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e Reconstructivism emphasises the role of the school in the demo-
cratic development of a future ideal society. A lot of attention is
given to the teaching content and the viewpoints represented by
the content. The objective is that students learn how to critically
evaluate a wide range of different alternatives.

The Characteristics of the Selective
Traditions of Environmental Education

Analyses of various official documents and policy documents for
environmental education in schools have shown that there are at
least three different selective traditions of environmental educa-
tion.? We will label these environmental teaching traditions based
on their main orientations: Fact-based environmental education, Nor-
mative environmental education and Education for sustainable develop-
ment.

These three traditions of environmental education describe dif-
ferent ways of understanding the correct form of environmental
education that has developed in schools. Traditions in environmen-
tal education can be seen as historical accounts of environmental
teaching, and can be accredited with constituting a part of the
development where one tradition is based on the other, although
studies have shown that these three traditions are all present in
schools today. The purpose of clarifying these traditions is to estab-
lish some sort of reference point that can be applied when discuss-

3 These text analyses are carried out by e.g. Ostman 1995 and 1999. The categori-
zation of environmental education into three separate traditions has also been
applied in the Swedish National Agency for Education’s evaluation of environ-
mental education in schools. That evaluation established the division of three
separate traditions and demonstrated that they were both logical and coherent.
The evaluation also demonstrated that all three traditions are present in schools
today. The full result of the evaluation is available in Swedish in the National
Agency’s report: Miljoundervisning for en hdllbar utveckling i svensk skola (Environ-
mental education and education for sustainable development in the Swedish school
system), (2001), a popular version of the evaluation can be found in the National
Agency's reference material Hdllbar utveckling i skolan (Sustainable development in
schools), (2002).
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ing teaching on the subject of the environment and sustainable
development. They can be seen as alternatives to reflect on, oppose
or support when planning lessons or formulating ideas. Here the
question arises with regard to where we ourselves actually stand in
relation to these traditions, and what we actually aim to achieve in
our teaching.

It is important to point out here that the accounts of these tradi-
tions are in summary form and have been edited in order to make
them clearer. As we are aware, reality is considerably more complex
than our descriptions of it — there are infinite details to acknowl-
edge in the practicalities of teaching and people are not always log-
ical in their actions. In practice, teaching is always made up of a
combination of different perspectives; although most teachers usu-
ally remain within the boundaries of one tradition.

We will now take a closer look at the characteristics of the three
traditions of environmental education, with reference to their roots
in educational philosophy as well as how environmental and devel-
opmental problems are perceived,

Fact -based Environmental Education

The fact-based tradition took shape during the development of
environmental education in the 1960s, but became firmly establis-
hed during the 1970s.

Environmental Approach

Fact-based environmental education is based on the approach that
environmental problems are questions of science, and more specifi-
cally questions of ecology. It is based on the belief that science will
solve all problems in this area. Environmental problems are there-
fore regarded as being knowledge-based problems which can be
resolved by carrying out more research and supplying more infor-
mation to the public. It is, therefore, the scientists (mainly natural
scientists) who are expected to solve these environmental problems
that are seen as being unfortunate side effects of the development
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of society, the main cause of which is industrial production. The
aim is to curb these side effects of the exploitation of the world’s
natural resources in such a way that secures the future of human
prosperity and development. From an environmentally ethical per-
spective, this tradition is in agreement with the beliefs of modern
anthropocentrism (see chapter 5). The natural world is considered
as being separate from humankind and it is the task of humans to
control it. The natural world is valued depending on how it can best
serve humans.

Educational philosophy

From an educational philosophy point of view, this tradition lies
closest to essentialism. In order to gain an understanding of envi-
ronmental problems, the teaching process focuses on knowledge
within the actual discipline. When dealing with environmental
problems, the focus is on the study of scientific facts concerning
current localised problems, their background and causes.

The focus in the lessons is centred on conveying scientific facts
and concepts which have been adapted for educational purposes.
Based on these supposedly objective facts, the students are then
expected to draw independent conclusions and act on them. The
most usual method of teaching in schools is teacher-led lessons. If it
is necessary (or possible), laboratory tests or other practical experi-
ments are carried out in order to illustrate particular phenomena.
Field trips and other excursions also take place to a certain extent.
All teaching is mainly carried out within the school’s traditional
subjects. Student participation takes place to the extent that the
teacher observes students’ attitudes and opinions and then incozr-
porates them into future lesson plans.

Normative Environmental Education

During the 1980s, a new orientation in the social debate on en-
vironmental problems emerged (see chapter two). This develop-
ment led to a challenge of the fact-based approach to environment
and environmental education.
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Environmental Approach

Within this tradition, environmental problems are primarily a
question of values. The problems are looked upon as a conflict be-
tween humans and nature. This conflict affects human values, and
environmental problems are resolved by adopting environmentally
friendly values. In order to do this effectually, people must adjust
the whole of society according to the knowledge and information
gathered on the natural world e.g. well grounded ecological
models, thermodynamic theories etc. Scientific knowledge is there-
fore regarded as promoting certain normative, prescribed values,
which are acted on accordingly. Experts from various fields of sci-
ence should, therefore, be those who advise and direct people in
terms of how they should approach environmental issues, and
what environmental values they should adopt. As a consequence,
the goals in the development of society are seen as being clear and
unambiguous: the environmentally friendly society is the ideal so-
ciety. Similarly environmentally friendly values and actions are also
considered to be good. From an environmentally ethical point of
view, humans are seen as a part of nature and should therefore
adapt to its conditions. More specifically, ethical logic can be taken
from late-modern anthropocentrism, as well as biocentrism and
ecocentrism (see chapter five).

Educational Philosophy

The primary goal in this approach to environmental education is
that students are taught to develop environmentally-friendly
values and behaviour based on scientific knowledge. A lot of atten-
tion is focused on developing the ability to form and defend a
standpoint that is based on scientific fact. The reference point for
this approach is the idea that a strong, almost causal, relationship
exists between knowledge, values and behaviour; with knowledge
in e.g. fundamental ecological conditions, students will naturally
begin to act more responsibly towards the environment. A central
aspect is the development of practical skills i.e. the ability to put
into practice what has been studied and discussed in theory. From
this approach, the teaching method can be said to aspire to encou-
raging humans to adapt to nature in order that the ecological
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balance and the continued health of humankind can be secured
for future years. This approach is often characterised by social criti-
cism.

The content of the education consists to a large extent of subjects
within the natural sciences; however, the social sciences also play a
significant role. The educational content is partly organised in a
thematic way, in which several teachers cooperate. The lesson con-
tent includes current and local issues, with global problems and
future consequences also being addressed. In addition to environ-
mental issues, resource distribution and population growth are also
included. Although the lessons are based on scientific facts, values
and emotional aspects are included.

To ensure that the lessons achieve the intended objectives, a great
deal of attention is given to work methods and using student refer-
ence points that are based on their experiences and attitudes. The
lessons are usually group-based activities, where students look for
facts and information themselves, or are practically activated in
other ways. Field trips are also part of this approach, as certain
aspects of the lessons require first hand experience. The teacher and
students carry out lesson planning together.

Together with a focus on problem solving, the combination of
scientific facts and practically active students makes this tradition
appear as a combination of essentialism and progressivism, which
can be called progressentialism.

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)

This tradition was developed during the 1990s, in connection with
the Rio conference in 1992, as well as the debate and movement
linked with Agenda 21. In recent years, the debate on the globalisa-
tion of the economy has, with all probability, had a certain amount
of influence on this type of teaching. Increasing uncertainty on
environmental issues and the growing amount of differing opini-
ons in environmental debates are central points of departure in this
tradition.
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Environmental Approach

In this tradition, environment- and development issues are identi-
fied as being conflicts between different human interests. This im-
plies that environmental problems are seen as political and moral
issues. Different groups of people with equally different viewpoints
and values have their own opinions of what constitutes an environ-
mental- and/or a developmental problem; they also have diffeting
views on how serious these problems are. As science is confined to
supplying facts, it is not regarded as an ultimate source of guidance
concerning the political and moral aspects of environment- and
development issues,

The environmental theme is broadened considerably and is
linked to the whole spectrum of social development. The environ-
mental concept is therefore replaced with the concept of sustain-
able development, which encompasses ecological as well as eco-
nomic and social sustainability.

The conflict-based perspective of ESD, with ties to the whole
spectrum of social development, places the democratic process in
focus. The opinions and values of all people are regarded as being
equally relevant when determining the courses of action in envi-
ronmental- and development issues. The democratic debate can be
said to centre on the discussion of the ‘good’ society and quality of
life, and how that can be achieved in the present and maintained in
the future. No single environmental ethic is prioritised in this
approach; here each alternative receives critical examination.

Educational Philosophy

The aim of this approach to environmental education is to give stu-
dents the opportunity to learn knowledge and skills so that they
can actively and critically evaluate different perspectives of en-
vironmental- and developmental issues. In this way the students
develop the ability to engage in democratic discussions concerning
how best to create a sustainable society and a sustainable world.
This aspect suggests that the lessons have a reconstructivist character.

The teaching content includes the relationship between local and
global problems as well as between the past, present and future. The
focus is on sustainable development and the related topics of eco-
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nomics, society and ecology. Sustainable development is a recurring
theme in all education, due to its total integration.

The varied character and problems encountered in various
aspects of the lessons indicate that methods of approach are also
varied. Discussing the wide range of viewpoints is considered to be
an important aspect of the lessons. Fact-based studies investigate
the various standpoints on this development as well as the various
conflicts existing between each party. This implies that natural and
social sciences, in addition to experience-based, moral and aesthet-
ical perspectives, feature in the lesson content. This indicates that
pluralism is a reference point in the lessons. Under the supervision
of the teacher, students are themselves responsible for lesson plans
and realisation.

A Summary of Environmental Education
Traditions

In summarizing the three selective traditions in environmental
education in table form, we are able to identify a number of signifi-
cant differences between them. The characteristics of the different
traditions with regard to approach to the environment can be summa-
rised according to the following table:

Tradition of
Environmental
Education

Fact-based
Environmental
Education

Normative
Environmental
Education

Education for
Sustainable
Development

Perspective on
Environmental
problems

Environmental
problems are
scientific knowl-
edge-based in
character and are

Environmental
problems are
value questions
which can be
resolved by

Environmental
problems are
political issues
which should be
dealt with demo-

Problems

tion and resource
exploitation in
society

and the laws of
nature

resolved by exerting an influ- | cratically
means of research | ence on people’s
and gathering attitudes and
information behaviour
The Cause of An unforeseen A conflict Conflicts
Environmental result of produc- | between society | between

humans’ wide
range of achieve-
ment goals
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Tradition of
Environmental
Education

Fact-based
Environmental
Education

Normative
Environmental
Education

Education for
Sustainable
Development

Assessment of
Specialists

Advice is sourced
from experts in
natural sciences

Experts from
various disci-
plines are con-
sulted even in
value gestions

All people are
considered equal
in deciding the
outcome of
political issues

The Goals of
Environmental
Measures

Industrial produc-
tion and the
standard of living
are the main pri-
ority

Health and sur-
vival

Increase quality
of life, even for
future genera-
tions

Humankind’s
Relationship with
the Natural World

Humans are sepa-
rate from nature;
the natural world
should be under
human control

Humans are an
element of the
natural world
and should live
according to its
laws

Humans and
nature are bound
in a cycle of
events and tran-
sitions

If we read the table from left to right we are able to see opinions on
environmental issues ranging from a clear and unambiguous scien-
tific problem to a viewpoint which is all encompassing as well as
being more diffuse and abstract. As a result we can see that the con-
flict perspective is enhanced, the political and moral perspectives
become more tangible, and environmental- and developmental
questions become more closely linked with democratic issues.

These differences can be compared with those in the original refe-
rence point in educational philosophy, which is held by each
respective tradition of environmental education. This variance is
seen most clearly when we summarise and compare the goals:

problems by
learning scientific
facts

Tradition of Fact-based Normative Education for
Environmental Environmental Environmental Sustainable
Education Education Education Development
The goal of Students receive Students actively | Studentsdevelop
environmental knowledge of develop environ- | their ability to
education environmental mentally friendly | critically evalu-

values, primarily
based on know-
ledge of ecology

ate various alter-
native perspec-
tives on
environmental-
and develop-
mental problems
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By referring to these goals we can be more specific about identifying
and summarising the important differentiations in the content and
teaching methods of environmental education:

point

Environmental Fact-based Normative Education for
Education Environmental Environmental Sustainable
Traditions Education Education Development
Political and A-political and Morally and Morally and
moral reference a-moral politically norma- | politically critical

tive

Central subjects
and areas of
knowledge

Natural sciences

Natural science
and aspects of
social science

Economical,
social and eco-
logical perspec-
tives as well as
ethical and aes-
thetical aspects

Organisation of
lessons and teach-

Separate subjects

Thematic

Integrated

spective

ing materials
Time perspective | Present Present and Future in rela-
future tion to the past
and present
Geographical per- | Local Local and global | Local, regional

and global incor-
porated

Main Method of

Factual informa-

Student active in

Critical discus-

Teaching tion from teacher | the develop- sions based on a
to student ment of know- number of alter-
ledge and values | natives
Students Passive Active Active and
critical

Planning and
Democracy

Teacher plans
based on observa-
tions and experi-
ence of students’
input

Teacher and
students plan
together

Students plan
under teacher
supervision

If we compare Fact-based environmental education with Education
for sustainable development we can see that environmental educa-
tion, from a content point of view, has been expanded not only in
aspects of time and space but also in scale; more school subjects are
now involved. One interpretation could be that this type of educa-
tion has become more focused on dealing with a complex reality -
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attempting to grasp patterns and systems. Moreover, the lessons
have become oriented towards the future and now have a larger
input of political and moral perspectives in environmental and
resource issues.

