Education for Sustainability: an invitation to join a debate

John Huckle and Stephen Sterling are the editors of Education for Sustainability (Huckle & Sterling, 1996)). Here they outline their different, partly contesting and partly complementary, perspectives on the field. In turn, John outlines his green socialist position based on dialectical materialism and critical theory, while Stephen outlines his ecological position based on systems thinking and holism. The reader is encouraged to reflect on which perspective, or which elements of the two perspectives, provide the most secure foundation for education for sustainability.

Introduction

What is education for sustainability (EfS)? What is its historical significance? How does it relate to educating for a contradictory world that appears to be at a watershed between a sustainable liveable future and one that shows symptoms of economic and ecological collapse? What contribution can education make to building the former?

The authors have been in dialogue over these issues for over a decade, and invite you to join them. If genuine progress towards a more sustainable world is contingent on learning at all levels of society, then this is a debate all educators should make their own.

A starting definition

SS Before John starts the main part of the discussion, I’d like to offer a definition of EfS that I was involved in producing some years ago:

Education for sustainability is a process that develops people’s awareness, competence, attitudes and values, enabling them to be effectively involved in sustainable development at local, national and international levels, and helping them to work towards a more equitable and sustainable future. In particular, it enables people to integrate environmental and economic decision-making. 

This has stood the test of time quite well, but I would be the first to admit that it is difficult to fit EfS into a neat definition. A paper I wrote last year for the UK government Panel on Education for Sustainable Development ( ) which reviewed many existing definitions came to the same conclusion. This is because in my view, EfS can’t be contained for three reasons:

· EfS is evidence of systemic change. EfS reflects, and to some extent is an expression of, deeper cultural changes in the postmodern world that raises questions about the nature and purposes of education.

· EfS is overtly transformative. It seeks to change the world and it seeks to change educational thinking and practice. In neither respect is it prescriptive but it is indicative, and purposeful. Therefore it is challenging of mainstream educational thinking and practice.

· EfS is relational and therefore very wide ranging. It is concerned at some level with the whole sustainability debate, and the whole educational debate, and their relation. Therefore it is hard if not impossible to tie EfS down to æclosed applicationsÆ û there are always more connections to be made.

The danger is that EfS is viewed as æjust another transformational education, such as peace education, development education, human rights education, environmental education, but his carries the danger of creating another curriculum box to tick or worry about. Rather, growing interest in education for a sustainable future, and all æeducations that contribute to this, appears to signify an emerging change in educational paradigm that is sufficiently strong in terms of its philosophy, methodology and pedagogy, to challenge a dominant educational paradigm that is still, even as the millenium turns, helping to assure by default a non-sustainable future for this and future generations. I’d like to explore this.

JH Okay Stephen. I would agree that EfS is a process of empowerment that allows people to reflect and act on those forms of technology and social organisation that may enable them to live more sustainably. It reflects the resurfacing in new forms of counter-cultural currents and movements that have been present within modernity from the start, and embraces a tension between green rationalists and green romantics that pervades the wider environmental movement (Dryzek, 1997). Something of this tension may be reflected in our debate, but first I think we need to look at where much the current advocacy of  sustainable development and EfS originated.

The emergence of EfS

I think it can be explained by reference to capital’s attempts to solve a crisis of over-accumulation in the global economy that emerged in the 1970s and 1980s. The resulting restructuring was designed to allow the emergence of new regimes of capital accumulation supported by new modes of social regulation. It involved the scrapping of much plant and labour; the privatisation of state owned industry and utilities; the deregulation of labour and the environment; the growth of new enterprises based on new technologies; the intensification of globalisation; and the reform of social policy in such areas as welfare and education. 

While this restructuring restored rates of profitability and accumulation for key sections of capital, it intensified problems of environmental degradation and social exclusion. As the rate of exploitation of human and non-human nature intensified, world leaders of social democratic persuasion combined the earlier proposals of the Brandt Report and World Conservation Strategy to urge new forms of sustainable development. The Brundtland Report (Our Common Future) suggested that this should meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs while the revised World Conservation Strategy (Caring for the Earth) suggested that it meant improving the quality of life whilst living within the carrying capacity of supporting ecosystems.

