U TRECHT U NIVERSITY

M ASTER T HESIS

Justifying compulsory education for
sustainability

Author:
Nicky VAN D IJK

Supervisor:
Dr. Mariette VAN DEN H OVEN
Dr. Anders S CHINKEL
Dr. Peter L AWRENCE

A thesis submitted in fulfilment of the requirements
for the degree of rMA Philosophy
in the
Department of Philosophy and Religious Studies

June 19, 2018

ii

“global warming doesn’t [...] violate our moral sensibilities. It doesn’t cause our blood to
boil (at least not figuratively) because it doesn’t force us to entertain through that we find
indecent, impious or repulsive. [...] Moral emotions are the brain’s call to action. [...] The
fact is that if climate change were caused by gay sex, or by the practice of eating kittens,
millions of protesters would be massing in the streets.”
Daniel Gilbert, Los Angeles Times, 2006
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Though many acknowledge the need for climate action, and though many see
the opportunities education offers to impact the development of citizens, only few
are in favour of compulsory education for sustainability. This thesis argues in favour
of the permissibility and even benefits of enforcing education for sustainability on
all state funded schools. First the seriousness, urgency and complexity of the climate
change problem is addressed. Individual’s current inertia when it comes to engaging in a sustainable life style calls for education to engage the affective system of
their students, and to orient them towards more sustainable values. This means that
the current mainstream approach of education about sustainability, where students
are merely informed about (their influence on) climate change, should be replaced by
education for sustainability, aiming at actively forming students to collectively embrace a sustainable life style. Second, it is argued that promoting sustainability, even
when this conflicts with students’ aspirations, can be considered a responsibility of
schools. But given education for sustainability’s transformative ambitions, and the
vague or questionable nature of the concept of sustainability, many still oppose compulsory education for sustainability. To answer to these worries, third, the concept
of sustainability is redefined and clarified, aiming to formulate an understanding
that no one could reasonably reject. Here I argue that sustainability should be understood in a way both sufficiently open and inclusive not to promote questionable
views, as well as adequately clear and purposeful in order to be able to guide educational practice. When founding education for sustainability of this conception, no
specific (controversial) conception of sustainability is imposed on children, and children are still able to critically examine their take on sustainability—but it also offers
a framework in which children could potentially be raised to adequately satisfy the
demands of sustainability.
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Chapter 1

Introduction
Many see the need for collectively embracing a more sustainable life style. And
many see the opportunities education offers to have an immense impact on the development of citizens. Nevertheless, very few are in favour of (compulsory) education for sustainability. Criticism may follow from the belief that societal problems
should not be put on the plate of teachers. Or from the conviction that neither states
nor schools are justified to pass on specific values, as this is remarkably similar to
promoting a state ideology and/or manipulating the children of the nation. Or one
may find education for sustainability questionable because one is sceptic about the
need for sustainability in the first place.
In this thesis I will argue that compulsory education for sustainability—that is, actively promoting a sustainable life style, including transmitting the needed values
and dispositions—is not only permissible, but is even favourable given the current global
environmental problems we face. The aims of this thesis are threefold. First, I aim
to gain deeper understanding of the climate change problem, and especially of people’s current inaction when it comes to acting sustainably. To do so, I will link climate science
discussing what is likely needed to prevent people getting harmed by severe effects
of climate change, with moral psychological research. Though this I hope to give
an insight into why even agents who seem very motivated to act sustainably participate inadequately in climate action. This insight is needed to assess what may
be needed to collectively move towards a more sustainable life style, and therefore
to assess policy proposals for educating sustainability to children. I will conclude
chapter 2 with a short overview of cognitive and dispositional changes individuals
should adhere to when wanting to minimise the serious effects of climate change, all
of which able to guide educational practice.
Second, I will link these prerequisites for a collective sustainable life style to the role
education could play in engaging young citizens in this. Given that adhering to a sustainable life style can pose tensions with pursuing one’s individual aspirations, and
given current education is more focused on developing the individual, I will argue
that education also has responsibilities for the collective. In chapter 3 I aim to argue to what extent promoting sustainability can be considered a responsibility of
schools, even when this may conflict with the aspirations of individual students.
After these two chapters I hope to have convincingly shown that climate change
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is a serious, urgent and complex problem; that moving towards a sustainable future
for all asks for a change in our value system; and that it is partly schools’ responsibility to support children’s engagement with a sustainable life style. In chapter 4 I
aim to answer any hesitations one may have concerning making education for sustainability
compulsory for all state funded schools. I will specifically address the central concept of
education for sustainability—indeed, ’sustainability’—and explain how this concept
can be understood as both sufficiently open and inclusive not to promote questionable views, as well as adequately clear and purposeful in order to be able to guide
educational practice.
In the last chapter I will conclude by summarising a specific account of education
for sustainability that I believe is justified to enforce in all state funded schools in
Western developed countries. I will suggest some ways in which my research can be
applied in educational policy and practice, and propose some directions for future
research.
This thesis forms a contribution to current (educational) climate literature in (at
least) two ways. First, it discusses the permissibility and desirability of compulsory
education for sustainability in light of recent climate science. As empirical research
into the risks and severity of climate change became more certain and extended over
the past years, the call for collectively adopting a sustainable life style becomes more
urgent. Arguments against education for sustainability criticising its weak foundation or debatable need are countered. Second, I will pursue an ameliorative analysis
of the concept sustainability (in chapter 3. Assuming the need for a citizenry concerned with sustainability (as defended in chapter 1), and assuming that education
could have a potential role in this (defended in chapter 2), I will discuss how we
can best understand sustainability in order for it to be applicable in the educational
context. Here I combine recent moral psychological research concerning how individuals are motivated towards climate actions with Scanlon’s contractualism, to
form a minimal account of sustainability no person can reasonably reject. Here, as
in the rest of my thesis, I pursue non-ideal philosophy. Rather than attempting a full
conceptual analysis of (education for) sustainability, or thoroughly engaging in specific theoretical normative debates concerning e.g. our obligations towards future
generations, I focus on providing an analysis of the concept relevant for educational
practice.
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Chapter 2

The seriousness, urgency and
complexity of climate change
In order to see the need for (compulsory) environmental education, one first needs to
understand the problem of climate change properly. Understanding the seriousness,
urgency and full complexity of the problem will enable us to assess the desirability
and likely effectiveness of proposals for solutions to the climate change problem.
In this chapter I will elaborate on why climate change is a problem that is especially hard to solve. Focusing on (moral) psychological explanations of people’s
inaction I will provide a list of what seem to be necessarily prerequisites needed to
enable large scale behavioural change towards sustainability. For the educational
context this will have two consequences. First, the current trend of knowledge
transmission—which I will call education about sustainability—is insufficiently able
to effectively change children’s behaviour towards the more sustainable alternatives.
Passing on factual knowledge, as we will see, does not adequately motivate students, and instead appealing to the affective system of people is needed. Second,
the prerequisites laid out at the end of this chapter fundamentally clash with many
citizen’s current value system, for example because it shows the need for more cosmopolitan thinking and less freedom to e.g. consume. Therefore, sustainability does
not simply ask to inform students about climate changes, but it calls for passing on
values compatible with sustainability. Taking these two together, I will argue for
education for sustainability in this chapter. This aims at forming (instead of merely
informing) children about climate change. It aims at explicitly passing on a value
system that is compatible with sustaining the collective for the coming generations.
Education for sustainability is very demanding and in the current liberal climate
very controversial. Because of this, its justification calls for answering additional
questions: Is education for sustainability at all a responsibility of schools? One could
also argue, for example, that teaching about sustainability is the responsibility of
parents, or the state. And more problematically: If education for sustainability—
with its strong focus on passing on values beneficial for the collective—conflicts with
students’ individual aspirations or development, what should precede?

4

Chapter 2. The seriousness, urgency and complexity of climate change
In the current chapter I aim at laying the groundwork for answering these ques-

tions (in chapter 3). In section 2.1 I will discuss the seriousness and urgency of climate change based on current climate science (summarised by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)). In section 2.2 I will examine why this problem is very complex, working with Stephen Gardiner’s Perfect Moral Storm [2011].
In his book Gardiner links the variety of problems surrounding climate change to
moral psychological research, explaining the inaction of citizens and policy makers
when it concerns sustainability. Drawing on this, in section 2.3 I will discuss several
pathways to sustainability, using psychological research showing that even though
citizens are aware of climate change, and even though they show concern for the
problem, they give it extremely low priority. In the concluding section (2.4) I will
summarise what seem to be prerequisites for collective behavioural change towards
sustainability, and discuss the claim this makes on education.

2.1

An urgent and serious problem

I believe that it has been shown extensively that climate change poses a real and
potential threat to human and other life. I will assume that scientific evidence for
this is very substantial, and that one is not justified to cast it aside as some green
or left-wing conspiracy. In this section I will briefly state the currently commonly
known facts and highlight several important aspects of this.
Climate change is caused by anthropogenic greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions
since the pre-industrial era, “driven largely by economic and population growth”
[IPCC 2014, 4]. This is “extremely likely to have been the dominant of the observed
warming since the mid-20th-century” [ibid., italic in original text].1 Though the
IPCC report mainly discusses gradual climate change due to an accumulation of CO2
in the atmosphere, an abrupt change in climate is also plausible. In this case, a certain
threshold of temperature rise (or its effects) is reached, resulting in a steep increase
in global temperature and extreme weather events. This could for example happen
through the weakening of the ocean conveyor of the North Atlantic, which supports
the Gulf Stream to Western Europe [Alley 2004; Gagosian 2003; Lenton et al. 2008;
Strouffer et al. 2006; Vellinga and Wood 2002]; or major sea level rise through ice
sheet disintegration [Hansen 2004, 74; 2005, 275; Massom 2018; Rintoul et al. 2018].
Whether climate change is merely gradient or also abrupt, it is certain to cause
certain effects, such as a retreat of glaciers, increased surface melting of the Greenland ice sheet, global mean sea level rise, increases in global upper social heat content, and increases of heavy weather and climate events [IPCC 2014, 5ff.]. In all
emission scenarios of the IPCC reports the surface temperature is projected to rise
over the 21st century [idem., 10]. This means that even if GHG emissions are stopped
1 The

minor uncertainty that is expressed with “extremely likely” is often interpreted overenthusiastically, i.e. people think that the scenarios and risks stated in the IPCC reports are less likely to
happen than intended by the researchers [Budescu et al. 2009].