If the fact-based tradition concentrates on results in the form of
learning specific scientific facts, and the normative tradition con-
centrates on effects in the form of environmentally friendly atti-
tudes and behavioural patterns, then education for sustainable
development is more concerned with being a catalyst of processes.
Reading from left to right, the table demonstrates that students
develop a more active and unrestricted role; this progression
matches the lessons and approach towards environmental educa-
tion developing a more critical and investigative character.
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9 Environmental Education
from a Democratic
Perspective

Evaluating the Alternatives

How can we most effectively evaluate the three different ap-
proaches to environmental education described in the previous
chapter? Even though the three alternatives can be seen as a histo-
rical development of environmental education, it does not necessa-
rily imply that education for sustainable development is ‘better’
than e.g. fact-based environmental education. None of these three
traditions can in themselves be regarded as being either better or
worse than the next when one considers that each respective tradi-
tion has developed different perspectives of determining what is a
‘good’ approach to environmental education. There is, clearly, no
objective method of establishing what is ‘right’, since what is con-
sidered correct always stems from certain perspectives, intentions
or pre-determined interests and values. We simply see things diffe-
rently.

Making the ‘right’ choice is far from straightforward, even if one
consults official documents since these are always the product of
political compromise between varying interests and are conse-
quently open to a certain amount of interpretation. Additionally,
teachers who read the documents tend to apply their own perspec-
tives and ultimately contribute their own subjective opinions to the
content of the syllabi and curricula.

It is only when we see environmental education in relation to an
established norm that we can begin to evaluate different alterna-
tives. In order for such a norm to be accepted with any validity, it
must be done so by the majority of people. Democracy is one such
norm. If we agree that one of the most important roles of schools is
to reinforce the process of democracy in society, and that the demo-
cratic process is fundamental in resolving environmental issues,
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this norm will accordingly provide a suitable background for evalu-
ating the alternatives in environmental education. In this chapter
we will discuss the democratic starting points and the democratic
conclusions of the three traditions.

The Democratic Dimensions of Education

One starting point for the line of reasoning we will follow here is
that the democratic perspective on environmental issues does not
only constitute a perspective — democracy is a constant dimension
in education. It is our aim to present a way of approaching the
democratic dimension of education which can be useful in this
respect.

Society expects that schools take the democratic aspect of educa-
tion vetry seriously — most people would agree that one of the most
important functions of schools is to maintain and develop the dem-
octatic society. This task can be presented as two separate goals. The
first is to instil in the growing generation both the knowledge and
desire to participate in the debates which form our society. A closer
study of environmental education similarly suggests that schools
ought to provide the necessary encouragement that will allow
future generations to feel inclined to actively participate in the
social debates on environmental- and developmental issues. The
second goal is to ensure that the schools are managed in a demo-
cratic way, which, among other aspects, requires that students
should be included in decisions concerning lesson content, meth-
ods of approach etc. This is referred to as participation in decision-
making.

The goal of participation in decision-making is attributed with
more significance if we consider that environmental education and
education for sustainable development can be seen as being politi-
cal in nature: each choice made concerning the content in environ-
mental education lessons indicates that students are offered access
to certain areas of knowledge and opinions, whereas others are
excluded. This means that the choice of content etc. can have an
important effect on how students continue to formulate their
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future plans and lives. With this in mind, it strongly suggests that
the schools’ objectives, as far as participation is concerned, are
absolutely central in the matter of selecting educational
approaches.

This democratic perspective on environmental education and
education for sustainable development illustrates one of the most
central dilemmas confronting teachers. It concerns how education
can encourage students to come to certain desirable conclusions on
the environment and sustainable development at the same time as
allowing them the freedom to express their opinions. This freedom
happens to be fundamental in the goals of democracy: a credible
democratic approach in the teaching process must include the
opportunity for students to form their own opinions on all envi-
ronmental and development issues. We do not intend to suggest a
solution to this dilemma, however, as we feel that this is a matter
that requires individual deliberation. On the other hand, we will
attempt to present an outline which allows for a qualified discus-
sion on the subject.

Education on Environmental and
Sustainable Development is Political

Compulsory education is arguably society’s largest institution that
the state has control of. It might also be fair to say that it is one of
the state’s most effective resources for shaping society for future
generations.

As the majority of children in many countries take part in com-
pulsory state education, politicians and political groups who act
upon, and are responsible for education legislation, official reports,
national tests, continuation courses etc., strive to control the areas
of knowledge, values, interests and points of view that the new
members of society are exposed to during the course of their educa-
tion. Schools are therefore institutions in which there is a great deal
of disagreement between a number of social groups, all with differ-
ent opinions and values concerning the orientation of the school
and ultimately the world view offered to people who attend the
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school. Based on this perspective, the main purpose of environ-
mental education and education for sustainable development can
be formulated as an attempt to cultivate a standpoint on the envi-
ronment and sustainable development for future generations and,
as a result, create a specific future society.

Official reports and documents are, to some degtee, vaguely
worded. This is due to the fact that curricula and syllabi are the
results of political compromise. Parliamentary committees formu-
late the guidelines for official documents and decisions . Before any
documents can be presented, the committee - which can be made
up of representatives from several political parties — must have
already agreed on the content. The formulations are therefore often
made in such a way that all members of the committee can agree on
them.

The resulting vague content makes it possible for all those
involved in schools, teacher training and the production of teach-
ing materials to make arbitrary interpretations concerning the
approach, values and opinions that schools convey to students.

The people who actually work in schools have, therefore, a real
opportunity to participate and influence in ensuring a high stand-
ard of education on the environment and sustainable development.
However, that which is considered a ‘high standard education’ vari-
es according to our values (e.g. environmental morals) and inter-
ests, and can lead to further discussions and conflicts on the correct
intetpretation of the official documents. In practice, those who
have the power to appoint people who are involved in the decision
making process itself decide whether an education is good or not.

Based on the above, it is possible to draw the following conclu-
sion: the structuring of education — on all levels — is fundamentally
a political process (here politics is the process of influencing other
people’s opportunities to shape and direct their lives). Even the
duties of teachets — from interpreting official documents to actual
teaching — are political. The easiest way of illustrating this is that
each text and each lesson contains a selection of what is to be said
about e.g. the natural world and our relationship with it. From a
student perspective, this means that the opportunities to shape
their own lives depend to a great extent on the democratic process
in the classroom - to what degree and in what way students are
able, by applying their own experiences and premises, to participate
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in the teaching process and consequently influence the structure of
the lessons (this was referred to earlier as participation in decision-
making).

We shall now address the question of how to incorporate the
aims of democracy into environmental education i.e. that students
develop into well informed members of society who are able to take
an active part in environmental debates and also that environmen-
tal lessons remain characterised by participation. The fulfilment of
these goals is dependent on the way in which we choose to present
the environmental- and development issues in lessons. How we
present these issues has a direct effect on the approach offered to
the students, in terms of who has the right to make decisions in
society as well as on the aspect of participation in the classroom.

Democracy in the Traditions of
Environmental Education

In the following we will illustrate how fact-based environmental
education, normative environmental education and education for
sustainable development address the two democratic aims stated
below:

e teaching is based on participation in decision-making ,

e students develop into well informed members of society who
take an active role in social debates on the environment and sus-
tainable development.

Participation in the classtroom is sometimes restricted to lesson
planning i.e. students are included in decisions about how different
stages of a lesson are structured. Here we will address another aspect
of participation, namely situations where students are given the
opportunity of taking part in the teaching as they feel it should be
carried out. A factor influencing this area of participation is the del-
egation of authority in the classroom. Here, authority refers to who
has the right to speak during a lesson and who is simply regarded as
a listener. The second democratic goal is also a matter of speakers
and listeners. If the intention is that students are to take active roles
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in social debates, in their capacity of citizens, it is logical that they
are permitted to learn about the various roles a citizen might have
in such a debate. Both these aspects of the goals of democracy are
directly associated with how environmental- and developmental
problems are approached and dealt with during lessons.

Fact-based Environmental Education

In the fact-based approach to environmental education, environ-
mental problems are seen as being caused by a lack of knowledge
and information. This shortage can depend on two points; either
people are not receiving enough information or that society itself
lacks the knowledge and necessary skills to deal with the matter. In
order to eliminate envitonmental problems, the solution to the first
point would be in the form of information campaigns and/or edu-
cating people. The introduction of research projects would be a rea-
sonable solution to the second point. According to this tradition,
access to objective (irrefutable) knowledge would make it possible
to deal with any environmental problems without involving any
issues of values or ideology. The people who can supply this type of
‘real’ knowledge are scientists, or more specifically, natural scien-
tists. It requires experts in the necessary fields of science to resolve
envitonmental ptroblems in accordance with this method of
approach, which is characterised by having no moral standpoints:
it is these experts that have the right to define what an environme-
ntal problem is and suggest the correct course of action required to
solve it. This approach indicates a specific social order: experts
define and instruct and the general public are informed. From a
democratic perspective, this state of affairs would be defined as a
meritocracy ~ a democratic system run by experts.

By identifying ‘treal’ knowledge as a guideline for how we should
relate to the natural world and social development, we also identify
who has the right to speak about any related topics in classrooms
i.e. those who have access to ‘teal’ knowledge. Access is relative; this
implies that the person who has access to a large amount of ‘real’
knowledge has more authority to comment on which environmen-
tally moral standpoints are acceptable than a person who has
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restricted access. In a situation like this it is the teacher and those
students who are able to quickly assimilate ‘real’ knowledge who
are accredited with positions of authority in the classroom. This
puts limitations on students’ rights to discuss and present their own
opinions and ideas, as it is the teacher who is automatically
appointed as ‘the one who knows best’. These restrictions affect stu-
dents differently depending on their ability to assimilate ‘real’
knowledge.

Normative Environmental Education

The normative approach to environmental education presents
environmental- and development problems as a question of attitu-
des, and aims to encourage students to adopt a specific standpoint
(attitude) to these problems. When environmental- and develop-
mental problems are regarded as attitude problems, and when the
correct norm is regarded as being clear, there is the risk that discus-
sions which explore alternative options can be regarded as being
superfluous. This approach shares certain characteristics with
indoctrination: e.g. if we were merely satisfiled with the fact that
people adopted an environmentally friendly attitude and began to
dispose of food on compost heaps, recycle paper, glass, plastic etc.
and buy environmentally friendly products, this would demon-
strate a closer resemblance to indoctrination than to education.

In principle, this is what is achieved when we try to teach certain
behavioural patterns to students — correct environmental behaviour
- without first giving them the opportunity to understand and dis-
cuss the motives and premises that lie behind these actions. In
order to legitimise these acts for students, teachers usually refer to
international conventions, patliamentary decisions and target
assessments in official documents.

In the case of participation in the classroom, the teacher (as with
the fact-based approach) adopts the role as ‘the one who knows
best’. They are the ones who know the details of conventions and
government decisions and are therefore also aware of which values
are necessary to adopt. However, the distribution of authority
between students is far from clear. Here the ability to absorb aca-
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demic knowledge is not a crucial matter; it is, in all probability,
each individual’s measure of the ‘correct’ envitonmental commit-
ment that is in focus. Another problem with this type of educa-
tional approach is that it can lead to a very specific understanding
of citizens’ role in society: they are the ones who obey the rules laid
down by politicians or other people in positions of power. Here
people in positions of authority have carte blanche in the matter of
what are considered to be acceptable/unacceptable attitudes. This
is, of course, not in line with democratic systems. A democracy
allows each individual, on the basis of knowledge, experience and
values, to form their own understandings and develop a line of rea-
soning to support their convictions.

Education for Sustainable Development

Pluralism is a keyword in education for sustainable development
(ESD). This implies that the opinions and impressions of students
can be expressed in the classroom. Pluralism also allows for a num-
ber of different perspectives and opinions on the issues treated in
education to be discussed and studied. None of these perspectives
are privileged beforehand in education. It is in the discussions that
take place in the classroom where the different perspectives and
opinions, and their implications are critically reviewed and valued.
Teachers have a participatory role in the lessons; it is their responsi-
bility to clarify, question, problematise and make suggestions in
order to stimulate further discussions. Another central aspect of this
educational approach is to discuss and formulate suitable methods
of producing reference points that can be applied in the selection of
knowledge and experience that make up lesson materials. Here it is
important not to use a predetermined benchmark; each member of
the group must make independent decisions and be encouraged to
support them in the following discussions. Another important
aspect is gaining experience from listening and participating in
situations where others have different opinions. This educational
approach functions in two ways, firstly, preparing students to take
part in a democratic society in the future and secondly, that the
school benefits from allowing environmental and developmental
issues to be discussed in a democratic arena. From this perspective it
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is important that lessons include e.g. panel debates or role-playing
activities which reflect real conflicts in society as well as students
being permitted to participate in the environmental aspects of the
organisation of the school.

Conclusion: Democracy Before, After or
During Lessons

In summarising the above discussions, it is possible to say that the
three traditions of environmental education represent three diffe-
rent ways of regarding the role of democracy in education. The aim
of fact-based environmental education is to provide objective facts
as a basis for opinion-making; in Normative environmental educa-
tion to coordinate public will with political consensus, and in ESD
to provide an arena for democratic communication and justifica-
tion. The different democratic perspectives also imply that there is
a difference in the view on where the democratic process takes
place. In the Fact-based tradition, the democratic process comes
after education — education is the task of preparing the students for
their participation in a democratic society by providing them with
essential knowledge. In the Normative tradition, the democratic
process comes before education — the political debate on the values
and knowledge that future development should rest on, and conse-
quently what should be taught in school, comes first. Finally, in
ESD the democratic process is an integral part of the education pro-
cess and is situated in education - the critical discussion on diffe-
rent alternatives and their implications is an essential part of educa-
tion itself.