Our Common Future, Caring for the Earth, and Agenda 21 (drawn up at the Earth Summit in 1992) all enlist education to help bring about the transition to sustainable development. Chapter 36 of Agenda 21 suggests education is critical for promoting sustainable development and improving the capacity of the people to address environment and development issues . . . it is also critical for achieving environmental and ethical awareness, values and attitudes, skills and behaviour consistent with sustainable development. Such statements reflect the doctrine of environmental instrumentalism (Macnaghten & Urry, 1998). Humans are considered to be rational agents with unproblematic and trusting relations with government, business and educational institutions. Their actions are governed by coherent sets of beliefs and values, and once these are appropriately shaped by education, they will become effective agents of sustainable development. 

SS And it hasn’t worked, the problem being that these mandates did not properly acknowledge that sustainable development is deeply contested, nor that educational theory and practice predominantly serves a role of social reproduction rather than transformation, nor that education is a subsystem of society’s structures and values. So the ability of education to change society is limited largely by the degree of change already occurring.

JH Or by prevailing structures of power that benefit from the educational status quo. But some change was occurring. As new or restructured elements of the private, government and NGO sectors focussed their attention on sustainable development, sections of the environmental and development education movements found themselves in productive dialogue. For many EfS offered a fresh start, a sharper focus, and a more productive route to political and financial support. The book we edited reflects the ‘state of the art’ in the UK in the mid 1990s. It reviews the formal and informal sectors, and continuing education in business, trade unions and local government, and reflects a plurality of definitions and theoretical and practical approaches. 

Definitions

This plurality stems from the contested nature of sustainability that reflects the contradictions of capitalist development. In its weak mode sustainable development represents an emerging regime of accumulation and an associated mode of regulation. Capital has shifted to embrace environmentalism in the 1990s, turning its attention to the intensive exploitation of nature as extensive exploitation reached its limits. Genetic engineering and biotechnology offer new ways of capitalising human and non-human nature, while applications of  ‘environmentally friendly’ technologies and management systems also offer new sources of profit. As capital seeks new forms of control over nature that ensure a continued supply of the means and conditions of production on its own terms, governments promote such development in order to maintain the support of citizens who are increasingly aware of environmental problems. Weak sustainability fails to incorporate a commitment to social inclusion, stressing ecological and economic sustainability rather than social and personal sustainability. 

SS I’d argue that the link between ecological and economic sustainability is inadequately made though, and that the latter is often interpreted to mean æsustainable growth instead of durability. The notion of capitals is useful here. The challenge of sustainability is to achieve economic and political systems where the generation of economic wealth is not at the cost of other forms of wealth or capital, these being natural capital, social capital and human capital, but in fact complements and even enhances these capitals. It’s an immense challenge.

JH But where to start? Current weak sustainability involves the corporate sector and state offering new forms of public participation (eg. green consumerism, Local Agenda 21) that can be used to advance the case for stronger forms of sustainability, so that is one opportunity.  But this requires us to recognise that weak sustainability’s attempt to æinternalize nature (to ideologically redefine nature and subsume it within capital as a productive asset henceforth subject to rational management) is compromised by the need for capitalists and nation states to compete internationally. 

SS So the growth dynamic, coupled with single-minded attention to the bottom line is exacerbating pressure on people and nature.

JH  Yes, the drive for markets, profits and political power distracts attention from the needs of the rest of nature, the poor and future generations, and the resulting environmental degradation and social exclusion mean that workers and citizens’ movements seek stronger forms of sustainability that conserve natural, human and social capital. 

SS This inevitable reaction is another reason why the economy is unsustainable in its present globalised expansionist mode. Interestingly, Korten (1996) makes a distinction between market economies which he sees as localised and democratised, and the global capitalist economy which tends to reduce the diversity and durability of the former.

JH The green left emphasises the democratisation of all forms of power relations through the establishment of new forms of democracy and global governance. It is critical of those forms of ‘actually existing’ socialism (social democracy and state collectivism) that fail to offer such democratisation and bases its politics on the philosophy of dialectical materialism (Harvey, 1996).