2.1. An urgent and serious problem
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at this very moment, the associated impacts of climate change will continue for centuries [idem., 16]. Risks of abrupt and irreversible changes increase with the magnitude of warming [ibid.]. As a result of the increasing warmth and the (so far)
ongoing accumulation of CO2 , the effects of climate change will mainly be felt by
future generations—even if we stop emitting GHG now.
Irrespective of the cause of climate change, these effects will have an impact on
both natural and human systems. Among others, risks are the reduction of renewable surface water, a reduction in food security, compromise of common human activities such as working outside, and an increase in ill-health [idem., 13ff.]. In urban
areas there are “risks from heat stress, storm and extreme precipitation, inland and
coastal flooding, landslides, air pollution, drought, water scarcity, sea level rise and
storm surges” [idem., 15]. In general, the risks are unevenly distributed and greater
for developing countries, as risks are amplified for countries lacking essential infrastructure and, if needed, resources for planned migration [idem., 15-6]. Also, developing countries in the global south are expected to experience higher exposure to
extreme weather events, e.g. droughts or floods, simply because of their geographical location [idem., 16].
To reduce these risks, both adaptation and mitigation are needed. On the one
hand, adapting to new risky situations enables countries to prevent or reduce negative consequences of climate change. Adapting sooner rather than later increases
“the prospect for effective adaptation, reduce[s] the costs and challenges of mitigation in the longer term and contribute[s] to climate-resilient pathways for sustainable
development” [idem., 17]. On the other hand, emissions need to be substantially
reduced over the next few decades, as well as be near zero by the end of the century [idem., 20]. As one country’s mitigative measures are not sufficient to achieve
this, international cooperation is necessary for effective mitigation. Even if proper
adaptive measures are taken, without mitigation climate change will lead to “severe,
widespread and irreversible impacts” [idem., 17].
No single adaptation or mitigation option is sufficient by itself. Therefore, adequate policy and cooperation on all scales is needed, including “effective institutions and governance, innovation and investments in environmentally sound technologies and infrastructure, sustainable livelihoods and behavioural and lifestyle
choices” [idem., 26]. The IPCC report states three spheres of change, being the practical, the political and the personal [idem., 27]. The practical sphere includes social and technical innovations, behavioural shifts, and institutional and managerial
changes that produce substantial shifts in outcomes. The political sphere focuses
on political, social, cultural and ecological decisions consistent with the reduction
of vulnerability and risk, and the support of adaptation, mitigation and sustainable
development. The last sphere describes changes of individuals, such as individually and collectively held assumptions, beliefs, values and worldviews that influence individual’s response to climate change. This means that it is acknowledged
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that combating climate change does not merely come down to political decisions—
individuals’ conceptions and dispositions concerning sustainability are relevant for
mitigation to be effective, as the social acceptability and effectiveness of climate policies “are influenced by the extent to which they [...] depend on regionally appropriate changes in lifestyles or behaviours” [idem., 26].
To conclude, climate change is anthropogenically caused through high GHG
emissions following from economic and population growth. With regard to its effects and the corresponding impact on natural and human systems, three aspects
are important to highlight, all showing that climate change is an immense collective problem. First, the risks of climate change fall mainly on future generations and the
global poor, rather than the current generation of developed countries. As the accumulation of CO2 emissions is still ongoing, and because the consequences of these
emissions will have a delayed effect, the more serious risks are burdened on people
living decades or maybe even centuries from now. The global poor will be hit harder
as they live on a geographical location that is likely to experience more extreme
weather events. On top of this, developing countries lack the needed infrastructure and resources for adaptation (or, if needed, migration). Second, to diminish the
risks of climate change, both mitigation of GHG emissions and adaptation are necessary.
Even most tech-optimists believing that the solution for climate change lies in future
technology such as geoengineering argue that mitigation of emissions is an essential aspects next to technological enhancements helping with adaptation. Third, for
both adaptation and mitigation to be sufficiently successful, international cooperation
is necessary. One country’s reduction of emissions is helpful, but will likely not have
a significant impact when other (developed) countries do not follow suit.

2.2

A complex problem

In section 2.1 the cause, effects and impact of climate change was laid out as it is
now commonly known. However, given climate change’s seriousness and urgency
one may wonder: Why is not everyone trying very hard to diminish the risks of climate change at the moment? In his book The perfect moral storm Stephen Gardiner
describes why it seems to be so hard to tackle climate change. He calls it a perfect
moral storm, an “unusual intersection of a number of serious, and mutually reinforcing, problems, which creates an unusual and perhaps unprecedented challenge”
[Gardiner 2011, 7]. Rather than aiming at finding out who is to blame for this inertia, he highlights the complexity of the problem, showing various temptations to
which we are vulnerable. Gardiner discusses three ‘storms’—the global, intergenerational and the theoretical—to show climate change’s complexity. In this section I
will discuss them briefly, as I believe understanding the problem of climate change
is needed for assessing proposed solutions for climate action in the educational context.

2.2. A complex problem

2.2.1
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Global storm

The global storm shows how there is an asymmetry of power between rich and poor
countries, making it tempting for developed countries to take undue advantage of
their position. First, there is a dispersion of causes and effects, as the place on earth
where GHG is emitted is irrelevant to the place where it has impact, this being globally [idem., 24]. While developed countries have emitted most, the poor are worst
impacted [IPCC 2014; Stern 2007]. Unfortunately, second, poor countries are badly
situated to hold the rich accountable [Gardiner 2011, 31]. To further complicate the
matter, third, while it may be collectively rational to cooperate, it is not individually rational to do so. GHG are emitted by a vast number of individuals and (social,
economic, political) institutions, and, like in a tragedy of the commons, for each of
them it is the case that “it is the very same values that make cooperation preferable
that drive each agent away from it” [idem., 27]. In a tragedy of the commons, several herdsmen let their cattle eat from the grass of the commons. Everyone wants
maximum profit, which is why everyone prefers the existence of rules that binds
everyone to overuse the common grassland. Nevertheless, as individual herdsmen
it is their desire for profit that drives them to pursue more (and more) cattle, which
leads to the collapse of the commons. This analysis of the tragedy of the common
is from Garrett Hardin, and his solution to this would be to ensure that there is no
possibility to free-ride. This means that the collective rational action becomes the
individually rational one—“mutual coercion, mutually agreed upon” [Hardin 1968;
1247]. However, fourth, the needed institutions to enforce a binding climate policy
are currently not existing.
To complicate the matter, fifth, though the IPCC report seems clear about the
causes, effects and impact of climate change, there is some scientific uncertainty
about the magnitude and distribution of effects [idem.,30]. Sixth, the source of climate change, being the emitting of GHG, has deep roots in the infrastructure of current civilizations. Cutting down on emissions would have an (at least short term)
impact on the economic organisation of developed countries and the economical aspirations of developing countries [ibid.]. The scientific uncertainty combined with
the deep roots of climate change leads to a status quo bias in favour of uncertainty,
and lack of action by those having an interest in the continuation of the current economic system. On top of this, seventh, there seems to be a further risk for developed
countries when they unite to take climate action: this would show that it is indeed
possible and sometimes necessary to unite globally, which could encourage some to
raise attention to other global injustices, such as poverty, human rights violations
and global inequality [idem., 31ff.].

2.2.2

Intergenerational storm

There is not just a global asymmetry between rich and poor countries, but also an
asymmetry between the current generation and future generations, which Gardiner
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calls the intergenerational storm. While the current generation can decide whether
it pursues climate action, and through that can affect the prospects of future generations, the future generations cannot have an influence on the actions of the current
generation. This means that, first, there is again a fragmentation of agency. But in
this case it is not simply hard to unify both parties (as it is with developing and developed countries), but it is plainly impossible for temporally fragmented agents to
do so. This means that, though climate change has characteristics of a tragedy of
the commons problem, a solution proposed by Hardin cannot be enforced as there
is no reciprocity between the agents. A second complexity is again the dispersion
of cause and effect, but this time temporally. The CO2 that is currently emitted (and
has been emitted in the past) stays in the atmosphere for 5-200 years [ibid.]. Unless
we can find a way to take CO2 out of the atmosphere again, this means that climate change is a substantially deferred phenomenon: the full accumulating effects
of current emissions will not be realised until the future, and therefore its impact is
seriously backloaded [Gardiner 2011, 33ff.]. This means that sustained action and
anticipation is required to tackle emissions. Unfortunately, motivating individuals
and political agents to this is hard, as the consequences of climate change will be felt
in the future, while the benefits of emitting are for the current generation. Even if
politicians are motivated to act against climate change, they may only run one election cycle or one political career, making it impossible for one individual to sustain
needed action.

2.2.3

Theoretical storm

The last storm consists in our (ethical) theories’ ability to respond to the complexity
of climate change. According to Gardiner, they are inept as they do not have the
skills and basic competence for the task [idem., 41]. On many aspects crucial for
the climate change problem, most ethical theories are underdeveloped, e.g. when
having to do with scientific uncertainty, intergenerational ethics, international justice, and the relationship between human and non-human nature [idem., 7]. As a
result of this, current theories facilitate “exploitation of poor by the rich in the global
storm, and of the future by the present in the intergenerational storm” [idem., 43].
Currently climate change action is usually analysed in a cost–benefit analysis. However, this economic tool is very unlikely to vote in favour of climate change action,
because (a) there is insufficient scientific evidence about the exact magnitude and
distribution of the impact, and (b) the responsibility towards future generation is
poorly understood in this method. Neither political theories are likely to demand
the combating of climate change, as the behavioural and political change that would
be needed for this “is likely to be severely detrimental to concerns that [those theories] hold dear, such as happiness, individual rights, and the integrity of national
cultures” [idem.,42]. Though these theories may be of help when analysing national
intragenerational problems, they are underdeveloped to be applied when the global
and intergenerational storms rush in.