Thus the conclusion suggested here is that ESD provides better
conditions for the fulfilment of the democratic aims of schools
than the other traditions of environmental education.
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10 Learning of Knowledge and
Morals

In chapter eight we noted that education philosophy was a crucial
factor in teaching on the environment and sustainable develop-
ment. A central aspect in all pedagogical philosophies is the teach-
ing approach. In order to be able to make fruitful decisions about
lesson content and teaching methods, it is important to acquire an
understanding of the learning process. Knowledge of the learning
process is therefore a central aspect in the development of compe-
tence with education for sustainable development.

This chapter begins with a presentation of how learning morals
and knowledge can be understood. This will be followed by an illus-
tration of how learning of knowledge also involves a learning of
viewpoints, which are important components in how individuals
see the world or life as a whole. A consequence of this connection is
that the usual division that exists between learning knowledge and
learning morals is cast aside, which highlights a different approach
to the teaching process. In this chapter we will use the learning
processes within the natural science subjects as an illustration.

The Learning Process

Learning and Experience

One way of describing learning is to see it as a process of creating a
relationship between what we already know and the new material
being presented. For example, if we know what an apple looks like
and then see a pear, we attempt to identify the pear by comparing it
to the apple. It is these comparisons that create the relationship
between what we already know and the new object. Comparisons
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are generally made by creating differences and similarities between
that which we already know and that which is new to us. In the
case of the apple and the pear, there are a number of differences and
similarities; it is in the creation of these that we expand our range of
experience. That which we already know is immediately understan-
dable, and that which is immediately understandable is what we
understand as being ‘real’. If something is immediately understand-
able to us, we can say that it ‘stands fast’.! Those people who
understand atomic theory see the atoms as being immediately
understandable, whilst those who have little knowledge of the sub-
ject regard anything to do with atoms as being highly unreal and
abstract. Our understanding of reality develops at the same pace as
our expansion of what stands fast.

Learning can therefore be described as the process of creating dif-
ferences and similarities in relation to what stands fast for an indi-
vidual.

If there is too great a distance between that which stands fast and
the new material, learning cannot take place; we are unable to form
relevant differences and similarities. One explanation of the learn-
ing problems arising in schools today is that there is a gap between
the knowledge of daily life that the students posses and the scien-
tific knowledge that they are expected to learn. If the students are
not given sufficient help this causes difficulties in the learning proc-
ess.

Learning Takes Place in Encounters with the
Surrounding World

Encounters with the surrounding world present us with learning
opportunities that enable us to form new differences and similari-
ties. For example, in the case of learning about the natural world we
can encounter nature in a variety of ways: books, films, conversa-
tions and by physically being in a natural environment. The
encounters offered to students are often deciding factors in what

1  This expression comes from the work of the Austrian philosopher Ludwig Witt-
genstein (1969/1992). In Wickman & Ostman (2001, 2002a, b) this learning
perspective is described further,
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they learn. If we ask two groups of students about the direction of
flow in a number of rivers and one group (A) has access to an ordi-
nary map and the other group (B) to a relief map, it is very likely
that we will receive different answers from the groups. Group A
might say that the rivers flow downwards and group B will probably
say that the water flows from higher ground to lower ground. The
reason for the different answers is that the encounters involved in
the two different teaching aids facilitate two separate ways of for-
ming differences and similarities?. Our meaning making and our
learning are thus not only dependent on what stands fast, but also
on the encounters that we create for ourselves or are presented
with. Accordingly, selecting the encounters that are to be presented
to the students is an important aspect of lesson planning; this selec-
tion needs to accommodate what the students already know in
addition to the intended objectives of the lesson.

Learning Morals

As ethics is a central part of ESD, we will mention a number of
aspects involved in the process of learning morals and later apply
these to illustrate that learning of morals can be understood in the
same way as the learning of knowledge.

Learning to Make and Apply Moral Judgements

Learning morals involves learning how to make absolute value jud-
gements. We can illustrate this by examining a recording from a les-
son. During the lesson, in which students had been given the task
of discussing the pros and cons of nuclear power, two different
types of opinion were expressed. Lisa says that nuclear power is
good because it is cheap. This is an example of a relative opinion i.e.
the opinion is made in relation to a specific objective: we all would
prefer cheaper energy. In this instance, nuclear power is allocated

2 See further Schoultz, Siljé & Wyndham (2002).
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relative value. Emma opposes this opinion - ‘but nuclear power is
not good for the environment’. In this case the environment is
given absolute value, which implies that the environment is some-
thing we should not damage. Emma has made a moral judgement
since she feels that the environment is something that we always
ought to respect. As a result of Emma’s statement, in the ensuing,
lively debate the rest of the group underwent a shift from making
relative judgements to making moral judgements, that is absolute
value judgements.

It is by participating in this type of activity that we learn how to
make moral judgements. In the above situation it was a case of
learning how to make moral instead of relative judgements.

In the above exercise, students also learnt that it is both valid and
relevant to discuss energy consumption in environmental moral
terms. Learning morals also encompasses the need to learn when
morals are at risk, i.e. when it is suitable or necessary to make a
moral judgement. If we visited a school at the beginning of the 20™*
Century, students would most probably not have learnt that envi-
ronmentally moral discussions on the topic of energy consumption
were both valid and relevant. This observation would support the
fact that the relevancy of moral judgements (absolute value judge-
ments) varies throughout history and even between cultures.

Knowing whether or not to make a moral judgement is also
related to specific situations. E.g. if we see a person Killing a bee, we
might confront him/her with a moral statement; however if the
person responded by saying that they had allergic reactions to bee
stings we would probably retract the statement.

By experiencing this type of event, a person can learn to dis-
tinguish between situations where moral judgements are either
appropriate or inappropriate.

Learning Norms

Learning morals includes learning a specific conception of the right
and most desirable way of relating to and behaving towards
humans and nature. If, for example, on a field trip onie student (A)
hits another (B) or disturbs a bird’s nest and the teacher intervenes
by saying that the act was wrong - ‘Don’t do that!’ — this statement
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is a way for the teacher to communicate what is worth striving for
in life: what is the correct or incorrect action. The teacher’s correc-
tion is not simply a matter of stating that it is wrong to hit (B) or to
disturb that particular bird’s nest; but is rather an indication that it
is wrong to hit people and harm animals. Here the teacher tries to
teach correct behaviour: a specific way of relating to humans and
animals in general. This way of teaching morals is, to a large extent,
about getting people to learn norms regarding the right and wrong
ways of treating people and nature. We can term this specific form
of learning motals as learning of norms.

Learning to Distinguish Between Norms and Moral
Commitments

We learn a large number of norms in our lives and these norms
often stand in contrast to each other. If we are boxers we learn
about different ways of hitting other people, whereas in school we
are taught that it is wrong to hit people. Norms are often associated
with specific practices. Some people are completely against boxing;
this is due to the fact that they have a specific moral commitment.
It is possible to distinguish between following a norm and having a
commitment: a commitment is a belief in a value which is applica-
ble in all aspects of life. Learning a norm, therefore, does not mean
that one takes on a commitment: one can learn that something is
right yet maintain a certain distance from it. It is also possible to
regard a commitment as something personal and that which cha-
racterises an individual, whilst a norm belongs to the ‘social’ and
characterises a social activity.

Is it possible, then, to determine whether or not a person has a
commitment or if they are merely playing along i.e. following the
norm. In our daily lives we have ways of determining the difference
when we are unsure. This is illustrated in the following exchange
between two students.

Peter: I think it is wrong to exploit the natural environment.
Adam: What do you mean by that?
Peter: I mean that using nature for our own ....
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~ Adam: Do you really mean that?
Peter: Yes I believe it's wrong.
Adam: But what shall we eat then?

Peter’s response to Adam’s first question is to attempt to explain
what he meant. However, Adam did not require any further clarifi-
cation, but instead wanted to be sure that Peter really believed in
what he was saying, i.e. he asked the question to be certain that
what Peter said was a commitment. In order to be sure of this he
reworded his first question, which resulted in Peter being able to tell
Adam what he wanted to know. Following that it was possible to
start a discussion on the topic of whether or not it is reasonable to
have such a commitment.

It is by participating in or observing these types of conversations
that we learn the differences between following a norm and believ-
ing in something and how to make those differences clear during
communication.

Learning Morals via Ways of Encountering

There is a great difference between being approached as a person or
as a member of a group. As a person one is unique, but as a member
of a group one is a part of a social community. As a group member,
the norms governing the situation or culture in which the encoun-
ter takes place are important: one is approached according to prede-
termined conceptions and norms. When a person is approached as
an individual, he or she has a value regardless of their possession of
specific characteristics and knowledge. The individual is
approached with an open attitude; there ate no preconceived
notions or instrumental desires in the encounter. In this way of
encountering an individual, the individual already has a value.
Here we can discuss the moral dimension in terms of the manner of
encountering.

Similarly we can encounter nature in different ways. When
nature constitutes a source for learning of specific knowledge, we
can refer to the encounter as closed. In closed encounters, nature is
allocated instrumental value. It has a specific purpose, namely to
learn knowledge. To clarify this reasoning, we can say that students
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are going to classify insects or minerals by going out and collecting
insects and Killing them or hammer mineral samples out of larger
rocks. Their actions are based on the idea that they shall learn
something and the insects and the minerals are the means for
acquiring this goal.

In other cases we might encounter nature without having any
such ambitions and intentions or any preconceived notions about
the encounter. We can regard this way of encountering nature as
open. In this approach towards the natural world it already has its
own value.

Learning Ethical Reflection

In order to reflect ethically it is necessary to learn the various moral
aspects which have been discussed above, since ethics are a matter
of reflecting on morals by applying reason. This reflection can be a
matter of critically comparing alternative norms and convictions. It
can also be a case of critically evaluating the various alternatives. To
enable such a comparative evaluation, we must first have access to
a form of benchmark (see chapter five). For example, anthropocen-
tric ethics have human beings as a benchmark; this implies that
anything that is good for human beings is considered good. These
benchmarks can also be critically reviewed.

The Learning Process

The process of moral learning can be compared with the process of
learning knowledge. In an encounter , individuals can sometimes
immediately create a relationship to what stands fast, whereas at
other times they cannot. When they cannot it often becomes appa-
rent in their actions; they ask a question, they hesitate, etc. On
these occasions — which can occur, for example, when a person is
not familiar with how to use a concept or a word or when he/she
does not know what kind of moral situation is involved in an
encounter — the person has to stage a new encounter — with the
teacher, the textbook, a friend, a computer, etc, — in order to con-
tinue the practice with which they are involved. They can, of
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course, also reflect in order to find new ways of creating a relation-
ship to what stand fast for them.

Thus learning, both cognitive and moral, always involves the
prior experiences of individuals. When the prior experiences are
successfully related to what the individual experiences in the learn-
ing situation, learning has taken place. Therefore the establishment
of new relations means that earlier expetiences take on a new or
extended significance and, as a consequence, the individual is able
o act in a new or modified way in future situations.

At the same time learning is situated, since it is in the encounter
that learning takes place. When individuals learn it is always in
relation to what other people say and do in the curtent situation,
i.e. they respond to, take up points, argue against, agree with etc.
other participants in the conversation. Furthermore, it is done in
relation to the activity the individuals participate in.

Learning Knowledge and Values
Simultaneously

Schools are institutions within society which have the function of
teaching the younger generation values and attitudes. This means
that students are not only expected to learn the scientific meanings
(concepts, principles, theories etc.), but also to develop viewpoints
on the sciences, people, nature and the relationship between
people and nature.

In curricula, syllabi and textbooks there is often a differentiation
between learning knowledge and learning attitudes and values.
They are regarded as being two separate processes in both space and
time. In curricula and syllabi, it is normal to distinguish between
learning objectives i.e. knowledge, concepts, skills, etc. and social
objectives i.e. attitudes, points of view, values, etc. Textbooks are
often formed by the principle of necessary facts first and practical
application second, and only then investigating value questions
such as environmental or health issues.

By discussing what is actually involved in the process of learning
knowledge, we shall attempt to illustrate that when we learn
knowledge we simultaneously learn specific ways of viewing and
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that these ways of viewing constitute important aspects of our
worldview. This implies that the differentiation commonly made
between learning knowledge and learning values and attitudes is
not reasonable.

Knowledge — Worldview

Certain basic criteria for how the natural world should be studied
and depicted within the natural sciences were introduced as early as
17" and 18™ Centuries.? Possibly the most radical aspect was that
nature should be examined and approached as if it were a material
object. Nature was not to be considered as something that pos-
sessed morals or values — neither in itself nor in relation to humans.
Anybody wanting to create knowledge about nature had to do so by
examining and describing nature in terms of material states and
objects.

This approach towards the natural world is linked to certain
objectives held by the community of the natural sciences. The pur-
pose of these objectives is to allow for the formulation of general
truths, which in turn enable scientists to explain and predict all the
processes that take place in the natural world. It is important to
note, however, that a large number of other organisations and com-
munities with other objectives have different demands on what
constitutes an acceptable approach to describing and investigating
the natural world.

The difficulties that people often experiences when learning sci-
ence can be due to the fact that it requires the usage of totally dif-
ferent communication criteria than we are used to in our daily
lives.

In order to facilitate the learning process, it is therefore important
that any teaching begins from the students’ understanding, i.e. the
teaching must begin in what stands fast for them. Allowing the stu-
dents to practice the new criteria will broaden the scope of what
stands fast for them. A lot of time must be allowed for this process

3 von Wright (1989) and Toulmin (1990) give an accessible and informative
depiction of how scientific knowledge of nature is connected to a specific view
of nature,

4  See Ostman (1996, 1998).
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and teaching new theories and concepts should therefore take place
in stages.

Learning scientific knowledge about the natural world thus
involves that we learn to follow a number of criteria about how we
should interpret nature. We have already touched upon one of
these criteria. There are several other criteria that have the same
function in scientific language. When these criteria are put together
to create a logical, coherent system within e.g. a subject, they form
what we can refer to as a worldview.’