SS From a systems point of view strong sustainability necessitates a transition towards resilient social, political, economic and ecological systems which are diverse and durable, and these have to be rooted firmly in the locality and region. A healthy global economic and political system would enhance and encourage self-reliance at local level, rather than erode it, because ultimately, it depends on these local systems’ abilities to sustain themselves and any global system.

Any transition towards strong sustainability needs to be accompanied and encouraged by a parallel staged transition in educational thinking and practice, and I think we are agreed on that. But before we say more about education, can we look at our respective philosophies. Say some more about what you mean by dialectical materialism.

Philosophy

JH Dialectical materialism seeks to understand things just as they are (materialism) in their actual interconnection and movement (dialectics). Like systemic thinking, it considers things as connected with, dependent on, and determined by each other. Nothing can be understood in isolation, but only in relation to other things, as conditioned by them. It also considers everything as in a state of continuous movement and change, of renewal and development. Things are always coming into being, existing, and passing away, and the world is best understood in terms of the structures and processes that shape such development rather than in terms of transitory things. Development involves both quantitative and qualitative change, with complex systems continually evolving from more simple ones. It results from the struggle of opposing forces as the contradictions inherent within things and systems of things resolve themselves in continually changing contexts (Cornforth, 1987).

Dialectical materialism is consistent with such advances in science as complexity theory. Life evolves at a certain stage in the development of more complex forms of non-living matter. Life takes human form and some human societies develop to a stage where they exploit the bio-physical world in non-sustainable ways. Contradictions between the promise and reality of modern development then challenge people to develop new structures and processes in society (new technologies and social institutions) that put development on a more sustainable path.

SS  I’m with you so far!

JH It was Marx and Engels who used dialectical materialism to understand people’s development within the rest of the natural world. They explained our alienation from nature under capitalism and suggested that ideologies of nature could offer false explanations of scarcity and poverty. They failed however to fully explore the second contradiction of capitalist development that results from capital failing to reproduce its conditions of production (natural resources and services, human health, urban and rural space) in a sustainable way. Critical social theorists have subsequently refined their ideas by emphasising the role of instrumental reason and technocracy in precipitating the modern environmental crisis and by integrating the environment into theories of reflexive modernisation or risk society. Contemporary critical theory expresses the inevitability and creativity of our relationship with nature; recognises the destructive dynamics embodied in capitalist modes of production; accounts for how relationships with nature are differentiated according to gender, class, race and sexual preference; accepts the implausibility of a nature æautonomous from culture; and helps us unlearn the æinstinctive romanticism which pervades treatments of nature in bourgeois and patriarchal society (Goldblatt, 1996, Smith, 1996). It also continues to erode long established divisions of labour between the natural and social sciences.

SS I’d say alienation from nature goes a lot further back in time, and was largely precipitated and enhanced by the rise of the modernist and scientific worldview from around the 17C. Also, nature, that is the creative forces of evolution, are not dependent on human mediation whether cultural or physical to work, although of course they are hugely affected by human agency. But go on . . .

JH I will after suggesting that you explanation of alienation is idealist and that your other remarks are compatible with a realist concept of nature.

Relationship with dominant paradigm

Dialectical materialism supports a realist concept of nature. This maintains that nature is the structures, processes and causal powers that are constantly at work in the physical world, that provide the objects of study of the natural sciences, and condition the possible forms of peopleÆs interaction with their environment. Nature set elastic limits on social development, but it is people themselves that must decide what forms of ethics, politics and governance should regulate their relations with the rest of human and non-human world. 

SS An integrative holistic stance would recognise this picture, but would point out the dangers of objectifying nature too much û which is one of the causes of alienation. And limits are not infinitely elastic û according to WWF’s Living Planet Report (6) we have lost 30% of natural capital from a baseline of 1970, due to consumption pressures emanating from overdevelopment in some countries and underdevelopment in others.

JH Nature untouched by people (first nature) has largely ceased to exist and with the emergence of the latest regime of capital accumulation, nature is increasingly artefactual: a social product fashioned by scientific, economic, political, and cultural practices. The challenge of sustainability is essentially about how we are to create this second nature (culture or the built environment) in ways that are truly democratic and so ensure the continued progressive evolution of humanity alongside the rest of nature. 