2.3. Why are we not taking adequate climate action?

2.3
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Why are we not taking adequate climate action?

In the previous sections I laid out why climate change is (i) a serious problem, as
the expected effects are major and its impact on both human and non-human systems disastrous; (ii) an urgent problem, asking for both mitigation and adaptation
now; and (iii) a complex problem, making it harder for us to take adequate action.
In this section I will do another attempt at gaining deeper understanding of climate
change’s complexity, this time laying out why it seems to be so difficult for (political) agents to take adequate steps for adaptation and mitigation. Understanding the
problem on a deeper level is important, as it provides tools for assessing proposals
for solutions to climate change. Firstly I will discuss the three options that could
explain our lack of action: we do not realise that there is a problem at all, and are
therefore not aware of the need to change behaviour (section 2.1); or we do know
about the problem, but do not take action because we underestimate its seriousness
or urgency (or have different priorities) (section 2.2); or we understand the full seriousness, urgency and complexity of the problem, are very willing to do something,
but nevertheless fail to take sufficient action because of some other reason (section
2.3). Here I will mainly focus on (moral) psychological explanations2 of our inertia
(rather than for example discussing the limits of the international legal system, or
thoroughly discussing the role of technology. Though these are also essential parts
of the solution, they less relevant for the focus of this paper, this being the educational context). In the last section (2.4) I will discuss several proposals to activate
people for climate action, and assess them with the gained knowledge of the climate
change problem and psychological research concerning our motivation for action.
By doing this, I will show that engaging the affective system of individuals seems to
be the key to motivating individuals to engage in sustainable behaviour, instead of
the often proposed focus on cognition and ratio.

2.3.1

Explanation 1: People are unaware of the problem

It may be the case that the general world population is simply unaware of there
being such a thing as climate change, and therefore does not take climate action.
Recent research of 119 countries into the predictors of public climate change awareness shows that there are some countries where the majority of the public has never
heard of climate change, mainly in African countries, Asia and the Middle East [Lee
et al. 2015, 1015]. However, in most developed countries in Europe and in the US
and Japan over 90% is aware of climate change [ibid.]. Given that this thesis focuses
on the Western world, and given that developed countries are the biggest polluters
2 In

this section I will present psychological explanations of our inaction. However, these explanations are sometimes also put forward as justifications for our inaction. For example, the moral psychological explanation that ‘a person is less engaged with a problem because the victims are further away
from her bed’ could also be stated in justificatory form, such as that ‘it is OK for a person to be less
engaged with a problem when the victims are further away from her bed.’ In this section I will merely
discuss explanations, and in the following chapters I will discuss several reasons for why I believe
corresponding justifications of inaction are inadequate.
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(and therefore the places where most mitigation needs to happen), I will, for the purpose of this thesis, assume that unawareness of climate change cannot explain the
lack of climate action.

2.3.2

Explanation 2: People are not concerned about the problem

This same research shows to what extent people from around the globe perceive climate change to be a serious threat (if they were aware of the problem in the first
place). It shows that over 90% of Western Europe and Latin America perceive it
as a serious threat, against just over half of the US population and a minority in
Balkan countries, Russia, China and most African countries [ibid.]. Worldwide,
the strongest predictor of climate change awareness is educational attainment. And
while in Europe and Latin America the strongest predictor for climate change perceptions is the understanding of it having a anthropogenic cause, in African and
Asian countries it is the perception of local temperature change [idem., 1017]. Earlier studies show that, when focusing on the US and Europe, both populations have
shown widespread concern about climate change [Leiserowitz 2005, 1437; Lorenzoni and Pidgeon 2006, 86]. Also, both populations seem to have a good grasp of the
effects and impact of climate change.3
The concern about climate change is felt mostly in relation to the perception of
danger for people and non-human nature geographically and temporally distant
from us, and far less about local impacts. For example, only 13% of survey participants in the US (n=590) is not primarily concerned about the impacts of climate
change on themselves, their family or their local community, as they rate these local
impacts to be somewhat unlikely [Leiserowitz 2005, 1437]. Over the past decades, research into climate change perceptions among both Americans and Europeans have
consistently shown that they regard climate change as relatively low national priority compared to nearly all other national or environmental issues [Bord et al. 1998;
Dunlap and Scarce 1991; Leiserowitz 2005; Lorenzoni and Pidgeon 2006].
As the majority of the population of Western countries seems to be concerned
about climate change, one may wonder: why do individuals and politicians underestimate the seriousness of climate change, and give it very low national priority?
This is because on the one hand, though we are aware of the facts, we do not ‘feel’
the seriousness and urgency of the problem. This is because the problem of climate
change is often scientifically or economically framed, while our risk perception and
willingness to act is primarily influenced by non-factual factors, such as past experiences, trust and personal beliefs, ideology, values and worldviews [Dessai et al.
3 However,

very few people associate climate change with extreme weather events such as heat
waves, hurricanes and droughts [Leiserowitz 2005, 1439], and the impact on human health. The latter
is surprising, considering it is expected to be among the greatest dangers of climate change to human
societies [IPCC 2014; Watson and McMichael 2001]. Temperature-related morbidity and mortality,
health effects of extreme weather, air-pollution health effects, water and food-borne disease, or vector
and rodent-borne disease are all a potential health consequences of climate change [Leiserowitz 2005;
McMichael and Githeko 2001; National Assessment Synthesis Team 2001; Patz et al. 2000].
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2004; Finucane et al. 2000; Haidt 2012; Lorenzoni and Pidgeon 2006; Markowitz and
Shariff 2012; Slovic 2000; Slovic et al. 2002; Weber 2006]. In other words, climate
change fails to activate our moral intuition, as this is largely driven by emotional
responses to our environment [Bazerman and Tenbrunsel 2011; Greene et al. 2001;
Haidt 2001]. “Unlike financial fraud or terrorist attacks, climate change does not register, emotionally, as a wrong that demands to be righted” [Markowitz and Shariff
2012, 243].
The fact that individuals do not seem to feel the seriousness and urgency of the
climate change problem results in the neglect of their participation in climate action in several ways. First, climate change is a very abstract problem. The effects
are both temporally and spatially distant, and the events are disparate and seemingly incongruous (such as increased rainfall in some regions compared to expected
droughts in others). An abstract problem requires “cold, cognitively demanding and
ultimately relatively less motivating, moral reasoning” [Markowitz and Shariff 2012,
244]. Second, our judging system is well tuned to respond to intentional injustices.
Unfortunately, research suggests that unintentionally caused harms are judged less
harshly compared to similar but intentionally caused actions [Guglielmo et al. 2009].
As no one is purposefully trying to change the climate, the actions that do result in
this are perceived as normal actions of daily life with unfortunate and unintentional
side effects [Markowitz and Shariff 2012, 244]. Third, combating climate change is
associated with a threat to one’s current way of life [Gifford 2011]. The discomfort
that this causes can lead to the rejecting of climate change messages [Clayton et al.
2015]. Fourth, though climate scientists agree on many aspects, there is still a lot of
uncertainty about e.g. the magnitude and distribution of impact of climate change.
Some research shows that a lack of definitive answers leads to unreasonable optimism [Gifford 2011; Weinstein 1980]. For example, the levels of certainty used in
IPCC reports is mostly interpreted overly optimistic, i.e. respondents belief that the
future scenarios were less likely to happen than initially intended by the researchers
[Budescu et al. 2009]. Fifth, the likely victims of climate change are non-human nature, and people spatially and temporally distant from us. Research suggests that
people see outgroup as less deserving of a moral standing [Harris and Fiske 2006],
and as a result, treat them worse, even when group membership is arbitrary [Tajfel
et al. 1971]. The lower the psychological distance to the victims seems to be, the
higher the level of concern for them [Spence et al. 2011].
Concluding, on the one hand studies show that the majority of the Western world
is concerned about climate change. But on the other hand, this concern seems to
fail to activate our moral intuition, and therefore does not result in climate action.
On top on this, recent studies show a further worrisome phenomenon. While the
majority of the US and European population is concerned about climate change, a
growing part is not. Conservatives in both the US and UK show less believe in
and concern about climate change compared to liberals [Guber 2013; McCright and
Dunlap 2011; Poortinga et al. 2011]. The right wing conservatives are to a greater
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extent rejecting climate science, less likely to engage in behavioural change, and less
likely to support climate policy [Costa and Kahn 2013]. Research suggests that the
rejection or acceptance of climate change is far more related to political ideology or
worldview than any other factor, and that this polarisation has been increasing over
time [Kahan et al. 2012].
This diversion can partly be explained by the different moral priorities that both
groups have. While liberals mainly judge political stances based on two moral foundations, harm and fairness, conservatives focus on more: they also want to protect
the ingroup, therefore valuing foundations such as ingroup-loyalty, respect for authority, and purity or sanctity [Haidt and Graham 2007]. While alarmists—strong believers in the urgency of climate action—hold pro-egalitarian and anti-individualist
and anti-hierarchist worldviews, the naysayers—predominantly white, male, Republican and highly religious—hold pro-individualist, pro-hierarchist and anti-egalitarian
worldviews, and anti-environmental attitudes [Leiserowitz 2003; 2005]. This research also found that the naysayer group is “politically active, [is] significantly
more likely to vote, [has] strong representation in national government, and [has]
powerful allies in the private sector” [Leiserowitz 2005, 1440].
Though not much research has been done into the factors enforcing this polarisation, two explanations have been suggested. Once people are affiliated with a certain
stand on political issues, e.g. against climate action, they are more likely to interpret
conflicting evidence with scepticism, while accepting consistent evidence less critically [Cohen 2003; Lord et al. 1979]. For example, while perceived local warming
influences risk perception [Li et al. 2011; Zaval et al. 2014], and while commonly and
recently experienced events are more cognitively available [Kahneman and Tversky
1974], naysayers were less likely to (accurately) remember that they had experienced
a warmer than usual Summer the previous year [Howe and Leiserowitz 2013].
Another explanation is that individuals experience a sense of belonging when
exhibiting values of their ingroup [Baumeister and Leary 1995]. Currently, climate
messages are mainly framed in values attractive to liberals, while neglecting to show
that it can also be resonant with conservative moral intuitions. This leaves the
latter group not merely uninvolved, but morally hostile to the values presented
[Markowitz and Shariff 2012].