Individual knowledge is, therefore, part of a much larger picture ~
a worldview ~which is based on a number of criteria. Varying world-
views differ because they create different ways of seeing the world:
they convey different descriptions of the world.® Each description
makes up, so to speak, a perspective of the world. If we leatn specific
scientific knowledge we must simultaneously learn how to apply the
criteria of which the knowledge is a part. One can therefore claim
that knowledge is indivisible; we must accept the whole ‘package’ or
worldview, in order to gain access to individual knowledge.

We have addressed one of the many different criteria within sci-
entific knowledge production. This specific criterion touches upon
what is usually referred to as a view of nature: Regarding nature as
material object represents a specific view of nature. These criteria, or
for that matter worldviews, are learned at the same time as we learn
knowledge. To further clarify this state of contemporaneousness,
the term companion meaning can be used: learning scientific
meaning (the meaning of scientific wotds) is followed by other
meanings e.g. a view of the natural world.”

5 The American philosopher Stephen Pepper (1942) claims that in principle there
are seven different hypotheses or world views concerning the matter of how we
understand the fundamental characteristics of the natural world, how reliable
knowledge can be assimilated and what constitutes evidence for the existence of
an object. See Kilbourn (1998) for an example of the seven hypotheses depicted
in an educational context.

6 In one way the concept 'hypothesis’ is more suitable than ‘worldview’ since the
detailed criteria are hypotheses rather than complete and thoroughly proved
descriptions of the world.

7  This term was introduced by Roberts & Ostman (1998) and is clearly illustrated
in their book about the importance of bringing attention to companion mean-
ings in education.
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Companion Meanings and Moral Debate

It is important to be aware of companion meanings in the learn-
ing process since they can sometimes be at the centre of moral
debate. During the 19" Century, the natural sciences were exposed
to a great deal of criticism because, in the eyes of the critics, they
interpreted the natural world as an object or a means of achieving
human ends. During the latter half of the 20™ Century, eco femi-
nism has raised similar criticism. Gender debates are often based on
attention being brought to companion meanings within various
activities or sectors.

It is, therefore, reasonable that ethical reflection encompasses the
critical study of companion meanings within various practices. The
significance of worldviews for moral norms and convictions can
equally be brought into critical focus.
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11 Teaching Sustainable
Development

What are the Implications of Teaching
Sustainable Development?

Based on the comparisons between Education for sustainable devel-
opment and the other traditions of environmental education made
in chapters eight and nine, and in addition to the perspectives on
learning knowledge and morals that were discussed in chapter ten,
we will, in this chapter, present a deeper study on the significance
of teaching sustainable development. This will be done from a
teaching perspective, i.e. we will take a closer look at the signi-
ficance of the choices a teacher might make in the areas of goals,
content and method. The question we are looking into here can be
seen as: what are the implications of teaching sustainable develop-
ment? The principles of education to be presented here are, how-
ever, not to be understood as predetermined guidelines for teaching
sustainable development. The actual structure of this form of edu-
cation must be based on locally based experience as well as the his-
torical, social, cultural and geographical backgrounds which are
part of each school. The principles will, therefore, represent possi-
ble reference points for continued reflection and discussion in the
practice of education for sustainable development.

The Concept ‘Sustainable Development’

To be able to discuss what it actually means to teach sustainable
development, it is necessary to first make clear what the term actu-
ally means and how it stands in relation to education. But as was

©® The Authors and Studentlitteratur 191



11 Teaching Sustainable Development

illustrated in chapter two, in any discussion it soon becomes appa-
rent that there is no straightforward answer. A certain amount of
guidance can be taken from the central international policies that
have been formed on sustainable development. One of the first
appearances of the term is in the Brundtland Report, in which sus-
tainable development was defined as being:

development that meets the needs of the present without compro-
mising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs
(World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987, p. 43).

In the plans of action which resulted from the international confer-
ence on the environment in Rio 1992, Agenda 21 states that sus-
tainable development requires a cooperated plan of development
between the three areas of environment, society and economy, and
additionally that:

Education is critical for promoting sustainable development and
improving the capacity of the people to address environment and
development issues . . . . It is critical for achieving environmental and
ethical awareness, values and attitudes, skills and behaviour consist-
ent with sustainable development and for effective public participa-
tion in decision-making (UNCED, 1992, chap. 36, p. 2).

The Baltic 21E proposal, the plan of action for education on sus-
tainable development, which was adopted by education ministers
from 12 countries in the Baltic region, contains several useful
guidelines which illustrate what a ‘sustainable’ perspective might
be in education. For example:

e sustainable development is a fundamental part of a healthy
democracy and active citizenship,

¢ sustainable development is named as one of the main goals of
the entire education system,

e sustainable development is to be integrated into existing subjects
and the relationship between the natural sciences and social sci-
ences needs to be strengthened,

e education for sustainable development is to address topics which
will give insight into the global, regional and local aspects of sus-
tainable development,

e the ethical dimension is central to understanding sustainable
development,
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e education for sustainable development involves discussions and
critical reviews of different alternatives and their consequences,

e the economical, social and environmental areas must be coordi-
nated in such a way they are mutually beneficial to each other.

In chapter 8 it was said that the transition from environmental pro-
tection to sustainable development implies a broader perspective
on the issues surrounding the subject. The points mentioned above
are also an indication of this trend. This applies to aspects of time
and space as well as content. From the time perspective, it implies
that not only current environmental problems are studied, but also
that attention is brought to the consequences of our present day
activities on the right of future generations to enjoy the same qual-
ity of life. From a space perspective, it is about ensuring that the
entire range of issues is approached from both a local and global
point of view. Content refers to the fact that all sectors of society
will be involved. Therefore this is not solely a matter of developing
sustainable methods of utilising nature’s resources but also includes
creating a society which is socially and economically sustainable.
Not least it concetns coordinating ecological, economical and
social sustainability.

In brief it is about creating a ‘good’ society and consequently the
optimum conditions for good health and a good standard of living.
Sustainable development, therefore, touches on the whole of our
environment and the kind of future society we would like to live in,
as well as the necessary requirements for ensuring a good life for the
coming generations.

It is easy to see that any concept that encompasses the ‘good’ life
and the ‘good’ society will inevitably be the cause of many conflicts
of interests and values. Even though science can supply us with a
more or less uniform picture of environmental- and developmental
problems, it is still up to individuals and groups in society to make
their own interpretations and evaluations of the consequences of
these problems in relation to the other activities they are involved
in and consider important.

Accordingly, there is no general consensus on the interpretation
of the concept of sustainable development. There are representa-
tives from the entire political spectrum, which is a strong indicator
of how little agreement there can be. There are those of the opinion

© The Authors and Studentlitteratur 193



11 Teaching Sustainable Development

that it is possible to create conditions for sustainable development
within the framework of today’s society, i.e. a liberally oriented and
growth-based market economy. The contrasting opinion claims
that sustainable development requires radical changes both in
terms of the values and consumption habits of people as well as in
global resource distribution.

The scientific community is equally unable to present an une-
quivocal picture of any problems presented by the implementation
of sustainable development (see chapter 4). This allows for repre-
sentatives outside the scientific community to present us with alter-
native interpretations of the state of the world and the opportuni-
ties that lie before us.

The fact that the sustainable development petspective allows for
many different standpoints to be heard implies that it has a clearly
ethical aspect where differing ideas of values, caring and responsi-
bility are polarised. One such ethical question is; to who do the
guidelines introduced by sustainable development policies actually
apply, i.e. to whom do we have a responsibility when we make deci-
sions or act? In chapter five there is a discussion of the different
standpoints on the degree of consideration we could take on the
following:

¢ the development opportunities for people all over the world,
e the quality of life for future generations,

the well-being of organisms,

the survival of all species and ecosystems.

The way in which we approach this range of different opinions is of
crucial importance when formulating what type of guidelines are
possible to introduce for sustainable development. Being able to
effectively organise the broad range of differing values and interests
so that each is given equal attention is indeed a great challenge for
democratic societies. The diversity of opinions indicates that sus-
tainable development cannot be restricted by a permanent defini-
tion; the concept itself should always be open to discussion. If this
were achieved, sustainable development would share certain char-
acteristics with the concept of democracy, as an ongoing dialogue
which allow sustainable development to remain meaningful as
opposed to being limited by a permanent definition. It is possible to
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see sustainable development functioning as a compass in the devel-
opment of society: it can point in certain directions but gives
neither information as to what will be encountered on the way nor
of any predetermined destinations.

One of the main conclusions we have drawn is the fact that
democracy should be an integral part of education. This implies
that education must be pluralistic, i.e. it should reflect the diversity
of understandings and opinions which are represented in the
debate on questions relating to sustainable development. A main
theme in this chapter is, therefore, the discussion on how demo-
cratic perspectives influence the decisions that affect teaching sus-
tainable development, especially in terms of the goals, content and
teaching methods.

An Educational Perspective

Here we will address the question of how particular aspects of a sub-
ject are dealt with in the actual practice of teaching. From a teacher
perspective, this includes all the various choices available during a
lesson. Research on the subject shows that a large proportion of a
teacher’s working day consists of situations where decisions have to
be made. These situations are categorised into two principally diffe-
rent types: the type of situation that can arise spontaneously in the
classroom and presents the question how shall I deal with this? This
question demands an immediate answer and the teacher must rely
on his/her previous experience in this situation. The other arises in
the lesson planning stage and is of the type, what are my alternati-
ves? Here there is time for reflection on the alternatives that are
available, as well as the opportunity to evaluate possible outcomes
of the chosen alternatives. Contrary to the first type of situation
which mainly relies on experience, theoretical knowledge can be
used as guidance. The following discussion in this chapter will be
confined to the second type of question — the alternatives.

A basic division can be made between a choice of purpose and
goals, a choice of content, and a choice of teaching method. In the
following text we will address some principles within education
when making decisions in teaching for sustainable development. A
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recurring theme in this discussion is that democratic thought is
always central to teaching on the subject of sustainable develop-
ment.

Selecting Goals and Motivating Factors in
Teaching for Sustainable Development

How does one select goals and motivation in education particularly
in such a diverse and unfixed area as sustainable development?

In the previous chapter we stated that there is an inherent demo-
cratic dilemma in the idea that education should encourage and
advocate sustainable social development. Therefore, in the process
of formulating the motives and goals for this type of education two
problems are encountered. Firstly, sustainable development encom-
passes very complex problems, where a great many different stand-
points exist: what kind of social development is actually supposed
to be supported? Secondly, education systems often have clear dem-
ocratic guidelines which stipulate that education is to support the
principle of freedom to form one’s own opinions. With this in
mind, is it then possible to recommend a specific type of social
development in school education?

It would seem therefore both unreasonable and undemocratic if a
school attempts to instil predetermined solutions to the problems
highlighted by sustainable development. It would be more reason-
able, and from a democratic petspective necessary, for schools to
educate citizens who have the ability to deal with the problematic
issues presented by sustainable development. It is then a matter of
coping with the complexity and diversity surrounding sustainable
development in a democratic way. This is partly a matter of manag-
ing all the decisions that an individual must make when faced with
the enormous array of products, services, lifestyles and identities
which today’s society offers.

The main purposes of education for sustainable development
could be formulated in such a way that students who participate in
the lessons:
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(1) are given an opportunity to orientate themselves among the dif-
ferent viewpoints,

(2) receive knowledge and ethical awareness to critically evaluate
the various alternatives,

(3) develop the ability to act upon the standpoints which have
been formed,

(4) are allowed to participate in activities which demonstrate that it
is meaningful to be engaged in issues which involve sustainable
development.

A comprehensive goal for education for sustainable development,
based on the above points, can be formulated in the following way.

After completing the course, students will be able to critically
evaluate different approaches as well as be motivated to
actively participate in democratic debates on the sustainable
development of society.

The actual meaning of ‘active participation in democratic debates’
is to be understood as all the choices, which we as active members
of society make when we e.g. consume products, travel, and are
involved in discussions in different situations such as in schools, at
home, at work and during our free time.

Choosing and Utilizing the Content of
Education for Sustainable Development

Even in the matter of lesson content, the democratic perspective in
education for sustainable development is of great importance. The
choices made in the selection of teaching contents can be divided
into three stages: choice, organisation and approach.
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Choice

As a schoolteacher, there is often cause for concern when new sub-
ject content surfaces in the existing sphere of education. There is
the worry that even more material and/or information will be
introduced into the already overloaded subject area in which one is
teaching. Creating an entirely new subject is one option, although
there is then the practical problem of including the new subject
into the school timetable. There is, however, the option of introdu-
cing the idea of sustainable development, not as a new subject, but
rather as an integrated perspective which is applied to the existing
content in all subjects. The perspective ‘sustainable development’
can then be seen as a tool in the selection process, where both stu-
dents and teachers are involved in choosing relevant lesson con-
fent. As it is impossible to include all our culture’s knowledge and
information on the world in education, the process of selection is
naturally a fundamental aspect of teaching. By applying the pet-
spective of sustainable development we are more able to put for-
ward questions such as what type of knowledge and skills are
necessary in order for us to make the important choices in life. In
the light of sustainable development, certain aspects will stand out
as being more important than others, i.e. it acts as a guide as to
where the emphasis should lie and how we should approach the
content.

An important principle for the choice of content is that depic-
tions and facts should be obtained from numerous sources. This
means also using alternative perspectives and understandings,
including those held by minority groups.

Another important aspect is the need to address real problems dut-
ing lessons; problems which are relevant to the students’ lives and
the society in which they live, and preferably problems that the
group has some influence over or can affect in some way. The
immediate environment and the local community represent an
important starting point for teaching for sustainable development
(this also includes students’ working environment, i.e. the school
and health). It is of equal importance that these questions are not
reduced to just localised issues, but on the contrary are related to
more comprehensive concerns of sustainable development e.g. his-
torical, societal and global aspects. Here it is possible to see that
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working with sustainable development is a case of putting things
into context, where the different areas and levels are seen as integral
parts of a whole.