SS Yes, but these ideas could be misinterpreted unless they are qualified. The first danger is that the significance of nature as a source of knowing and discovery, and as critical and self-organising life-support system is devalued. Second, and this relates to the first, that we entertain the hubris of seeing ourselves as ‘planet managers’ which plays into the hands of the technocrats, or the ‘ecocracy’ as Sachs (10) has called them.

JH Hang on, let me finish. In this situation dominant forms of knowledge and philosophy do not help, nor do deep green and postmodern alternatives. Dominant divisions of academic labour separate nature and society and academic knowledge from lay and popular knowledge. Deep ecology romanticises first nature as a source of ethics and politics, whilst postmodernism encourages ethical and political relativism by celebrating nature solely as discourse. 

SS Wait a minute . . . I agree with much of this, but question the use of ‘romaniticises’ as a somewhat perjorative and catch-all term. While there may be elements of romanticism in green thinking, I think the ecosystemic view goes much further and is really saying we need to recast our worldview according to a new participative epistemology and systemic, process view of ontology. This is what takes it beyond simple, or even deep, environmentalism. But tell me how all this relates to EfS.

JH I will after again noticing your idealism (‘recasting our worldview’) despite the parallels between a systemic, process ontology and dialectical materialism.

Implications for educational theory and practice.

EfS urgently needs dialectical materialism in such forms as critical realism, to overcome academic divisions of labour, reconnect forms of knowledge, reveal ideology, and guide the transition to new forms of ecological democracy (Doherty & de Geus, 1996). Critical environmental realism offers a more secure foundation for EfS than the environmental instrumentalism that currently shapes dominant definitions and practice.

At a time when people have lost faith in business leaders, politicians and experts, and are adopting a range of values and identities, the assumptions of environmental instrumentalism have to be challenged. What is required is an EfS that recognises the complexities of disorganised capitalism (postmodernity), the emergence of reflexive individuals, and the need to connect learning and teaching with the democratic reconstruction of both second nature and third nature (the signs and discourses whereby nature is culturally enframed). Youth culture suggests that young people are interested in the material and semiotic construction of new forms of human and non-human nature (eg. identity issues surrounding food, drugs, gender, animal rights, road protests) and that EfS should help them to contest dominant constructions in empowering and liberating ways. 

SS Well, I wouldn’t probably use that language, but I’m in broad agreement here.

JH Critical pedagogy reminds us that dialectical materialism regards education as praxis: a process of critical reflection and action (Gadotti, 1996). Teachers and students as researchers should analyse concrete situations and issues with reference to the general laws operating in nature and society. They should seek to relate experiences and events to underlying structures and processes; recognise contradictions; and plan, implement and evaluate actions designed to create a more sustainable world. They should welcome the opportunities for participation offered by business, government and community groups, exploit the contradictions of weak sustainability, and at all times recognise that truth is not abstract, fixed and universal but concrete, provisional, and local. Critical theory, with its commitments to rationality and democracy, provides a green socialist EfS with defences against its critics and with prospects that such education can help to create a more sustainable world.

SS Thanks John. Now I shall try to represent a little of systemic thinking in a nutshell. As should be clear by now, my reading of the educational and cultural significance of education for sustainability and my interpretation of its nature, is based upon a broadly holistic, systemic and ecological view of the world. From this perspective, the focus of attention is not primarily on what we do, but what and how we think, which influences what we do. Thus I take a systems view of society and sustainability, of the economy, of education and learning, of the constraints on formal education as a subsystem of society, as well as of its transformative potential. 

Emerging sense of 'ecological' paradigm

Fundamental to this perspective is a sense that we are living in a age of great opportunity and great danger, a paradox that partly defines postmodern times. The old certainties and assumptions of the modernist project are less and less credible, but arising out of the confusion that remainsá there appears to be a change of shared cultural worldview emerging, one more aware of ethical dimensions, more concerned with relationships and process, with environment and development, with the future. In short, more 'ecological' in the sense of concerned with the nature and  quality of relationships of all kinds in a complex and threatened world.