2.3.3

Explanation 3: People are aware and concerned, but nevertheless
insufficiently motivated to act adequately

From the previous sections it follows that most people in the developed world are
aware of climate change, and a majority of them is concerned about climate change,
but still adequate action is not taken yet. In this section I will show that even for
those individuals motivated to take climate action, it will still be very hard to sustain
adequate climate action.
As shown above, though individuals are concerned about climate change, they
(paradoxically) perceive it to have low national priority. This could be due to what
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Weber [2006] has called a ‘finite pool of worry.’ Though we are concerned, there
seems to be a limit as to how much we can be concerned about different aspects in
our life. We weigh political choices among each other—for example, increased concern about terrorism after 9/11 seems to have resulted in decreased concern about
environmental issues [idem., 115]—but also about our personal worries (that are
clearly more cognitively available to us).
When we do act, we seem to have a ‘single action bias’ [idem.]. We may take
one action to reduce a worry that we have, but are much less likely to take further
(needed) steps that would provide incremental protection or risk reduction, likely
because the first act suffices in reducing our feeling of worry [Linville and Fischer
1991; Weber 2006; 1997]. The characteristics of the problem of climate change, together with our psychological dispositions, form what Gardiner has called moral
corruption: the complexity of the problem makes it convenient for us to externalise
the harms and costs of climate change over space, time and species [Gardiner 2011].
And the asymmetry between rich and poor, and between the current and future generations, makes it easy for us to misuse our spatial and temporal position. This goes
both for individuals as well as policy makers.

2.3.4

Pathways towards a solution

Now the problem of climate change is thoroughly discussed, roughly two pathways
to changing the behaviour of individuals are suggested in the literature: appealing
to the cognitive or affective system of individuals. The mainstream take is to appeal to people’s cognitive system. In the educational context this for example means
that proponents for education about sustainability are in favour of transmitting climate science and skills needed for sustainable behaviour to the new generations. On
top of this, Gardiner argues that everyone should become a critical thinker, actively
linking one’s own behaviour to its contribution to climate change. This cognitive
approach is appealing, given that it intuitively seems a sufficiently promising approach, and both transmitting facts and stimulating critical thinking is very uncontroversial.
Unfortunately, following the analysis of the problem in the previous sections,
the cognitive approach does not seem to be a promising—or at least sufficiently
adequate—view. First, there are some signs that education can have a small impact on individuals’ reasoning capacities, e.g. through offering classes of logic [Attridge, Aberdein and Inglis 2016; Gigerenzer and Hoffrage 1995; Lehman and Nisbet
1990]. However, this is very minimal, and only when students are sufficiently exposed to this, and are able to apply the abstract logic to practical cases [Bishop and
Trout 2017]. Second, Haidt’s research shows that individuals mostly first act upon
intuition, and find reasons to justify their acts on hindsight. Therefore, cognitive
thinking may not be the most promising path towards preventing environmentally
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harmful behaviour. Third, some research suggests that more education leads to confirming already existing beliefs [Lee et al. 2015]. As in some regions the most significant factor impacting one’s view on climate change seems to be one’s pre-existing
political stance on this, the cognitive path may lead to more polarisation rather than
collective actions towards mitigation.
The alternative path towards behavioural change—and indeed, the far more
promising path suggested by the discussed literature above—seems to be to engage
the affective systems of individuals. Climate change needs to be something that
influences the moral intuition of individuals, as this is what primarily motivates action. On top of this, education for sustainability cannot merely be an additional part
in the curriculum, but needs to be ingrained in the school context in a holistic way. I
will call this education for sustainability as it aims at forming a specific kind of (sustainable) individual (compared to education about sustainability, which merely aims
at informing students. Though this may be the more effective path, many would dispute its legitimacy and oppose to its demandingness, especially when placing it in
the context of education. As ‘manipulating’ children into becoming sustainable citizens is intuitively repelled by many, I will discuss this matter more thoroughly in
chapter 4.

2.4

Sustainable behaviour and its prerequisites

In the previous sections the seriousness, urgency and complexity of the problem has
been laid out, and several explanations have been given for why the global collective
is currently insufficiently motivated or able to take adequate climate action. In this
last section I aim to summarise some aspects that seem to be needed for collective
climate action, i.e. I will state several prerequisites for sustainability that follow from
the (moral) psychological literature and climate science above.
Up to this point I have not specified what I understand by ’sustainability’—i.e.
what is to be sustained, and for whom, and for how long? Given that this goal
is needed to be able to discuss its prerequisites at all, I will first define a working
definition of sustainability in 2.4.1. Second, I have assumed but not defended why
I believe individuals have a moral responsibility engage in sustainable behaviour in
the first place. Given that the prerequisites of collective climate action (by individual
citizens) assume that individuals indeed have a responsibility to engage in this, I will
argue for this in 2.4.2.

2.4.1

Defining a working definition of ‘sustainability’

Dominant in the constitution of our current sustainability discourse is the definition of the Brundtland Commission [WCED 1987]. They do not merely talk about
sustainability, but about sustainable development, which “seeks to meet the needs
and aspirations of the present without compromising the ability to meet those of the
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future” [ibid., 39]. However, this definition has been criticised, as it assumes that
sustainability can only coexist with growth or development, not acknowledging the
unavoidable impact this has on natural resources [Biesacker et al. 2014]. Though the
report acknowledges that economic growth always brings a ‘risk’ of environmental
damage, it weights this with the ‘needs and aspirations’ of current and future generations. According to feminist writers, economic growth is only acceptable if it is
needed to attend to humans’ basic needs - not to their ‘wants’ [Biesacker et al. 2014;
Gottschlich and Bellina 2017].4
Both the definition of the Brundtland report, as well as the criticisms of feminist
writers, are controversial. In this thesis I aim at developing an account of sustainability that can easily be acknowledged by all reasonable agents. Therefore, as a starting
point I will use the following less controversial but also less substantive definition
of sustainability:
Something that is sustainable—be it behaviour, a worldview, an ideology, a policy or something else—meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability to meet those of the future.
This definition does not assume that development or economic growth is needed,
and neither that one should aim at meeting the aspirations of the present or future.
This definition is anthropocentric which means that non-human nature is merely
considered to have instrumental value to human’s ends. Some would oppose to
this, but as it is closer to our common understanding of sustainability, I will take this
as a starting point.
Two aspects of this definition are still controversial: it assumes that we have
obligations towards humans both spatially and temporally distant from us. Though
I cannot justify these assumptions here at length, I will make my assumptions—as
minimal as they are—explicit. First, I will assume that the current generation has
obligations towards others, also outside of their national borders and also when
these people are not in a possibility to reciprocate. This extends to ensuring that
one’s actions does not actively—be it intentionally or not—prevent others from sufficing their basic needs. Second, I will assume that the current generation has obligations towards yet unborn people. Many philosophers have convincingly argued that
it is impossible for a yet unborn child to have rights, and that therefore it cannot be
justified to expect the current generation to live less extravagant than they please to
do, even if this results in harming future generations. Most famously this was posed
by Derek Parfit as the non-identity problem, arguing that something “bad” must be
“bad for” someone [Parfit 1987, 363]. Many responses have been given to this problem, as many feel this theoretical riddle should not stand in the way of their moral
4 Next to this, in the Brundtland report sustainability is framed as a field of science,

centring around
knowledge production. Governance for sustainability is reduced to merely environmental government, focusing too much on efficiency and technology [Gottschlich and Bellina 2017]. Therefore valuing care work and non-human nature is neglected, even though sustainable development is impossible
without this.
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intuition to care about sustainability for future generations. One answer that I find
most promising, and will use as justification for a responsibility for future generation, lies close to our common sense. It is based on the observation that most aspirations that humans find very meaningful in life—be it raising a family, contributing
to science, fighting for women’s rights, or helping the local soccer club—assume a
future for the subject of these aspirations. It would therefore be inconsistent to live
unsustainably, as caring about the future is presupposed in the actions that we all
currently deeply care about. An open future is essential for giving meaning to one’s
current life.5