Organisation

We have already mentioned that sustainable development can be
seen as an integrated perspective — something which is present in
all school subjects. As all schools are different with regard to size,
economical situation etc., the lessons can accordingly be organised
in several different ways. Teaching for sustainable development can
be approached from both a single subject or from larger theme
based sessions where several teachers from different subjects parti-
cipate. However, the central idea remains that students are given
plenty of opportunities to assimilate the new knowledge they have
learnt. This can be approached by relating the new areas of study to
ones which have been covered earlier, as well combining know-
ledge and experiences from different subjects. A well thought-out
method of sequencing, progression and association between the con-
tent and themes in different subjects is, therefore, of great impor-
tance to teaching for sustainable development.

Approach

In chapter 10 we illustrated the fact that there are norms in all the
understandings and depictions of the reality we perceive - and that
in the teaching process certain ways of seeing the world are inevita-
bly offered to the student. With this in mind, it seems important
that teachers ask themselves which information/knowledge is to be
prioritised. One basic position in pluralistic education is that no
particular perspective should be prioritised, although more latitude
is allowed for perspectives which are considered important in
society e.g. the scientific perspective on environmental problems.
Another result of the connection between facts and norms is that
a critical standpoint appears as being central in the approach towards
the actual knowledge content of the lessons. It is a matter of mak-
ing a critical evaluation based on which perspectives and which
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interests are suppotted by the lesson material, and our understand-
ing of how we should solve the various problems which are pre-
sented. In this way, students are given a more conscious under-
standing as to how they form their own opinions.

With a starting point in sustainable development, the actual pur-
pose of teaching is altered, as is the actual approach to knowledge.
A central point in education for sustainable development is there-
fore that the learning of theoretical knowledge is not a goal in itself.
It is rather a case of knowledge/skills being selected based on the idea
that they are fruitful for understanding what sustainable development
implies in terms of consequences for the lifestyles of individuals and soci-
ety in general. Therefore it is important to integrate discussions of
the implications or effects of whatever it is students have learnt into
the teaching process. These discussions could be in the form of
standpoints regarding the development of modern society, our
responsibilities towards future generations, products that one
should avoid etc.

Selecting Methods and Approaches in
Education for Sustainable Development

Education for sustainable development is not charactetrised by any
specific teaching methods. The methods are determined, among
other things, by the experiences and backgrounds of the students
taking part in the lessons. However, we do suggest two guiding
principles in the choice of teaching methods. Firstly, the chosen
method must be related to the actual aim of the education - contri-
buting towards the students’ development in their role as members
of a democratic society who are capable of critical evaluation.
Secondly, that the teaching method is approached with the undet-
standing that the process of learning takes place in the encounter
between the student and the teaching material.
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Experiencing Democracy

The main objective of education for sustainable development is the
development of students’ levels of competence in the area of parti-
cipating in democratic processes, but it is also necessary that they
see democtatic participation as a meaningful activity. Education for
sustainable development is, therefore, not simply a matter of prepa-
ring students for life in a democracy but is more a case of ensuring
that students can experience democracy during lessons in order to
gain a level of practical familiarity with democratic processes. This
approach is based on the understanding that students are already
regarded as being members of a democratic society during the
course of their education i.e. that students are equal participants in
the teaching process. Seen from this viewpoint, education for sus-
tainable development is an education in democracy rather than an
education about democracy.

It is, therefore, important to pay particular attention to the actual
teaching process in education for sustainable development, e.g.
how classroom discussions are conducted and how they affect each
student’s understanding of their role as a democratic citizen. Ques-
tions such as: who has the right to speak; are there any restrictions
when speaking; who, if anybody, is in possession of the correct
answets; have a great deal of influence on how students come to
value their own opinions (see chapter nine). Additionally, it is
important that students learn to listen to, respect and take into con-
sideration differing opinions.

The Encounter

In the teaching process there is usually either a focus on syllabus-
based subjects or the needs and interests of the students. A way of
avoiding this either/or approach is to take the encounter between
the students and the lesson material as a starting point (see chapter
11). It is in this encounter between student and the knowledge
which our culture has accumulated throughout history that the
learning process takes place.

By taking this encounter as a starting point in education for sus-
tainable development, there is an effect on the roles of student and
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teacher during lessons. For the student it is a case of becoming an
active creator in the lesson. A central aspect of the learning process
is, however, that the student can make associations between pre-
vious and new experiences. If, in a new encounter, the concepts are
too far removed from the student’s previous experiences, nothing
can hope to be gained. The knowledge or information would then
fall into the category of instrumental learning, which lacks rele-
vance to the student’s life. The teacher’s role can be seen as a supei-
visor in the encounter — someone who creates situations, clarifies
the purpose of an activity, asks questions to stimulate discussions or
ideas and participates in the evaluation process of what has been
learnt.

The encounters in education can be seen as being different in
character. Hence the teacher must reflect on how the correct bal-
ance can be created between direct and indirect encounters and open
and closed encounters respectively.

Indirect encounters involve an encounter with the surrounding
environment in the form of texts, lessons/lectures, images etc. The
advantage of indirect encounters is that students have access to
knowledge, which is part of our cultural archive, as well as access to
parts of the world or experiences which are not practically possible
to experience at first hand. The disadvantage lies in the fact that
students only receive access to somebody else’s version of whatever
the topic is, as well as the fact that out of necessity the version has
to be a simplification of reality.

A direct encounter involves the subject matter being studied at first
hand; by using sight, touch, smell etc. and experiencing the
encounter wherever it occurs naturally. This quite clearly increases
the possibilities for students to form their own understanding of
what is being studied. It can also be assumed that there will be an
increased likelihood that students develop an emotional associa-
tion with the object of study. For example, a first hand encounter
with ‘nature’ compared with the same encounter in a text book can
therefore be important to the type of relationship created, and con-
sequently for the individual’s future attitude towards the natural
world.

A closed encounter implies that the encounter as a predetermined
objective; the encounter should result in students assimilating cer-
tain specifically selected knowledge. The encounter is a means of
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achieving the objective. This type of encounter can be used to
transfer certain skills and information to students which are
regarded as being important in the make up of a democratic citizen.
The student therefore becomes a recipient of knowledge which oth-
ers have decided is necessary in the process of education.

In an open encounter, the encounter has value in itself and it is
entirely open as to what students learn. This type is not only a
people to people enncounter, but can also involve e.g. the natural en-
vironment. Here the student becomes an active and responsible
creator of his/her experience; there is motre of a striving towards a
certain level of quality in the received knowledge rather than con-
centrating on learning predetermined facts. In the discussions that
take place during an open encounter, all students have equal status
when exchanging views and opinions of their respective experi-
ences. An open encounter can take the form of, for example, a field
trip to a location which has suffered some environmental damage,
with follow up discussions on the value of nature or global resource
distribution.

Conclusion

From a teaching/learning perspective, the characteristics of educa-
tion for sustainable development which have been presented can
be summarised in the following way:

e a primary objective of students gaining the ability to actively par-
ticipate in democratic processes and having the desire to do so,

e the democratic process is to be an integral part of the education
which students can experience first hand,

e the student has an active and responsible role in the creation of
his/her own educational progress,

e the teachet’s role is that of a supervisor or instructor,

e during the lessons there is an attempt to achieve a balance
between direct - indirect and open - closed encounters respec-
tively,

e this approach to education assumes that there are many ways of
describing, evaluating and relating to a problem and its solu-
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tions, and also acknowledges a conflict of interests between these
perspectives,

e when lesson content/material is being selected, many different
sources are used to ensure that students are exposed to a broad
knowledge base from which to reflect and take standpoints,

® a critical approach is a central feature - this implies that the var-
ious interests behind each perspective and the implications of
each course of action will be reviewed,

e sustainable development is seen as a perspective of consolidation
that helps students and teachers to relate new knowledge/infor-
mation to that which has been learnt previously, as well as link-
ing knowledge and perspectives from different subjects,

e the topics included in lessons will include historical events and
future consequences as well as local and global aspects,

» most aspects of the education will, to a great extent, begin with
problems which students can relate to and be comfortable with
and ultimately influence with their own actions.
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Sustainable Development

In this chapter we will present three teaching models that were cre-
ated within the framework of the project ‘Sustainable Development
in Schools’.! The objectives of the project were, via the interaction
between research into environmental education and the practical
teaching experience of education for sustainable development, to
develop teaching models, which could later be applied in practical
teaching situations. The project consisted of nine teams of teachers,
all representing different subject areas, school types and geographi-
cal areas in Sweden. All the teachers attended a series of seminars
where many of the areas appearing in this book were addressed.
Time was also allocated in which teachers could exchange their
own personal teaching experiences. Each of the teams received con-
tinuous support during the project work in their respective schools.

‘The Shopping Bag’ — A Student-active
‘Anthropological’ Project

The sustainable production of food is one of the most formidable
challenges within sustainable development; it is also a chosen
theme in environmental studies at an upper secondary school in
Sweden. In the project, students follow the chain of production in
reverse from the dinner table to the actual producers, i.e, the far-

1 The project was financed by the The Swedish National Agency for School
Improvement and the results will be published during 2004. The description of
the teaching models in this chapter is taken from the forthcoming publication.
The project leaders were Johan Ohman and Leif Ostman.
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mers via supermarkets, wholesalers etc. According to the guidelines
in the project, students research questions such as the elements that
influence production, distribution, storage etc. as well as how each
of these stages affects the environment. The team leaders of this
particular project were two teachers within different subject areas
(social studies and science respectively). The entire timeframe for
the project was 50 clock hours.

Specific ESD Characteristics

e Students are given the opportunity to integrate issues concerning
ecology, economy, politics and social development.

e With reference points in actual problems, the objective is to give
general insights into situations which will have an influence on
students’ lives in the future.

e The project is primarily task oriented, therefore the focus of the
project is on students developing a certain quality of knowledge: to
understand rather than to memorise, to develop a high quality of
reasoning rather than delivering the right answetr.

e The project work is based on direct encounters with employees
involved in the food industry; students also have the opportu-
nity to actively participate in the areas of production concerning
the project.

e The students are encouraged to be both active and responsible in
their approach to their own development and that of fellow stu-
dents. The teacher’s role in the project is to offer guidance when
necessary.

Teachers Presentation: Acquiring Knowledge
Through Close Contact of The First Kind

The following is a summary of a teacher’s account of the project
wotk.

The initial stage of this project is a general introduction to the
subject, which includes issues such as fertilizer emissions, species
depletion, pesticides, agricultural and economic history, social
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development, transportation etc. There are regular meetings where
students report back to the group and present their work. An impor-
tant feature of the project is that students learn to identify and
understand the interests which influence the food industry. This is
done by carrying out case studies which illustrate that, notwith-
standing the high levels of skills and information within the in-
dustry, there are still many situations where problems occur.

The introduction is followed by the actual ‘shopping bag’ project
- two bags of shopping are divided among groups of students. Prior
to this the groups have already selected a category of food ~ cereal
products (bread, pasta), fruit and vegetables, meat, and dairy prod-
ucts (including eggs). The first task is to prepare and eat the food -
something that all the students enjoy.

The theoretical work begins with students deciding on a plan of
action: which aspects of the environment should be addressed, mak-
ing a contact list of people/organisations, making a list of sources
for getting product information etc. Students are given some time
to complete the plan before reporting back to the teachers who can
advise or ask for further clarification etc. Students are given a check-
list to facilitate the planning stage; the list includes different aspects
and areas of research which either could or should be included in
the project work.

On completion of the action plan, students then contact local
supermarkets and convenience stores and try to find out if there are
any problems relevant to the group’s chosen products, e.g. fruit and
vegetables. Thereafter the students follow the chain of production
to the wholesalers, manufacturers and finally the producers/farm-
ers.

In preparation for the final stage, arrangements have been made
with farmers so that students can visit and participate in life on a
farm for a 2-3 day petiod. These visits allow students first hand
knowledge of how farmers see environmental issues, economics,
agricultural policies etc. In addition, field trips to food production
plants, dairies and slaughter houses/butchers are included in the
project.

Compiling reports and other final details, additional questions
etc., may require further input from the teachers. During the whole
project, individual groups are gathered for guidance and discussion
meetings every two to three weeks. It is also beneficial for all the
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groups to meet together, as this gives everybody an insight into the
process as a whole, as well as groups having the opportunity to dis-
cuss and exchange ideas. As teachers, we regularly point out that
this project will be graded by continuous assessment and not on a
final test. Students are also required to keep a log of their activities,
which may vary from group logs to individual logs; these are also to
be handed in at the end of the project.

Conclusions drawn from the project work: It is important that the
teachers concerned follow a well structured approach to the project,
with a clear emphasis on what is expected from the students in each
phase. Within this frame, students are given ample opportunity to
select a particular focus and orientation for their chosen area of
study. This approach lies within the framewotk for the model known
as adaptive leadership: this is applied in situations where a lot of gen-
eral information is given in the beginning and is successively
replaced by group or individual feedback/guidance meetings in
which students are given a lot of freedom. Students often require
guidance in locating and identifying information — we can help in
this area by referring students to information sources outside school,
reference literature and the Internet. The teachers involved in the
project feel that they have a good overview of what the students are
learning due to the regular meetings and discussions, log books and
final reports and presentations. We feel sure that this model can be
extended to subject areas other than the food industry.

Sustainable Development in Social
Science — the Conflict Perspective

In this upper secondary school, sustainable development has been
the guiding principle for the selection of the content and work
methods within the subject of social science. The main objective is
to highlight the democratic perspectives in the lessons and ulti-
mately allow for students to ‘experience’ democracy, i.e. they are
given plenty of opportunities to express their experiences, opin-
ions, values and needs. Increasing the democratic environment
during lessons is achieved by allowing them to be involved in deci-
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ding which topics are to receive more focus, successively increasing
independent work assignments and introducing work methods
which allow for greater expression of students’ individual theore-
tical knowledge and skills etc. The content is oriented towards
enhancing pluralism, conflict perspectives, and students’ rights to
form their own opinions. An aim of this project is to demonstrate
the possibilities of introducing sustainable development as a per-
spective that encompasses the entire teaching/learning process

within a subject.