At a deeper level, a number of writers suggest that Western society is in the midst of a difficult transition between a culture guided by the still dominant but declining metaphor of 'machine', towards one guided by the metaphor of 'organism' or living system. In a sense, this emerging 'ecological paradigm'á is not new, but draws on and is resonant with indigenous worldviews, the organicist tradition in Western science and philosophy, the development of systems thinking and systems science from the 1940s, and most latterly the recent emergence of 'new science' and complexity theory. Although it is still in the making, it is clear that it invites thinking and action which is less fragmented, is more holistic, inclusive, dynamic, flexible and integrative in character. This is increasingly seen as essential to understanding and addressing all issues relating to quality of life, and to our ability design and move towards more sustainable futures. 

JH No harm is re-discovering and updating organicist and systemic thinking in the light of new science, but beware idealism (ideas change the world). Critical theory reminds us that ecological and scientific ideas have a material foundation and that their application in fields such as politics and education is always socially mediated. We cannot simply read off educational theory from æan emerging ecological paradigm, though it might provide some useful insights into the nature of a dialectical reality.

Education and levels of learning

SS In educational terms, this perspective goes beyond positivistic, behaviourist, reductionist, and objectivist approaches to knowledge and learning. Instead education and learning are seen primarily in contructivist terms, where people are active participants in constructing meaning, where the quality of learning process is more important than content. 

Consistent with this view is a shift of emphasis from education per se towards learning. Systems thinkers recognise three levels of learning. The first is everyday simple learning - such as, what do I or weá need to know (to do this, to get this job etc)? Most education and teaching operates at this level. It's necessary but not sufficient. This may be seen as 'functional competence'. 

Second, there is learning about learning - that is reflecting on the learning process, or learning how to learn. This is shown by such questions as 'what is  happening here? What could be done differently? What are the alternatives?'. This is reflective learning, or 'critical competence'. Schools are not good at this level, despite the fact that this competence is often cited by employers as a required ability.

But there is a third level, higher level of learning. This is á learning about learning about learning - that is, recognising and understanding at a deeper level the worldviews that govern our thinking and learning. What are our unexamined assumptions, beliefs, values? This is what I would term 'recreative competence' in the sense that such metalearning at this level allows us to 'recreate' ourselves and society more effectively than the other levels. It is more fundamentally transformative.

JH I suspect that advocates of education as praxis, such as Freire, Giroux or Gadotti, would have few problems with these three levels, although they might question what it is exactly that gives such learning its critical edge.

Towards sustainable education

SS I wouldá argue that the emergence of the 'ecological worldview' is evidence that social learning is taking place at this level. The challenge for formal education is to change itself so that it can be a part of this change. How can education be more sustainable itself, be more 'ecological'? This is much more than a bit of campus greening, or a bit of content about sustainable development in the curriculum, but involves fundamental shifts in the way education is perceived, thought about and made operational.á 

New thinking about 'the learning organisation' and the implications of complexity theory, heralding a shift from 'command and control' towards self-organisation and capacity-building is increasingly reflected in leading-edge business management training, and this is part of the shift of culture I am referring to. But meanwhile, many governments are still pushing 'top down' business models of education that belong to a former age. Ironic. 

Let me now venture to suggest a deeper link with sustainability. I think we can point to an 'integrative principle' which links education, learning and sustainability, which is perhaps as yet only half understood. That is, the need to conserve, enhance and build capacity and potential in human and natural systems. This requires nurturing self-developing, self-reliant, self-sustaining abilities at all systemic levels as emergent properties. This applies as much to local communities and economies as it does to how we relate to developing countries, as it does to how we treat young people in the classroom.á It is only a very short jump to see how educational values such as autonomy, empowerment, self-worth, critical thinking, participation and community are key ingredients. This is because learning is at the heart of sustainability. No learning, no sustainable society. 

Conclusion

JH & SS In the book we edited, we argued that an extensive debate was needed 'to push sustainability to the heart of the education debate, and education to the heart of the sustainability movement' and that the prospects for a sustainable future depended on such increasing integration. A few years on, there are some signs of progress, but these lie primarily within non-formal education and community development. Schools however are still largely educating for a world that no longer exists rather than the postmodern world of the 21st century. Those policy makers determining the nature of schooling appear largely blind to the crisis, and deaf to the promise of sustainability.

Change in educational thinking and practice depends on some grounding. We hope we've offered a few foundations which you can critique and build on for yourself.
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