2.4.2

Acting sustainably is an individual responsibility

Even though large scale neglect of sustainable behaviour results in risking many
people not having access to their basic capabilities, it does not directly follow that it
is an individual responsibility to act sustainably. For example, it could be a responsibility of policy makers to take this into account, but not of individual consumers.
Many reasons against the day-to-day individual responsibility for mitigation have
been brought forward in the literature [see Scavenius 2018; Sinnott-Armstrong 2005],
but even more frequently and determinantly in discussions among laymen. It is for
example argued that (a) individual emissions do not cause any harm or (b) do not
have any morally significant effect, and therefore individuals do not have to mitigate. However, even though individual emissions do not make a significant contribution to the overall pollution, it does contribute to the aggregate effects. Also,
individual actions do not occur in isolation. They may be noticed by fellow citizens,
raise awareness for the (climate) problem, and promote collective (climate) action
[Schwenkenbecher 2012].
Further criticisms to seeing acting sustainably as an individual responsibility is
the view that (c) only states (and not individuals) are powerful enough to act, and
that it is therefore the state’s responsibility to promote sustainability, and not an individual responsibility. This objection easily comes together with the view that (d)
acting sustainably as an individual would be overly-demanding. The costs of individuals taking individual responsibility are major for the individual herself—she
may need to minimise flying, eating meat or consuming. Above all, the individual
should decide herself what complies with sustainability and what does not, which
is an immense epistemic challenge. Therefore, we cannot expect every single individual to change her lifestyle.
However, demandingness in itself is not a reason to argue against a moral duty.
If there is great harm done through a certain action, then the demand that something is sacrificed to prevent this harm is not at all unreasonable—though it should
5I

would like to thank Marc Davidson for discussing different answers to the non-identity problem
with me (during his 2017 course Climate Change and Environmental Ethics provided by the Dutch
Research School of Philosophy). This defence of our obligations towards future generations is largely
based on his view on this.
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be in proportion. Indeed, living sustainably is easily too demanding of our ‘strictly
limited attention’, but proper organisation for collective action can overcome these
problems deriving from the demandingness objection [see Goodin 2008; Hourdequin 2011]. In this sense, acting more sustainably “merely requires us to change our
habits, to make bigger effort, and to accept a little more inconvenience” [Schwenkenbecher 2012, 181]. For nurturing this, schools have great potential, as they are a commonly shared and regulated place where children’s habits are formed, and where
attitudes concerning effort and convenience are shaped.
Therefore, I conclude that behaving sustainably is an individual responsibility,
since unsustainable behaviour does have an morally significant negative effect on
others, and since individuals are capable of acting sustainably (without expecting
too much of them) when the environment is supportive to this. More specifically, I
believe that individuals have a responsibility for their personal emissions [Almassi
2012; Banks 2013; Broome 2012; Caney 2005; Cripps 2011; Hickey 2017; Hiller 2011;
Hourdequin 2011; Jamieson 2007; Kyllönnen, forthcoming; Murphy 2003; Singer
2009, 2010; Vanderheiden 2007], as well as for the instantiation of just global climate
institutions [see Hickey 2017, elaborated in section 2.4.2].

2.4.3

What is needed to achieve a collective sustainable lifestyle?

To conclude this chapter, I will briefly reflect on the perceived gap between sustainable behaviour and our current behaviour. I will focus on citizens of developing
countries, given that a change in behaviour on their part will have most impact. The
IPCC report clearly stated that both anticipation and sustained action concerning
mitigation and adaptation of climate change should occur. For this, the least that
is needed is a change in behaviour of individuals. This likely requires a change in
different (national and international) policies, a change in economic practice, and a
change in lifestyle for many in the western world.
Often when a wide scale promotion of a certain behaviour or disposition is aimed
at, a finger is quickly pointed towards education. Its believed transformative power
and the ability reach all children independent of their socioeconomic background
makes education uniquely equipped to pass on knowledge, skills and values to the
next generation. This raises the question as to what is needed to achieve a more sustainable future. Though I do not mean to perceive education to be all transformative, I will assume (and defend in chapter four) that education can potentially have
a significant impact in changing the lifestyle of adults-to-be, especially when this
goes hand in hand with wider societal changes. Therefore, in this last section I will
conclude with listing the cognitive and dispositional changes that seem necessary
for changing the individual’s current behaviour towards the sustainable alternative
where needed. First, at least two initial cognitive prerequisites [P] for sustainable behaviour can be derived from the literature discussed in the previous sections.
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[P1] Having sufficient knowledge and skills to choose sustainable alternatives when available, or to refrain from engaging in unsustainable behaviour when this is unjustifiably pollutive.
Providing children with this knowledge and these skills is a rather uncontrover-

sial responsibility of education. The following cognitive changes are more demanding,
and therefore more controversial:
[P2] Engaging in hard cognitive thinking about one’s current lifestyle,
even if this raises an uncomfortable feeling.
This should prevent over-enthusiastic thinking when one comes across scientific
uncertainty surrounding climate change, and it should show that merely changing
one aspect of one’s current lifestyle is not sufficient to adequately combat climate
change. And:
[P3] Understanding unsustainable behaviour, even simple daily acts such
as eating meat or driving one’s car, as intentionally contributing to the
problem of climate change.
Though these latter two changes seem merely cognitive at first, the affective system is a necessary component in this. Individuals should be willing to engage in critical
reflection on one’s current lifestyle. This disposition required for P1. Also, understanding contributing to climate change as an intentional act (with many negative effects) may impact the moral intuition of people—individuals may start understanding someone’s contribution to climate change (in an excessive way, when greener alternatives are available) as morally wrong. This means that flying for a short holiday
or eating an excessive amount of meat—ordinary acts currently often understood to
be in the amoral realm—will be understood as matters excessively contributing to
a severe problem, placing the acts in the realm of morality. In other words, understanding unsustainable behaviour as intentional opens doors to reflecting upon the
moral demands of sustainability more thoroughly.
On top of this, following from the literature summarised in the previous sections,
there are further changes in dispositions of people that are needed, such as:
[P4] Having the tendency to engage sufficiently with the global poor and
future generations.
When individual goodness is called upon when talking about climate change—
e.g. the importance of happiness, individual rights or the national culture—then this
should also be understood to extend to those spatially and temporally distant. This
can be on grounds of fairness or harm, sparking the moral intuitions of the more
left minded, or where possible through a moral foundation e.g. focusing on the
importance of the ingroup (to prevent or minimise political polarisation), including
the moral values of more conservative minded.
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One may argue that combating climate change is a responsibility of governments, not of individuals, as this would be too demanding and likely insufficiently
effective. Our political system is created in such a way that citizens should be able to
trust their representatives with global and intergenerational problems. However, as
governments are currently not taking this responsibility, have not done so the past
decades, and are not likely to take adequate and sustained climate action in the near
future, I argue that this responsibility turns back to individual citizens. But given
the immense scale of the problem, it is impossible for individuals to adequately take
action themselves. Collective action is needed, and for this two further changes in
the disposition of the general population is needed:
[P5] A positive disposition towards international cooperation when combating climate change, or even actively motivating political agents to engage in this.
[P6] A positive disposition towards states taking substantive steps towards greater sustainability, or even actively motivating political agents
to engage in this.

2.5

Conclusion

I have concluded this chapter by listing several cognitive and dispositional changes
that seem necessary to realise a wide scale change towards sustainable behaviour.
When taking these prerequisites together, it is clear that these are very demanding,
and some even rather controversial. Instead of some small changes for the individual, they embody a change in orientation towards different values: away from
primarily pursuing individual aspirations, and towards taking collective needs (of
the future) into account. Also, it moves away from understanding mainstream daily
acts as amoral, and towards reflecting upon the moral demands of sustainability.
Throughout the chapter I have emphasised the importance of engaging the affective
system of individuals, as the cognitive system seems insufficiently capable of motivating individuals towards sustainable behaviour. Even though I have tried to keep
the working definition of ‘sustainability’ as uncontroversial and minimal as possible (as well as the prerequisites for sustainable behaviour following from this), it is
not uncontroversial to pass on this view of sustainability to children via education.
Therefore, in the following chapter I will discuss whether promoting sustainability
(or discouraging unsustainability), and the corresponding necessities, can be considered a responsibility of formal schools. In chapter four I will consider whether it
is permissible for liberal democratic states to enforce schools to engage in education
for sustainability.
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Chapter 3

Responsibility of education
The previous chapter gave an insight in the urgency, seriousness and complexity of
global environmental problems that we currently face. Moral psychological research
shows that merely knowledge transmission about these problems do not motivate
people to action, and can even polarise groups of politically engaged people, as they
will interpret the facts in light of their previously held beliefs. The chapter ended
with a list of cognitive and dispositional changes of individuals needed for adequate
collective climate action.
In this chapter the question is raised whether promoting sustainability could be
a responsibility of schools. I will argue that formal educational institutions, i.e. all
institutions where classroom based teaching occurs (with a focus on primary and
secondary schools), do have a responsibility to take part in the promotion of sustainable behaviour and worldviews, and to discourage unsustainable ones.
In discussing schools’ possible responsibility, I will only briefly touch upon how
schools could promote sustainability. I will discuss methods insofar as they can be
backed up with psychological insights discussed in the previous chapter, concerning
effectively motivating individuals. I understand the how-question to be very important as obviously not all means justify the end, but only after it has been discussed
whether there is a responsibility for schools in the first place, which is therefore the
topic of this chapter.
To discuss whether the promotion of sustainability could be the responsibility of
schools, I will first argue from a Deweyan perspective how schools should aim to develop both the individual as well as the collective (section 3.1). By clarifying the aims
of formal education, I will show that promoting sustainability should be considered
part of schools’ aim to develop the collective. Unfortunately, very often there is a
tension between the development of the individual and sustainability for the collective. In section 3.2 I will argue that under certain circumstances the development of
the collective should find precedence over the development of the individual, and
in section 3.3 I will show that these circumstances are met in the case of education
for sustainability, concluding that the promotion of sustainability is a responsibility
of schools.
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3.1

Education develops both individual and collective

A common sense conception about the purpose or aim of education is that is should
make children ready for (working in a) society. The idea of embedding children,
through education, into the existing social order already started in Plato’s Republic.
Currently this is mainly perceived in (global) economic terms, focusing on competition and survival of the national economy on the global market [Biesta 2010]. Next
to this, the Western philosophical tradition has focused strongly on fostering reason
and rationality as a fundamental educational aim [Curren 2000; Scheffler 1973/1989;
Siegel 1988, 1997]. Trying to counter this tradition, there is an increasing emphasis
in current literature on promoting individual flourishing and personal autonomy as
a fundamental aim of education.