Specific ESD Characteristics

e The project emphasises the range of different opinions on areas
such as welfare and the distribution and management of the
resources available in society.

e A central aspect of the study is that students gain an understand-
ing of the relationship between individual and collective opinions/
decisions, as well as the requirements and conflicts that can
result.

e The conflicts surrounding sustainable development between var-
ious interest groups in society represent a central feature in the
project.

e The economic dimensions within these conflicts are addressed,
1.e. economic growth versus sustainable development.

e The conflicts are approached from a global perspective, with par-
ticular attention being given to the relationship between poverty
and environmental issues.

e The moral and democratic characteristics of conflict are also
included in the project.

e The issues that appear on the agenda for public debate are also
included in the study, as are the attempts of various groups to
receive attention in the media.

Teachers Presentation: Pluralism and Conflicts

The following is a summary of a teacher’s presentation of the pro-
ject work.
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The project involves seven stages, although these need not neces-
sarily be followed in the order presented here.

1. The Media and forming public opinion: This stage comprises a dis-
cussion on the power of the public agenda and who actually
decides what a social problem is. This represents the basis
towards an understanding of the problems of interest groups and
efforts to bring ‘their’ issues to attention in the media. The
assignment in this stage involves a simple empirical study of the
issues dominating the news during a given time frame. The pur-
pose of the assignment is to stimulate discussion about the values
and interests that influence the media, in addition to providing
an insight into the necessity of a public debate on our shared
natural environment and sustainable development. This is fol-
lowed up with a discussion on evaluating news reports and the
priorities that influence the selected news items. This stage is
accompanied by a study and discussion of the theoretical models
relevant in media coverage, e.g. ‘the communication model’,
‘gatekeepers’ (mass media as a form of indirect communication)
and the ‘news values’ model.

2. The employment market: This stage brings focus to the well-known
conflicts which occur between employers and employees. Here
we have chosen the issues of the work environment and sick
leave as focus points. The aim of this assignment is to present
examples of how conflicts of interest in the employment market
are expressed, and to demonstrate how these stand in relation to
how the same groups understand the idea of sustainable develop-
ment. Here we concentrate on the increasing numbers of people
off sick — as this most effectively reflects the issue of how we can
best manage the available resources in society, which in this case
is the work force, or ‘human capital’. The issues that have been
discussed include: Why is the increase in the number of sick
absentees a problem? Whose best interests lie in the reduction of
these figures? Do the various groups represented in the employ-
ment market have different opinions as to the causes of increased
sick leave? What are the different suggestions of the various
groups for solving this issue? What are the factors influencing the
contrasting opinions held by the groups as to the solution of the
problem?
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3. Society’s economic resources and energy issues etc.: This stage looks
into the management of society’s resources. It is introduced by an
overview of different resource categories, and followed by a dis-
cussion on the various ways (and the opinions on them) that
resources can be utilised without leading to open conflicts. The
assignments which feature during this stage include a role play,
which emphasises the differences between individual and collec-
tive rationality, a discussion on the possible interpretations of
the term ‘welfare’, and an exercise which involves finding ways
of securing the welfare for the future by applying knowledge of
today’s resource management and consumption habits.

4. Politics (democracy, political ideas, forms of government): Here the
focus is on practical approaches towards dealing with conflicts of
interest on a public level. In the introductory discussion on
democracy we have chosen to put forward the following ques-
tions:

e What is the significance of democracy? How does it work? Is
there an alternative?

e What are the pros and cons of democracy?

e Are there any values that should precede democracy? If this is
the case, who is to decide on these matters?

¢ Do we have a moral responsibility towards each other? Why/
Why not? Whose rights should be considered? Animals?
Future generations?

e What are the boundaries for our moral responsibility?

S. Social economics: In stage five there is an in depth analysis on the
conflicting elements on economic growth versus sustainable
development. Students discuss the potential of different eco-
nomic systems in dealing with the environmental effects of pro-
duction, as well as forming economic incentives which could
lead to rational individual behaviour and would be collectively
acceptable. This stage is a continuation of the line of reasoning
which was introduced in the section on resource management.

6. International relations: Here the discussion is taken to a global
level to address the role of international organisations in estab-
lishing better conditions for cooperation in environmental
issues. We also emphasis the association between social issues,
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e.g. the conflict of interests between poverty and environmental
issues,

7. Building a society: The final task in the project sees the students
creating their own society from scratch. The idea here is to pool
all the experiences and information gathered in the previous
stages: E.g. students must take standpoints on issues such as
resource distribution and allocation, resolving conflicts between
various parties, ensuring a sustainable future for society etc. This
exercise is presented below.

Exercise:

After a thousand years of war, over population and environ-
mental damage, the end of the world is a fact. You are included
in a group of two thousand people who have managed to
escape from planet Earth to the nearest inhabitable planet. You
only managed to bting with you simple tools and almost no
resources. The new planet is almost identical to Earth before
humankind destroyed it, in that it has varying climates, a
functioning eco system and a multitude of species.

There is no possibility of returning to Earth. The new planet
must be colonised, but how should this be done without
repeating the mistakes made on planet Earth? Your group
receives the following task: A number of suggestions are to be
presented before the assembly, where hopefully an agreement
will be reached on how the survivors will successfully colonise
the planet without causing history to repeat itself.

Questions to be answered in preparation for the presentation:

¢ How shall we organise ourselves? To ensure our survival we
will require some sort of inventory of our resources.

e Will there be a need for political organisations?

e What is the best way of meeting the needs and wishes of alt
the people?

e How can criminality be avoided and what steps should be
taken in the event of criminal activity?
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e How are we to reach agreements on common laws and prac-
tices?

e How do we make sure all tasks are carried out? Is a reward
system necessary?

e Will there be any right of ownership of the land or
resources?

¢ How will schools/education and health care be organised?

e Will there be a requirement for any kind of defence policies?

The Conscious Consumer in a Sustainable
Society — an All-encompassing Theme

In this example, our role as consumers in a sustainable society is the
theme in a secondary school project. The main objective of the pro-
ject is to allow students to strengthen their role as responsible citi-
zens in terms of becoming conscious consumers in a sustainable
society. The ambition is to develop knowledge of the consequences
of our actions as consumers, as well as underlining the ethical con-
notations of the choices made.

The theme work involves the cooperation of two teachers (from
the social sciences and natural sciences respectively) and spans a
six-week period, which is a total of 30 clock hours of teaching.
There have not been any strict divisions between the subjects; in
certain cases both teachers have participated whilst in others one
teacher has contintied the lessons where the other left off, The writ-
ten evaluation and the concluding role-play in which students
demonstrate their new knowledge and skills are also common
events.

The approach towards the content has been characterised by
three perspectives. 1) An environmental perspective where students
have the opportunity to take responsible action in their immediate
environment, as well as forming a personal standpoint towards the
overall concept of sustainable development. 2) An International per-
spective to enable the students to see theit own environment from a
global perspective, create a feeling of international solidarity, as
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well as preparing for a pluralistic society with close contacts which
cross cultural and national bordets. 3) An ethical perspective to estab-
lish and develop students’ abilities to make individual standpoints
which take the natural environment and the lives of others into
consideration.

Specific ESD Characteristics

There is a progression in the content which is related to the
actions of each individual. It starts with the individual perspec-
tive, expands to the local and finishes in the global perspective.
The lessons contain both closed and open encounters. The closed
encounters involve students learning basic facts, concepts and
models. However, these are continuously related to the theme of
universal issues: an example is how the concept of energy is
treated in order to facilitate students forming standpoints on the
consumption of certain products. The open encounters mainly
deal with the discussions of alternatives and viewpoints where
individual students’ standpoints are in focus.

The conflict perspective is present in all aspects of the entire
project: different alternatives available in approaching an issue,
the varying interests behind each alternative, different ethical
perspectives on questions which are addressed etc. The conflict
perspective is related to both the individual - the internal con-
flicts experienced by people — and society: the conflicts among
different groups of people around the world. The aim is to allow
students to practice establishing standpoints in relation to these
conflicts with the help of both scientific knowledge and ethical
reasoning. In this way, both facts and morals relate to each other.
The example illustrates how the content can be integrated into
two subjects, in which the respective teachers can address differ-
ent aspects of the same question.
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Teachers Presentation: Structure and Procedure of
the Theme Work

The following is a summary of the teachers’ presentation of the pro-
ject work. There is first of all a description of the common introduc-
tion, then a series of social science sessions and the parallel natural
science sessions and finally, the conclusion.

The Common Introduction

The project was introduced with a dramatisation of a news broad-
cast performed by the teachers. The news items concerned con-
sumption and climate change and had the following headlines:
Record Christmas Shopping Statistics; Typhoon Devastates South
Pacific Island; Indian Cold Snap; Swedish Cows Producing Less
Milk; New Year’s Eve Celebrations Marred By Violence and Doping
Scandal In Spanish League. The details of the headlines were not
included in the dramatisation, as the main aim was to capture the
interest of the students and to stimulate some thought in the initial
stage of the project. The students were also given the criteria
explaining how the project work would be assessed.

Lesson Series in Social Studies

Lesson 1 — Consumption: We started with students’ own consump-
tion habits: What decisions do we make when we select a product?
What are the deciding factors involved when we purchase e.g. food
and clothes? Students first discussed this in pairs/groups and then
later the whole group exchanged theit views and information, and
the results were drawn up in a mind map on the white board. Inclu-
ded in the mind map wete points such as: price, label, appearance,
taste, quality, environmental friendliness and habits. The discus-
sion extended to deciding on the aspect which carried most impor-
tance in purchasing a product. The students were given a follow up
assignment as homework, which involved interviewing three
people and gathering similar information about their consumer
habits.
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Lesson 2 — Consumption and advertising: We began this section by fill-
ing in the mind map with the results of the students’ interviews and
a discussion was started based on the topic of the different types of
environmentally friendly labelling e.g. the dolphin design on dol-
phin friendly tuna. The discussion progressed to advertising: In
what ways does advertising influence us? What factors determine
whether an advertisement is good or not? The discussion also
included the various techniques applied by retailers in an attempt
to make us buy more e.g. multi-packs, impulse purchases close to
the checkout, appealing music, lighting, advertised products strate-
gically placed at the back of the shop, hand-written price labels and
using 9’s on all price tags. The students’ homework was to read a
text in preparation for the following four-stage assignment: ‘Refrig-
erators in China’. Here students were given the task of taking a
standpoint on either who should be responsible for reducing/stop-
ping the sale of refrigerators which release chlorofluorocarbons into
the atmosphere, or whether the student feels what goes on in China
is not an issue in Europe. Four alternatives to this situation were
presented as a stimulus for a discussion on the conflicting opinions
between an environmentalist viewpoint, a social/societal viewpoint
and an economic viewpoint. The alternatives are A) We should not
allow the Chinese to purchase this type of refrigerator B) Sell Euro-
pean refrigerators at a low cost C) We should be involved in ensur-
ing that all refrigerators in China are environmentally friendly D)
We should not be concerned with refrigerators in China. The
homework assignment was for the students to read through the
four alternatives and decide which statement they agreed with the
most (they was also required to defend their standpoint in the dis-
cussion group during the next lesson).

Lesson 3 — Consumer patterns: The discussion following the home-
work assignment was lively, with a great deal of questioning and
debating. This developed into discussions on what people actually
need for survival. Do we really need refrigerators? What would hap-
pen during a sustained power cut? Would we survive?

Lesson 4 — Differences in standard of living between industrial countries
and developing countries: We discussed different consumption habits
in various countries and how the consumption patterns of food and
energy in particular varied in different parts of the world. The stu-
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dents raised the question concerning possible ways of a more equal
method of resource distribution and this developed into specula-
tion on what they themselves were prepared to give up in their own
lives to benefit this idea. The students were asked how they felt a
country’s level of development or standard of welfare should be
measured. Suggestions included not only the economic situation in
a country, but also aspects such as literacy, infant mortality, educa-
tion standards, daily calorific intake and equality. The discussion
also included the terms GNP and HDI. The homework assignment
was to read two depictions of future scenarios, one utopian the
other dystopian, written from an environmental and population
point of view. The reading exercise was followed by a written exer-
cise in which students chose the depiction they found most realistic
and gave reasons for their choice.

Lesson § —The Rio conference: We began with a short discussion on
the homework assignment and continued to address the decisions
reached during the Rio conference in 1992, as well as how the inter-
ests and viewpoints of different groups or countries can come into
conflict with each other. Homework: How should the developing
countries act when faced with the choice of obtaining food and
basic survival needs or caring for the local and global environment?

Lessons 6, 7, 8 — Role-play: The feedback from the homework assign-
ment resulted in another lively discussion. A role-play was initiated
on the subject of a United Nations crisis meeting in Geneva con-
cerning a new genetically modified cereal in connection with a
violent uprising in El Dorado (fictional country). El Dorado has
been regularly importing cheap cereal products from EU surpluses
and has stopped domestic production as a consequence and started
producing a luxury export crop e.g. coffee. However, this year, the
EU’s genetically modified crop has been devastated by parasites
and the remaining cereal is now very highly priced. A result of this
is that FI Dorado cannot afford the new prices and a food shortage
breaks out which also triggers violent acts among university stu-
dents. The participants in the role-play are students in El Dorado,
the director of the company ‘FOOD 4 U’, trade experts from the
WTO, the Foreign Minister of El Dorado, farmers in both Sweden
and El Dorado, the Swedish Ambassador to El Dorado and Swedish
students. The class was divided into eight groups each group
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receiving a card indicating the role they atre to play. The groups
were also given a brief explanation about their potential opponents
and partners, in addition to an overview of the entire area of dis-
pute. The teachers assumed the role of leaders and made sure the
proceedings kept moving, as well as informing the whole group of
the international community’s reactions to the events. The main
objective was that the whole group reached some sort of compro-
mise. Many different opinions and standpoints were aired during
the exercise and the players had to form their own positions on the
situation. Lessons 6 and 7 wete allocated for all the necessary prep-
aration work before the role-play exercise (see further lesson 16-18
in natural sciences).