3.1.1

Two aims of education: promoting flourishing and autonomy

In current philosophical literature on education, one can notice two trends concerning the aims of education. First, there is a strong revival Aristotelian flourishing, either by using the neo-Aristotelian eudaimonism in education [Curren 2010;
Kristjánsson 2007; 2015; Sanderse 2012], or even by plainly arguing that individual
flourishing should be the overall aim of education [see e.g. Brighouse 2006; White
2011; de Ruyter 2004; 2015]. For example, Brighouse argues that the “central purpose of education is to promote human flourishing” [2006, 42]. He argues that we
should focus more on the potential of individuals, instead of letting them fit into
the current economy. For this it is both essential that individuals live a life that is
(objectively) good, and that this is lived from the insight [Brighouse 2006].
A second often named aim of education is the promotion of personal autonomy
[see e.g. Brighouse 2006; Callan 1997; 2000; Gutmann 1995; 1999; Levinson 1999;
White 1990; MacMullen 2007; Feinberg 2004], as most famously argued for by Kant.
Traditionally education’s purpose was believed to be freeing people from dogma
and the authority of others, being the state, the church or other people. Next to this,
one can also be freed from the passions, or, following Plato, those things lower than
reason. Education should provide children with the (reasoning) skills needed for
breaking free out of e.g. parental expectations or religious dogmas. Both White and
Brighouse believe the promotion of autonomy to be central to the individual’s ability
to flourish, and therefore argue that, as White puts it, “all children must be protected
against true believers who wish to impose on them a non-autonomous conception
of the good life” [White 1990, 105].
One may wonder how environmental education relates to these aims of education. I believe this to be for two reasons. On the one hand, environmental stability
can be seen as prerequisite for flourishing and autonomy, as environmental problems e.g. pose a threat to human health, enhance premature deaths, and diminishes
financial security of many. Indirectly it could possibly even influence the stability
of our government or education, for example through frictions resulting from large
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scale climate migration. On the other hand, when justifying climate action (and the
promotion of this in schools) we should be careful not to impose a non-autonomous
conception of the good life. For example, it is impermissible to promote compulsory
education for sustainability on deep ecology grounds. Therefore, self-determination
or autonomy should be taken into account when discussing (compulsory) education
for sustainability.

3.1.2

Collective aims of education

Though both the promotion of human flourishing and personal autonomy focus
mainly on the development of individuals as an aim of education, there are also
good reasons to believe that a central purpose of education is the development (or
at least, the continuation) of the collective. This idea starts with John Dewey’s [1916]
realisation that societies can only exists through the process of transmission from
one generation to the next. Newborns are immature and unaware of our society,
and merely growing older will not be sufficient for society’s continuity. Society’s
customs, institutions, beliefs and values need to be effectively transmitted to the
next generations. Dewey mainly focuses on the importance of transmitting a democratic disposition through education, so children will live on to be adults voluntarily
engaging with democratic processes.
This conception criticises both conceptions of education that were named at the
beginning of this section. On the one hand, education is not merely a preparation for
a job (or follow-up education), as this would be too narrow, taking unfair advantage
of the needs and possibilities of children. On the other hand, education can also not
be perceived as merely the training of the faculties of the mind, as is sometimes done
when focusing on fostering reason and rationality in children. This is, again, too
narrow, as important skills such as taking initiative, being inventive, and adapting
to new situations will fail to develop.
Dewey argues that education is uniquely equipped to transmit knowledge, skills,
values and dispositions to the next generation. Schools are able to assimilate our
complex society. While doing so, it can eliminate features that are unworthy for
transmission to the next generation, and only pass on practices and values that will
improve the future. Next to this, it can offer an environment where (e.g. social, cultural, economic) backgrounds of children do not matter, and where all children get
an equal opportunity. On top of this, it can create a wider, more balanced, and more
multicultural environment compared to the child’s home or after school situation.
Gert Biesta [2010], reviving Dewey’s thought, specifies this insight by making the
aims of education more explicit through formulating three domains that education
should adhere to. In each domain there is a tension between connecting children to
the current standard, and ‘letting go’; between engagement and emancipation. The
first aim of education is qualification: providing children with the knowledge, skills,
understanding, judgements, and dispositions that allows them to do something—it
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qualifies them. This can vary from a specific job to more general life skills. However, schools should not merely focus on qualification (i.e. knowledge transmission)
as is often done, but a balance should be found with the other two domains. The
second aim or domain is that of socialisation, focused on the “reproduction of the
existing socio-political order and thus on the adjustment of individuals to the existing order” [Biesta 2011, 2]. Here one can clearly see Dewey’s insight of using
education for the continuation of society’s norms, values and institutions. The third
aim is that of subjectification, having to do with the formation of the person into
being e.g. responsible, a grown-up or compassionate. This includes an “orientation
towards the promotion of political agency and democratic subjectivity, highlighting
that democratic citizenship is not simply an existing identity that individuals just
need to adopt, but is an ongoing process that is fundamentally open towards the
future.” [idem.].
It becomes very clear that, next to developing the individual, there is a clear
focus on transmitting content. Biesta criticises the current trend of what he calls the
‘learnification of education’: we should not focus on learning an sich, but we should
learn something, for a specific reason, from someone. The basics of education are
often perceived in (global) economic terms, focusing on competition and survival.
However, there is a need to include democracy, ecology and care as the basics of
society (and therefore education). This means that we should not ‘develop the full
potential of each child’ as is often said, but that we should interrupt her development
to raise questions and examine this: Is what the child desires indeed desirable for
herself, and for life with others on this planet? This question clearly combines both
the need for education to develop the individual students, as well as the need to take
the collective into account.
Brighouse [2006, 13ff.] formulates next to the promotion of self-government (i.e.
autonomy) and flourishing two other aims of education. On the one hand, education should promote economic participation. This is because people need an income
to flourish, and because work is a sizable part of our lives, but also because people
need a sense that they are responsible for their own income and wellbeing, as well as
a sense of self-reliance [idem., 29]. On the other hand, more importantly, education
should aim at creating citizens. For Brighouse this has three components. Education should promote (a) the disposition to abide by the law. This is overridable, as it
can sometimes be justified to break the law in the pursuit of justice. Also, education
should promote (b) the disposition to engage in political participation through legal
channels, and (c) the “disposition to engage in political participation in the spirit of
respect and a willingness to engage in public reasoning” [idem., 67]. This last component is definitely more demanding, and partly because of that more controversial.
Brighouse’s reason for wanting children to become active citizens is not because the
child herself will benefit from this, as she may or may not do so, but because her
fellow citizens definitely will benefit from this, e.g. because there will be less crime.
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Concluding, one of the aims of education, next to the development of her individual students, is to support the development of at least continuation of society. For
this, certain content needs to be transmitted from one generation to the next. This
can be in the form of factual knowledge transmission, but also of the promotion of
certain skills, dispositions or values. In all cases a balance should be found between
passing on features of the current situation—including the status quo—and enriching this through emancipation. Both are important because the individual needs
them to be able to thrive or flourish individually, and the collective needs them to
for its continuation, which indirectly is beneficial for the individual as well. Following from this, two questions arise. First, what should we do when there is a tension
between the collective aim of education and the individual’s wish for personal development? Or more precisely, are there any conditions, and if so which, under
which the development of the collective can take precedence over the development
of an individual student? When promoting democratic or economic participation
the development, flourishing or autonomy of an individual may only very rarely or
to a small extent clash with the development of the collective. However, in the case
of education for sustainability this will very often be the case, making acting for the
collective far more demanding.

3.2

Tensions between development of the individual and the
collective

Unfortunately, in many cases developing a sustainable environment for the collective has costs for the development of the individual. For example, traveling to exoting countries is great for personal development or relaxation, and traveling to many
annual conferences all over the world seems necessary for an academic career, but
the convenience of flying brings high GHG emissions. And while the possession of
new technological devices is again convenient and exciting for the individual, the
production process has high environmental costs. The same goes for smaller examples such as eating meat, buying new clothes or other products, and so on—-in most
cases there is a trade off between the individual’s convenience (or even development
or thriving) and the consequences for the environment.
This raises the question under what circumstances, if ever, schools can promote
something when this is at the cost of the individual’s convenience or development.
The more liberal minded may answer that education can never legitimately pass on
content that is not beneficial for the individual student. Schools, they may argue,
may merely be involved with transmitting the boundary conditions of a (sustainable) society (but not actively form sustainable citizens as I propose with education for sustainability). For example, schools could nurture critical thinking skills or
transmit adequate knowledge about climate change (that may result in an individual
reasoning herself that she should participate in climate action). One could call this
amoral education as no specific (controversial, non-status quo) content is transmitted
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to the new generation, but merely the skills and knowledge that will enable individuals to make their own choice. This way, the choice to e.g. engage in climate action
will lay with the individuals themselves, and therefore education will not promote
content that conflicts with individuals’ development.
Though this kind of amoral education seems attractive from a liberal point of
view, knowledge transmission seems insufficient to solve many of the more complex, ingrained and international problems we currently face—be it social, political
or environmental. As seen in chapter 2, it is appealing to the affective system that
will motivate actors to change their behaviour and worldviews, not factual knowledge. On top of this, it may be the case that something currently seen as controversial and conflicting with the status quo could actually be the key to societal moral
progress. An example is the toleration and acceptance of gay marriage in the past,
and possibly the legalisation of polyamorous marriages in the future.
One could reply that appealing to the emotions or transmitting controversial
content—even if likely to morally improve the current standard—is not permissible in education, at least until it has been accepted by the larger public (at which
moment factual knowledge transmission of by then non-controversial facts is permissible). However, given that education is an important route to wider societal
change I argue that it is permissible to use it for exactly this reason. Nevertheless, it
is not permissible to transmit just any (controversial, non-status quo) content to the
new generation. In the remaining of this section I will specify under which conditions I believe divergence from education about sustainability (i.e. without explicitly
focusing on values and dispositions) is permissible, and even desirable. I will spell
out the necessary and together sufficient conditions [C] for promoting certain content c in education, even when this occasionally or structurally hinders individual
development. When these conditions are met—and in section 3.3 I will argue that
education for sustainability indeed meets these conditions—then the promotion of
sustainability can be considered a responsibility of schools.