Lesson Series in the Natural Sciences

Lesson 1 — Lifecycle analysis: In pairs, students received the task of
making an analysis of the lifecycles of two products: a loaf of bread
and a plastic cup, a pair of jeans and an aluminium can, a woollen
sweater and a candle, a carton of fruit juice and a glass jar, a fleece
(sweater) and a newspapetr, a packet of coffee and a steel saucepan
or a wooden stool and a plastic carrier bag. The questions they were
given were: What are the necessary raw materials for production?
What else is required in addition to raw materials in the production
process? What happens to the product when it is no longer needed?
How do the production, utilisation and the discarding of these pro-
ducts affect the environment?

Lesson 2 — Where are the raw matetials from? After the presentations
of their lifecycle analyses, there was a short summary on the origins
of the necessary raw materials required for these products: the plant
kingdom, the animal kingdom and the earth (oil, minerals etc.) and
it was also established that these are the only resources available to
us. At the end of the lesson the students were encouraged to think
about how they make choices when purchasing items and if there
are alternative ways of making choices open to people e.g. young,
old, rich, poor, fatigued, active, stressed families, single people etc.
The homework assignment was to interview three people, prefera-
bly different ages, about how they choose (see lesson 1 in social
studies series).
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Lesson 3 — Consumption habits and their influences on the greenhouse
effect: The lesson began with feedback and discussions based on the
homework assignment. We also discussed the role of advertising in
consumer habits (see social sciences lesson 3). This was followed by
an illustration of the connection between their lifecycle analyses in
lesson 1 and the carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gas emis-
sions that are the result of the production and transportation proc-
esses. There was a repetition of the details of the greenhouse effect.

Lesson 4, 5 — Energy sources: the advantages and disadvantages: With
the help of their lifecycle analyses, students studied the advantages
and disadvantages of various energy sources.

Lesson 6, 7 — Energy consumption in the production and distribution of
commodities: Students investigated how certain similar products can
effect the environment differently. Everybody received a handout
showing a comparison between two types of potato chips. The
main focus was on the amount of raw materials involved in the pro-
duction, as well as the amount of energy that was used. The group
decided that differences could depend on: different ways of packag-
ing, the varying amount of stages in production and transportation
distances. The homework was to think of other products which
would produce the same types of contrasts as the potato chips. In
the following feedback session students suggested: concentrated
products compared with diluted (e.g. juices, detergents etc.), refill
products (jam etc.) raw ingredients compared with semi-manufac-
tured products etc. We made a short summary of how the produc-
tion and transportation processes affect the environment. In addi-
tion to the raw materials, energy consumption is determined by the
number of stages in the production process, how advanced the
packaging is, how much transportation is involved (this depends
on the location of the raw materials, where the product is made and
how much space the product takes up in shipments etc.).

Lesson 8 — Fair trade labelling: After watching a film on coffee pro-
duction, we discussed fair trade issues and why it is possible to say
that a cup of coffee is ‘too cheap’.

Lesson 9 — Production and energy consumption: We revised the mate-
rial we had previously covered concerning production, although
here the focus was on raw materials in the form of fruit and vegeta-
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bles. Students answered the following questions using reference
material and also relying on their own knowledge of the subject:
A) Many of the commodities we consume come from the vegetable
kingdom, the food we eat for example, but other products are also
included. What are these other commodities from the vegetable
kingdom that are not food products? B) If a farmer wants the best
crop results from his land what steps does he/she take? C) Almost
every form of cultivation affects the immediate environment in one
way or another. How?

Lesson 10 — Biological diversity and moral choice: We went through
the questions raised in lesson nine and students presented their
findings to the group. Afterwards the group saw a film on bio diver-
sity and the following questions were issued at the end of it.
A) What is biological diversity? B) Which reasons were given in the
film for maintaining the present biological diversity C) Do you
think that there are species of plant or animal which are more
important or should be more highly valued than others? Give rea-
sons for your choice/s. D) Do you think that a species should be
protected just because humans benefit from it or do they have a
right to live independently of humans? These questions were dis~
cussed within the group; there were many differing opinions, par-
ticularly on the matter of some species having more value than oth-
ers. Some thought that some species are unnecessary e.g. tics. The
discussion developed into the dependency relationships between
the species and the fact that it is almost impossible to predict what
will be of use in the future. Some of the students were of the opin-
ion that all the species share equal value, while others thought that
humans held a superior position in the world; these statements led
to a heated debate on the issues at hand.

Lesson 12 — Repetition: The group read a report on how various dif-
ferent treatments of the same raw material (a carrot) can lead to sig-
nificant changes in energy consumption. We also compared differ-
ent ways of using 100 kg peas, and how much food can be derived
from them if they are eaten as they are in comparison to being used
as a food source for other animals.

Lesson 13, 14 — A question of responsibility in terms of environmental
influence: The group watched a TV programme which addressed the
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production of two relatively obscure commodities: palm oil from
Indonesia and soja beans from Brazil, and how the production of
these commodities affects the host countries as well as how EU
agricultural policies affect the rest of the world etc. In the ensuing
discussion, the focus was on pinning down where the responsibil-
ity lay in the destruction of the rich tropical rain forests of Indone-
sia and Brazil in order to enable the production of palm oil and
soja beans. This was followed by a four-point exercise (see social
sciences lesson 2). The question was, who is responsible for the
destruction of the rain forests? The alternatives given were: the
consumers who buy the products, the politicians, the middlemen
or the corporations who grow the palms or soja beans. The stu-
dents chose whichever alternative suited them best and then gave
reasons for their choices and questioned the choices of other stu-
dents. The discussion was consolidated by students writing a report
on the subject in which they also defended their standpoints.
There was an additional discussion on whether or not it is accept-
able to invest money in companies that make profits as a result of
densely populated environments being destroyed for production
purposes; and why the EU has such high revenues on the import of
food products but not on the import of animal feed, and the effects
this has on the choice of crop cultivation in countries outside the
EU.

Lesson 15 — Preparation for role-play: See SS lesson 6-8.

Lesson 16, 17, 18 — Role-play: The final lesson began with students
changing into costume; they received nametags as well as props to
be used in their respective roles. The classroom was furnished to
resemble a conference room with the tables in a U shape and a large
UN flag at the front. The conference was facilitated by two teachers,
who made sure that all the delegates had a say in the issues. The
objective was that they should all reach an agreement as regards a
suitable solution to the problem. The conference began with each
of the delegates presenting themselves and their viewpoint on the
problem, after which the floor was open for debate. After approx.
30 minutes of activity, the debate was stopped for a short break and
an opportunity was given for individual delegates to confer with
any potential partners. Following this, groups presented new solu-
tions which included various proposals towards compromises.
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Examples of the proposals included the EU promising to lower their
subsidies to farmers to allow for more competition in the agticul-
tural market; the WTO allowed a non EU country to introduce
import duties on food in order for the country to change its crops
from animal feed to food products, and in addition the World Bank
would either drop the country’s debt or repayment would be
deferred until the country’s economic situation had improved. Dis-
cussions followed the conference for 30 minutes.

Test: The students sat a test which comprised of an evaluation of the
knowledge gained during the entire project.

222 © The Authors and Studentlitteratur



Conclusion: Teaching
Competence in Education for
Sustainable Development

We pointed out in the introduction that, in order to effectively
teach sustainable development, it was necessary to integrate the
three following components: (i) knowledge of environmental prob-
lems and sustainable development; (ii) theoretical knowledge of
teaching and learning; and (iii) practical knowledge and teaching
skills (teaching experience). In the first part of this conclusion we
will present an overview of how this level of competence can be
achieved. This will be followed by a summary of the central areas of
knowledge and experience within education for sustainable devel-
opment which this book has provided.

In the introduction, a schematic diagram was presented to
describe the layout of the book. The same diagram can also be used
to describe how teaching competence within sustainable develop-
ment can be acquired.

Introduc- PART | PART | PART
tion I 1l

v
| Knowledge of environmental problems and
| ‘sustainable development

| Theoretical knowledge of teaching and learning ¥

| Practical knowledge and teaching skills (teaching experience) F---~~~-~

Figure Conclusion: 1. Diagram describing how teaching competence within sustain-
able development can be acquired.
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In broad terms, Parts I and II addressed different aspects of environ-
mental knowledge and different perspectives on environmental
issues: environmental history, human ecology and human geogra-
phy; ecology, environmental ethics, sociology and economy respec-
tively. Many other areas of knowledge could, of course, be added to
this list, e.g. political science, environmental law, physical geogra-
phy and chemistry. The main reason for the choices made is due to
the specific contributions that we feel those perspectives make
towards the line of reasoning supported by education for sustain-
able development (see Part III).

Part I explained how the relationship between societies and the
natural world is changeable, and how this implies that a person’s
recognition of this fact is a product of the learning experience. In
Part HI, this aspect received further study and the teaching and
learning perspectives were underlined as being the main perspec-
tives.

A central message in Part II is that environmental issues cannot
be simply reduced to a matter of knowledge and information,
Equally important elements in these issues are the environmentally
ethical standpoints of individuals, as well as the political and dem-
ocratic content of our attempts to create collective guidelines on
how we should relate to the natural wotld and the issues surround-
ing environmental damage. This broad perspective on environmen-
tal issues was used in Part III in the presentation of different proce-
dures in learning knowledge and morals in schools. Here, it was also
possible to demonstrate the associations between the process of
learning knowledge and the process of learning opinions, attitudes
and values. The above procedure indicates that, based on the book’s
structure, forming teaching competence in education for sustaina-
ble development requires both knowledge and experience of practi-
cal teaching, in addition to theoretical knowledge of sustainable
development. Part III was concluded with a number of practical
examples of education for sustainable development, which illus-
trate how these components can be interrelated.
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Education for Sustainable Development:
A Summary

If we focus on the main starting point in education for sustainable
development, from which it is understood that students are to
develop a critically reflective relationship towards society’s environ-
mental and developmental issues, it is vitally important to consider
how this can effectively be achieved in the teaching and learning
process. Below is a summarised presentation of the book’s most
important content, which we hope, in addition to the teaching
examples in chapter twelve, will be found useful.

Perspectives on Environmental and Developmental
Issues

The book begins with an historical overview of humankind’s rela-
tionship with its environment; our initial interest was in the di-
stinction between whether or not humans were just another species
of the animal kingdom or whether they could be more closely
linked with the term: cultural beings. We later followed how
humankind has successively developed ever increasing and com-
plex technological methods of utilising the natural world. We start-
ed with the hunter-collector period, their basic tools and weapons,
their knowledge of the environment and their social cohesion; all
of which enabled them to hunt and kill animals which were vastly
superior to them in size and strength. We then looked at agricul-
tural developments such as the plough, draught animals, storage
and drainage techniques, when it became possible to produce much
larger amounts of food, and as a consequence sustain a larger group
of people from the same area of land. Our final focus was on trans-
national corporations and global markets, where all forms of pro-
duction, from garden chairs and loaves of bread to office complexes
and computer equipment, is the main priority.

In chapters two and three we drew attention towards the ongoing
discussions that address the question of humans’ place in the natu-
ral world and the fact that these types of outlook have always kept
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pace with technological development. Is humankind able to con-
tinue to develop increasingly complex systems indefinitely? Is our
increased distance from natural environments also a measure of our
distance from human values? In this section we also paid particular
attention to the development of modern environmental commit-
ment during the 20'" Century, from nature conservation to envi-
ronmental protection and ultimately, sustainable development. In
addition to this we highlighted a handful of central themes in con-
tempotary environmental and natural resource discussions. These
included how environmental issues have become more abstract,
global and diffuse at the same time as being closely linked to indi-
vidual consumption habits and lifestyles. We also underlined the
increased ethical relevance involved in issues concerning the en-
vironment and natural resources, The sciences, natural and social,
can only contribute to a certain point towards determining a rea-
sonable and right way to deal with questions about natural re-
sources, the developing countries and the future. These questions
must all also be discussed from ideological and existential perspec-
tives. Part I was concluded with both the challenge and the oppor-
tunities which lie in an increasing awareness for outdoor recreation
and ‘green’ social planning as a means of transcending what was
referred to as an ‘instant society within walls’ in which we live to-
day.

Part Il began by approaching environmental problems as knowl-
edge-based issues; the main focus was on an ecological understand-
ing of the natural wotld. The natural sciences, not least ecology,
have had a great deal of influence on the discovery and our undez-
standing of the environmental hazards created by modern society.
And even though there seems to be a general consensus within the
scientific community concerning the ‘big picture’ of the environ-
mental situation, there are still differing opinions on the vulnera-
bility of the natural world and the significance of human interac-
tion.

In chapter five environmental problems were defined as being
changes in the natural world caused by our exploitation of it, which
has resulted in the creation of a conflict of values and interests. In
the process of interpreting and implementing scientific findings in
our daily lives or in planning social development strategies, values
are always a crucial element. When we make judgements about
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how to relate to the natural world and environmental issues, we are
also forming individual environmental morals. The conscious and
systematic reflection on the basis and motives for environmental
moral judgements we termed environmental ethics. In chapter five
we were able to state that there are many lines of reasoning regard-
ing how we should see human relationship to nature and how we
should interact with the natural world and the environment.

As a society we are faced with the challenge of coordinating these
lines of reasoning into collective decisions which address how soci-
ety should relate to the natural world, solve environmental prob-
lems, distribute natural resources etc. All these decisions are of cru-
cial importance for the development of today’s society and the
realisation of a future society. Our collective choices on how to
approach environmental issues will, therefore, have an effect on
the opportunities and limitations of individuals within society. This
allowed us, in chapter six, to draw the conclusion that, to a great
extent, environmental issues are also political issues. The need for
cooperation between politics and science when forming strategies
for sustainable development was further corroborated in chapter
seven, where economics, in particular environmental economics,
was introduced into the discussion.

Late and post-modernists point towards a cultural development
during the last decades to illustrate an increased questioning of
established authorities and traditions and also the fact that previ-
ously accepted social values and objectives are no longer automati-
cally observed. Particularly in post-modern opinion, there seems
to be a strong scepticism towards universally accepted knowledge,
e.g. knowledge which claims to understand ‘the essence of reality’.
The idea that the scientific community should be the sole repre-
sentatives of ‘the truth’ has therefore been contested. Regardless of
how closely one is associated with these types of post-modern dis-
cussions, in our globalised and diverse community — which is in
great need of a more sustainable development plan - there is every
reason to not automatically accept the political, scientific and eco-
nomic ground rules that for so long have been the building blocks
of modern industrial societies. The resulting pluralism of this
approach makes the democratic aspects of our ways of managing
environmental and developmental problems much more appar-
ent.
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Perspectives on the Processes of Learning and
Teaching

In Part I1[, we shifted our line of reasoning to a school environment
and we discussed the various implications of education for sustaina-
ble development (ESD). As a clarification of ESD, in chapter eight
we compated the differences between ESD and other earlier selec-
tive traditions within environmental education in schools. In the
light of the comparisons it could be seen that the specific characte-
ristics of ESD advocated a broader scope, both in time and space, a
more detailed perspective on conflicting viewpoints and a closer
relationhipe to ethical and political perspectives. This indicates that
a central aim of this tradition is to create citizens who have the abi-
lity to critically evaluate the alternative petrspectives on environme-
ntal and developmental problems.

To be able to evaluate ESD in relation to the other traditions
within environmental education, in chapter nine we turned to the
democratic elements of education as a common point of reference.
Here we addressed two objectives of democracy in schools:
(i) teaching should be based on participation in decision-making;
(ii) students are to become knowledgeable citizens who actively par-
take in environmental debates in society. We attempted to demon-
strate, in the realisation of these two objectives, that it is important
to be aware how environmental and developmental questions are
presented, as this have an effect on what students learn both about
their role and status in the classroom (participation) and how they
see themselves as citizens. Accordingly, democratic ideals are con-
tinuously present during lessons.

The value comparisons which were made demonstrated that
whilst other traditions within environmental education presuppose
that the democratic process is something which is instilled either
before or after the teaching/learning process, in ESD the democratic
process is integrated in the education itself. This suggests that criti-
cal discussions on topics such as different alternatives and their
consequences are an essential part of education itself and that ESD
accordingly has a great opportunity, compared with other tradi-
tions, to live up to the democratic objectives of schools.

In chapters ten and eleven, we made a closer study of the ESD
perspective by initially establishing a theoretical perspective on
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learning, and later we discussed what it could mean to teach sus-
tainable development based on the number of the choices that a
teacher must make during a practical teaching situation.

It was our intention to point out that the learning of knowledge
and morals can be understood in terms of creating new differences
and similarities in relation to our previous experiences (chapter
ten). The creation of these differences and similarities takes place in
encounters between people or between individuals and their envi-
ronment. Thus, learning always includes an individual’s previous
experiences, as well as what is taking place in a specific encounter.

Learning morals includes many different things. It can be a case
of learning social rules (norms) which state the right and wrong
approaches respectively of how to interact with other humans and
the natural world., These norms are often linked with specific prac-
tices. Making moral judgements and knowing when it is relevant to
pass such judgement is also something which is learnt. Learning to
distinguish between social norms and personal convictions often
happens in those situations when making these distinctions is nec-
essary. Morals do not only appear in contexts of right and wrong,
but are also present in encounters between individuals and individ-
uals and their surroundings; which provides an opportunity to dis-
cuss these situations in terms of closed or open encounters, When
we have understood the various situations in which morals play a
daily role in our lives, we can begin to reflect on situations ethically:
critically reviewing norms, our habits and behaviour during
encounters etc. Environmentally ethical reflection is always charac-
terised by the evaluation of alternatives, and this type of evaluation
requires some system of measurement e.g. a benchmark. In order
for students to be able to develop a reflective, environmentally eth-
ical approach in relating to the world, they should be given the
opportunity to critically evaluate and discuss the different ways of
determining the benchmarks.

Values and attitudes are also assimilated into the learning proc-
ess. We attempted to illustrate this by highlighting the criteria
involved in the process of researching and describing the natural
world from a scientific perspective. The criterion in question was
the view of the natural world as a material object. This view can be
referred to as a companion meaning: a viewpoint that is a conse-
quence of having learnt something else (in this case scientific
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knowledge). If it is the case that all education involves companion
meanings then it becomes central to ESD that students are allowed
the opportunity to discuss and evaluate these. This is particularly
clear when seen against the background of the fact that many
moral debates are the result of people bringing attention to atti-
tudes and values which are taken for granted within a social prac-
tice or an organization.

In chapter eleven, it was our aim, based on this line of reasoning
within learning theory, to present a number of tools and models
which can be used by teachers in the planning and discussion stages
of ESD. The main point of the chapter was based on the basic choices
a teacher makes in their professions: the choice of objectives and the
reasons for those objectives, the choice of content, and the choice of
forms and methods. In this chapter we tried to demonstrate how a
democratic and pluralistic approach towards ESD has an effect on
the above choices. An essential element was that more than one per-
spective on the problem or issue being addressed in the classroom is
discussed, that the various alternatives are open to critical review,
and that the students have the opportunity to experience demo-
cratic processes in practice. We also noted the importance of creating
a balance between different types of encounter in which learning
can take place: open and closed encounters respectively, and direct
and indirect encounters respectively.

In chapter twelve we presented three teaching models which can
be used in ESD. These models are a result of an integration of theo-
retical knowledge of environmental problems and sustainable
development, theoretical knowledge of teaching and learning, and
teaching expetience. The models can therefore be perceived as illus-
trating the main idea in this book, namely that the integration of
these three components is fruitful for developing the teaching com-
petence within sustainable development.

An Educational Model for the Application
of ESD

In the following we will summarise the chapters in part [Il in the form
of an educational model that can be applicable in planning indivi-
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dual lessons and also in creating opportunities for discussions with
colleagues (see fig. Conclusion: 2). The model presents the central
choices which we must make when attempting to actualise the objec-
tives laid down in ESD.

The model explains the process from the general objectives
within education to the actual learning process. The first step indi-
cates that a transformation of the main goal of education for sus-
tainable development — create citizens who can actively participate
in democratic debates concerning environment and development ~
to more specific goals is necessary e.g. goals which illustrate the rea-
sons of choice behind each particular lesson or work topic. How
this transformation is to take place is dependent on the educational
philosophy preferred by each teacher, as well as their view on the
problems surrounding environmental and developmental issues,
The next step concerns transforming the teaching objective to the
choice of content respectively forms and methods.

Choice of content is a matter of selecting the type of knowledge to
be prioritised, in addition to choosing the moral approaches which
are to be objects for discussion in the classroom. We have already
stated the necessity of involving a democratic perspective in teach-
ing for sustainable development combined with a pluralistic
approach in these choices. We have even underlined that compan-
ion meanings are learnt as a result of studying a particular area or
topic, i.e. discovering new ways of seeing and interacting with the
world. These aspects require careful deliberation when choosing
lesson content.

The choice of content must also be coordinated with the choice
of teaching forms and methods i.e. the choice of the various
encounters which students will partake in during lessons. Even in
the choice of encounters the democratic perspective in education
for sustainable development has all-inclusive consequences. A cen-
tral aspect which was accentuated is that the students are given
the opportunity to ‘live through’ democracy in these encounters.
This implies that ESD should maintain a balance between the
choices of indirect and closed encounters, in which, by using e.g.
textbooks and attending lessons/lectures, students encounter
knowledge and perspectives regarded as being central to our cul-
ture - and direct and open encounters, where students are given the
oppottunity to form their own understandings and, by means of
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ethical reflection, are able to critically evaluate the available alter-
natives.

To ensure that the education will be beneficial to students, it is
important that both the choice of content and the teaching
approach take the preferences of the students into consideration. It
is also important that these choices are made in relation to the stu-
dents’ previous knowledge and expetrience, as well as allowing them
opportunities to draw on these resources. If not, there is a risk that
what is learnt during lessons will only be valid in the classroom and
of no relevance for the students’ life and actions outside school.

The results of the choices of teaching can affect the students’
learning process in a variety of different ways. These include the
type of knowledge and perspectives within sustainable develop-
ment which the students develop; the moral standpoints which
students adopt in environmental and developmental issues; the
students’ ability to make ethical evaluations, as well as their under-
standing of who has the right to make decisions in the classroom
and even in society itself, i.e. the students’ future role in democtratic
processes.

Research has shown that teachers’ own experience as students
has a great impact on the way they effectuate their own teaching.
This indicates that there is a tendency among teachers to think that
they have a general idea of what constitutes the correct way of
teaching about environmental and developmental issues.

If there is no opportunity to distance ourselves, as teachers, from
this preconceived notion and to recognise that there are other pos-
sible ways of conducting education for sustainable development,
there is an increased risk of continuing to think that there is only
one way of teaching. This can affect the credibility of what is being
taught, i.e. there will be no way of convincingly justifying the edu-
cational approach we have chosen. Even a situation in which a
teacher is aware that there are a number of other ways to approach
education for sustainable development and yet still continues with
his/her original method is preferable, as the knowledge of the exist-
ence of other approaches allows for the development of a line of
reasoning that supports the original choice in favour of the alterna-
tives. This type of awareness is important if we are to develop our
own ways of teaching and how to co-operate, by means of construc-
tive discussions and open attitudes with our colleagues. Any

232 © The Authors and Studentlitteratur



Conclusion: Teaching Competence in Education for Sustainable Development

Educational goal:
~ Ability to participate in the
democratic debate on sustainable
development o

Educational philosophy [/
&

View on sustainable
development

Teaching goals:
- Goals of particular
lessons

Educational philosophy |
&

View on sustainable
development

Y

Choices of content:

e Knowledge content
e Norms and values
e Companion meanings

Choices of forms and methods:

e Direct encounters
e Indirect encounters
e Closed encounters
¢ Open encounters

Students’
preferences
and
previous

experiences |

Learning

Ethical reflections on different alternatives

Role as student and democratic citizen

Knowledge about sustainable development
Moral attitudes concerning sustainable development

Figure Conclusion: 2. Model for achieving the objectives with education for sustain-

able development.
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attempts to adhere to one approach will result in difficulties in dis-
cussing and understanding the opinions and standpoints of others.
The above diagram can be used for reflecting on, or discussing, dif-
ferent aspects of education for sustainable development. In addi-
tion, it obliges us to actualise the central elements in which impot-
tant choices are made as well as to take standpoints in educational
philosophy questions which are, in turn, crucial to the outcome of
the decision making process.

However, practical teaching experience is a central element in
creating high levels of competence in teaching. By adding the prac-
tical knowledge of different teachers, e.g. about recognizing the
importance of the students’ social background, organising team-
work and the ability to identify what students feel would be both
relevant and exciting components of the lessons, the model pre-
sented above can allow for the creation of a good level of compe-
tence within the teaching-staff in the teaching of education for sus-
tainable development

Conclusions for Discussion within Education for
Sustainable Development

The following is a summary of the book in the form of conclusions
which can form the basis of a discussion or simply statements that
individuals can form standpoints on. To ensure that a discussion or
individual evaluation will contribute to an increased level of teach-
ing competence, it is important that time is allowed for reflection
on the reasons for our individual standpoints.

Based on the content of this book, we suggest that the following
conclusions can be drawn:

e the relationship between human beings and the natural world
has varied throughout history, but has always been a central ele-
ment in our hopes, fears and future outlooks;

e in many ways human beings have successively detached them-
selves from the natural world both physically and intellectually,
and one of the remaining few instances where humans, in mod-
ern industrial societies, have a concrete sense of contact with
ecological cycles is in connection with out-of-doors;
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¢ the problems surrounding our interrelation with the environ-
ment can be understood from several scientific perspectives;

e our interpretations and ways of relating to environmental prob-
lems are vital aspects in social development, as ultimately it is a
matter of which type of future society we want to create;

e environmental problems are matters which concern knowledge
and information as well as conflicts of values and viewpoints;

e the issue of environmental problems is, to the very greatest
extent, a democratic issue;

¢ teachers do not have the right to decide the correct ways of eval-
uation (if education is to be democratic each person must be per-
mitted to choose his/her individual standpoint);

e an environmentally moral as well as a democratic dimension is
always present during teaching on the environment and sustain-
able development;

o learning that takes place in open and direct encounters has moral
and democratic implications different to learning which take
place in closed and indirect encounters;

e a central element in education is that students are given the
opportunity to conduct ethical discussions based on the theoret-
ical knowledge, companion meanings and environmentally
moral approaches they have encountered during lessons;

¢ it is important that students are allowed to practice the critical
evaluation (ethical and knowledge based) of different alterna-
tives and as a consequence develop the ability to participate in
democratic debates on the environment;

e it is important that students are given time to understand, dis-
cuss and evaluate social conflicts that touch on environmental
and developmental issues;

e it is important that students are given the opportunity to ‘live
through’ democracy during the lessons; and

e it is important that students are given opportunities to expeti-
ence conflicts between different interests in environmental and
developmental issues (in the capacity of both individuals and
citizens) e.g. by participation in role-plays.
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