3.2.1

Conditions for privileging the collective over individual development

Firstly, following Dewey and Biesta, some matters should be explicitly communicated to the next generation in order to preserve society, that is, to preserve the ability
of people to live together in a somewhat ordered community. Examples are a democratic disposition (following Dewey and Brighouse), or the belief that care, ecology
and democracy are at the basis of a society (following Biesta). As the continuation of
the society one lives in is beneficial for all, passing on e.g. a democratic disposition
needs little justification. However, in some cases it is not the current status quo that
is desirable to pass on, but an improved version of this where e.g. certain minorities
are emancipated, or where certain (material) conditions necessary for a fruitful life
are improved. As views on how to improve a society are often controversial, I will
use a very minimal and more objective account for deciding what is legitimate to
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pass on to the next generation. I will merely state that, when a certain measure is
needed for the continuation of society, or to prevent individuals from infringing the
basic capabilities (necessary for human flourishing) of others, that it is desirable to
pass this on to children. For example, if it is unsure whether everyone will find out
by themselves that HIV can be transmitted through unsafe sex, and if the transmittance of HIV greatly diminishes one’s health which is a basic capability, then it is
partly education’s responsibility to transmit knowledge or dispositions about STDs
such as HIV to the next generation. This means that certain content c can be considered a responsibility of schools:
[C1] If c is needed for the continuation of society and/or to prevent children (when growing up) from infringing their own or others’ basic human capabilities;
However, some of these matters can be argued to be responsibilities of the state,
and not of individuals, and that it is therefore not a school’s responsibility to pass
this on. For example, it is legitimate for individuals to outsource taking care of national safety or the water level in national waters, and therefore individual worrying
about this cannot be expected from everyone, placing it outside education’s responsibility. This means that certain content c only needs to be passed on in schools:
[C2] If it is an individual responsibility to engage in c;
Given that content deriving from C1 and C2 may still be slightly controversial, I
will add two more conditions that will limit the responsibilities of education:
[C3] If merely promoting boundary conditions for c has been proven to
be insufficient;
[C4] If the problem surrounding c is serious and urgent;
And given that implementing content in all schools ethe or curricula is a hassle,
it needs to be promising that the promotion of c can be done effectively in a school
setting. That is, it should aid substantially to the aim that one is trying to achieve, at
least when hand in hand with the promotion of this outside of schools as well (as we
should not be overly naive in trusting the magic transformative power of education).
So the transmission of certain content can be considered the responsibility of formal
educational institutions:
[C5] If it is promising that the promotion of c can be done effectively
through education;
Of course, not all methods are allowed when passing on something to children.
Though I want to broaden the methods from merely factual knowledge transmission
to include emotive appeals, certain clear limits should be set. This adds the sixth and
last condition:
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[C6] If c is not transmitted through coercion or indoctrination.
I take coercion to be the use of force in gaining compliance. This means that no

force can be used when aiming at changing someone’s beliefs or behaviour within
education. I understand indoctrination to be all teaching aimed at changing someone’s beliefs towards a certain matter independent of its (lack of) evidential support
(or undue attention to its evidential support), or when the methods used make the
child unwilling or unable to evaluate her belief in the matter independently. This
means that c should have solid evidential support, and that children should be supported to critically evaluate their compliance to c. For example, religious education
or warning students and parents for the ‘dangers’ of vaccination is therefore only
permissible to the extent that proper attention is paid to the (lack of) evidential support for its claims, and when autonomous reflection on the matter is not demotivated
(and preferably supported).
Last, I will limit myself to merely arguing that when all these conditions are met,
it is both necessary and sufficient for understanding the transmittance of certain
content to be a responsibility of state funded schools. As the freedom of education
is a matter too delicate for the short length of this thesis, I will not go into whether
the responsibilities deriving from this list also apply to private (i.e. independent,
non-governmental, non-state funded) schools.
Concluding, in this section I have argued that under certain circumstances education should actively transmit content aiming at developing the collective, even
when this is at the cost of developing the individual. There are two pitfalls when
attempting to list conditions for making passing on certain content the responsibility of schools. On the one hand, it could be that my list is too broad. For example,
providing knowledge about Lyme disease and ticks (and many other health related
subjects), or how to responsibly spend your money (and many other skills one needs
in life) could confirm to my list, making this a responsibility of schools. Including
too many subjects neglects the responsibility of parents and other social institutions,
and would overwork already busy teachers. I acknowledge this risk, but believe
that the current list of conditions is not too broad—that is, I am willing to bite the
bullet and agree that this health, lifestyle, democracy, economic, etc. related content
is indeed part of what education should pass on to the next generation.
On the other hand, it could be the case that the conditions result in transmitting
content that we intuitively believe should not be passed on through education. For
example, nationalists may argue that refugees pose a serious and urgent threat to
their society, and see it as their individual responsibility to protect their country
from outsiders. If this were correct, teaching patriotism should be a responsibility of
schools, even when this is at the cost of students’ personal development. However,
these and similar examples often do not meet the high demands of condition C1,
as e.g. refugees do not pose an imminent threat to the access of basic needs of the
national citizens, or to the continuation of their society an sich (but merely to the
nationalists’ desired version of society).
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In this last section I will argue that education for sustainability is a responsibility of
state funded formal educational institutions, by showing that this content checks all
the boxes spelled out in the previous section (3.2.1).
In chapter 2 I have already showed why some of the conditions are met in the
case of promoting sustainability. First, I have shown why climate change and related
global environmental problems are both serious and urgent (see section 2.1), meeting condition C4. Second, I have shown how climate change poses great risks to at
least the global poor’s and future generations’ access to basic capabilities. Especially
when kept insufficiently mitigated, risks include diminished health, higher risk of
premature death, and effects on infrastructure and food security due to extreme
weather events. On the short run, this will likely not endanger the continuation
of Western developed societies, but on the long term it may. Also, climate change’s
effects may be felt by (future generations of) the global poor within decades, posing
a clear threat to their current society. Therefore, C1 is clearly met. Third, factual
knowledge transmission (in combination with the development of critical thinking
skills) seems to be insufficient to motivate individuals towards climate action. Therefore, promoting boundary conditions under which actors can themselves decide to
take climate actions is insufficient, simply because these boundary conditions do not
appeal to the emotions of individuals and therefore do not sufficiently motivate to
action. This means that C3 is also met. Last, in section 2.4.2 I have argued that acting
sustainably is an individual responsibility, meeting C2.
In the remaining of this chapter I will argue that it is promising that the promotion of sustainability at schools will have an influence on climate action taken in
a society [C5], and that it is possible to promote sustainable behaviour and worldviews without coercing or indoctrinating children [C6].

3.3.1

Promoting sustainability in schools is promising

To argue that schools have a responsibility to promote sustainability, it needs to be
very plausible (at the least) that schools can contribute to their students’ ability to
take this responsibility (during and/or after their time in school). It would be unfair
to expect from teachers to change the content they teach, and from schools to invest
resources in this, when the added attention to sustainability will not (significantly
and/or on the long run) contribute to a more sustainable future.
As thorough longitudinal studies into the influence of teaching sustainability in
schools on children’s behaviour is missing, I will merely be able to give an account
for likely effectiveness of this kind of education. Whether teaching about sustainability will have an impact depends on several factors such as the content that is taught,
the method that used, and to what extent the content is in line with the behaviour
and attitudes that children see around them at home or in their neighbourhood. In
order for education to be effectively moving children towards sustainability, schools
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should provide their students with the knowledge, skills, dispositions and values
that will enable children, youth and adults to refrain from excessive unsustainable
behaviour.
Two important notes should be made. First, the content that is taught is more
likely to effectively socialise children when this is done in a pedagogical civil society, that is, in a network of teachers, parents and outside school activities characterised by reciprocity and trust between its members [De Winter 2013]. When
the different primary social contexts of a child—most importantly within the family
and in school—reflect the same values, the child is more likely to pick up on this
[ibid.]. An active pedagogical civil society is correlated to healthier interpersonal relationships between children and more support of deliberative democratic processes
[ibid.]. Though values concerning sustainability are not mentioned by this research,
it is plausible that uniformity of family and school values has a positive impact on
student’s adaptation of sustainable values.1
Second, as seen above, the current method that is used when teaching about
sustainability is insufficient. Merely teaching children the ‘cold facts’ of climate
change and offering them skills enhancing their sustainable behaviour is unlikely
to sufficiently motivate them towards the needed change towards a more sustainable lifestyle. A different, more holistic approach calling on the affective system of
students is needed to create a positive attitude towards sustainable (slightly more
demanding, less convenient and more effortful) behaviour (see section 2.3.4).
Whether this holistic approach supported by a strong pedagogical civil society is
sufficient to have a significant positive influence on the extent of students’ sustainable behaviour is an empirical question that I am not able to answer here. Though I
do not mean to overestimate the transformative power of education, I do believe that
I have supported the claim that it is at least very plausible that education is capable
of changing students’ attitudes and behaviour towards the sustainable alternative
when conducting the right methods. In the last chapter of this thesis I will assume
this, and continue with the philosophically more interesting question whether (assuming that it can be done effectively) education for sustainability should happen.

3.3.2

Legitimate methods for education for sustainability

To some education for sustainability, i.e. actively aiming at forming sustainable citizens through an holistic approach calling on the students’ affective system, may
seem awfully similar to manipulating or indoctrinating children into behaving more
sustainable. And though sustainability may be important, promoting this can only
1 An

example of a school intervention is De vreedzame school (The peaceful school), a holistic program
for schools aimed at promoting democratic citizenship and social cohesion [see Pauw 2017]. Early
research into the program show significant changes in the school climate, and an improvement of
teacher’s competence to discuss more difficult (political) content with students [Pauw 2013; 2017].
Children engaging with both The peaceful school and The peaceful neighbourhood—a similar program
aimed at the level of the child’s neighbourhood—score significantly higher on citizenship competences.
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be permissible when the means justify the end. This means that, of course, coercing children into behaving sustainably is off the table. But indoctrinating children
should also be prevented. As seen above, this means that the claims made should
be backed up with evidence, this evidence should be presented, and children should
be supported to evaluate this evidence and the claim following from this. As shown
in section 2.1, the urgency and seriousness of climate change has sufficient scientific proof. When passing on knowledge and skills needed for sustainable behaviour
this scientific background will likely be discussed, and children will be enabled to
evaluate this evidence for themselves. However, other more ingrained and holistic
approaches aiming at passing on (moral) values or dispositions may be less explicit
on this front. Discussing methods of education for sustainability is not the main
aim of thesis. In this section I merely aim to show that there are methods having
the potential to aid effectively supporting student’s sustainable behaviour, and that
these methods can include the needed explicit evaluation differing them from manipulation or indoctrination. I will specify the use of role models and nudging, but
of course other methods can be brought forwards as well.
First, teachers and other staff could function as role models, showing praiseworthy character traits [see Carr 1991; Sanderse 2012] promoting sustainability such as
critically linking one’s own actions to the environmental impact, or actively promoting international cooperation for climate action. Though students rarely see their
teachers as role models [Bucher 1998; Yancy, Siegel and McDaniel 2002; Yancy et al.
2011], adults recall vivid memories of their teachers and realise their teacher’s contribution to their development in retrospect [Timmerman 2009]. This may be because
teachers often shy away from talking about their own norms and values explicitly,
serving their modelling role merely non-verbally [Klaassen 2002]. However, most
famously researched by Bandura [1963; 1986] a considerable amount of children’s
learning takes place through observing the behaviour, attitudes, values, and beliefs
of others, and seeing the consequences of others’ actions. “If role modelling is to
contribute to children’s moral education, teachers are recommended to explain why
the modelled traits are morally significant and how pupils can acquire these qualities for themselves” [Sanderse 2012, 125]. This way, children can not only imitate the
behaviour or attitudes of their role model, but also understand why their teacher
acts or emotionally responds the way she does, therefore enabling the child to go
their own way. This is especially important when the praiseworthiness of an act is
not immediately clear by seeing it. For example, the purpose of picking up litter may
not need an explanation, but the initiation of certain sustainable educational policy
or a teacher refraining from flying for a holiday may do. This way, the current implicit influence of teachers as role models could be made more effective, and at the
same time more transparent.
A second less transparent and more controversial method for promoting sustainable behaviour among students is by nudging them towards choosing the sustainable alternative. In the case of nudging, the physical environment of the student is
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changed in a way that she is more likely to pick the sustainable alternative, taking
her cognitive biases into account [see Sunstein 2014]. When conducting nudging, a
more sustainable choice may be made at that very moment, but it is very questionable whether even continuous nudging can alter the lifestyle of the individual on the
long run.
One may wonder whether the common objections of nudging are at all applicable in the case of children, as being paternalistic and slightly manipulative seems
OK when raising children. However, Archer, Cawston and Engelen [2018] argue that
these criticisms also apply to nudging children, and distinguish two kinds of nudging relevant in the context of children. What they call compensatory nudging seems
legitimate, as here the nudging merely compensates for the lack of adult (reflective,
patience) capacities of the child. The nudge helps the child to do the right thing, i.e.
that which she would have chosen if she would have had the adult capacities. An
example of this would be the use of nudging to guide a student’s attention to making an active (sustainable) choice, rather than following her peers (as youth may be
more inclined to do compared to adults). This way, Sunstein [2015] argues, nudging
can be used to promote someone’s autonomy rather than diminish it, as nudging is
often charged with, for example by enabling people to devote their limited time and
attention to their most important concerns.
Another kind of nudging, called exploitative nudging, is however illegitimate.
Here benefit is reaped exactly because the child lacks adult capacities such as critical
reflection. An example of this would be a teacher placing a picture of an hurt little
lamb next to the meat lunch option, and a picture of happy cuddly lambs next to
the vegetarian option, well knowing that children easily engage with the feelings of
little animals. Here the nudge is used to deceive the child into making the more sustainable choice, where an adult may be able to evaluate eating vegetarian more thoroughly. Another reason for why nudging should be used only upon reflection has to
do with the influence nudging may have on the moral development of children. As
nudging focuses on external choice architecture and hinders the connection between
the action and the perceived goal, presenting an explicit choice should, where possible, be privileged over nudging. Therefore, nudging may be an effective method
preventing immediate unsustainable behaviour, and may even promote active decision making on matters concerning sustainability. This shows that it is indeed possible to promote sustainable behaviour of children without coercing or indoctrinating
them.

3.4

Conclusion

In this chapter I have argued that education should both aim at developing the individual student, as well as society as a whole. When the development of the individual conflicts with the collective aims of education, such as often the case in education
for sustainability, it is permissible to pass on collective values when (1) this is needed
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for the continuation of society, or to prevent infringement of basic human capabilities; (2) they embody a responsibility all individuals have; (3) they are unlikely to be
acquired by the individual herself; (4) the problem it is trying to prevent is both serious and urgent; (5) it is plausible that education is capable of influencing students’
behaviour or worldview through this; and (6) an appropriate method is used. As
these conditions are met in the case of education for sustainability, I conclude that
the promotion of sustainability is a responsibility of all state funded schools.
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Compulsory education for
sustainability
In the second chapter of this thesis I have shown how the urgency, seriousness and
especially complexity of the problem of climate change asks for a change in our value
system—towards concern for the collective and specifically future generations. To
be able to effectively motivate people towards sustainable actions a different method
is needed, calling the affective system of individuals. I called this education for sustainability, as an alternative to the commonly used education about sustainability
where students are merely informed about climate science. “For” does not indicate
indoctrination, as some argue, but rather a purpose—education is used as a means
to effectively change people’s behaviour and dispositions towards the sustainable
alternative.
In chapter 3 I have discussed that educating for sustainability can indeed be
considered a responsibility of formal education. Even when the high demands of
education for sustainability clash with individual students’ aspiration or personal
development, it is permissible to precede the development of the collective. This
raises a question: How should this responsibility of schools for the promotion of
sustainability be manifested? In the preceding chapters I have briefly discussed different options, such as a change in the curriculum, a change in schools’ ethe, or the
use of teachers as environmentally conscious role models. Important for this is that
sustainability is not merely added as an additional part of the curriculum, but is
holistically engrained in schools’ organisation and interaction with students. However, little knowledge of the daily practice of current primary and secondary schools
is needed to understand that this call for change is extremely demanding. The proposed methods are invasive in the current school climate and organisation, and asks
a lot from already overworked teachers and other staff members. It is therefore not
surprising that most schools are currently not conforming to the high demands of
education for sustainability. Waiting for schools to include education for sustainability voluntarily is likely to take time, and it is questionable whether all schools
will take the needed steps.
Instead of spending more attention to how schools could practice education for
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sustainability effectively, I will now turn to a philosophically more interesting question: Is it permissible for states to make education for sustainability compulsory for all state
funded schools? Simple reasoning following from the previous chapters may argue
that it is: the problem of climate change is serious and urgent; promoting sustainability is a responsibility of schools; schools currently do not take this responsibility;
and education for sustainability has great potential to be an effective means towards
a more sustainable lifestyle, especially when parallelled with wider societal changes.
However, compulsory environmental education is questioned by many. Bob Jickling [1992], in his paper “Why I don’t want my children to be education for sustainable development”, has two concerns. Even though I do not talk about education for
sustainable development but merely for sustainability (as explained in section 2.4), I
do believe the same criticisms object to my position. First, Jickling argues that there
is lack of attention to philosophical analysis of the concepts central to environmental
education. On top of this, and of course partly because of this, many questionable
ideas are being promoted under the name education for sustainable development.
A clear aim is needed when you want to education someone for something, and this
is currently not available. Second, Jickling argues that education for sustainable development, or for deep ecology, or “for” anything is inconsistent with our a priori
conception of education. “Education is concerned with enabling people to think for
themselves.” However, Jickling argues, in the case of education for something,
a pre-determined mode of thinking [is suggested] to which the pupil is
expected to prescribe. Clearly, I would not want my children to be taught
sustainable development. The very idea is contrary to the spirit of education. I would rather have my children educated than conditioned [...]
I would also like them to know that sustainable development is being
criticized, and I want them to be able to evaluate that criticism and participate in it if they perceive a need. I want them to realize that there
is a debate going on between a variety of stances, between adherents
of an ecocentric worldview and those who adhere to an anthropocentric
worldview. I want my children to be able to participate intelligently in
that debate. [Jickling 1992, 8, emphasis added]
In the remaining of this chapter I will defend compulsory education for sustainability from these criticisms. Specifically, I aim to clarify the expectations of education for sustainability, to show how this form of education can promote a noncontroversial conception of sustainability, and show how the proposed education
for sustainability is compatible with Jickling’s wish for his children to be trained
to critically examine sustainability. In doing so I will pursue non-ideal philosophy.
Rather than attempting at a full conceptual analysis of (education for) sustainability, or thoroughly engaging in specific theoretical normative debates concerning e.g.
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our obligations towards future generations, I focus on providing an analysis relevant for educational practice. In this, I will take into account the imperfect situation surrounding education for sustainability, such teachers’ busy schedule, climate
change’s urgency, and individuals’ (implicit) biases and conflicting priorities.

4.1

Questionable ideas in education for sustainability

“Sustainability,” “sustainable development” and education for this can refer to many
things. Dobson [2003] has even counted that there are over three hundred available definitions of these concepts—and this was fifteen years ago. In this section I
will discuss some different interpretations of sustainability and sustainable development, show why these are contestable and why this is problematic, and offer a
pathway towards a conception of sustainability no one can reasonably reject.

4.1.1

Questionable ideas

Over the past decades, many reasons have been given to justify the need for sustainable behaviour. For example, some argue in favour of biospherical egalitarianism,
starting from the belief that nature has an intrinsic value that should be protected
[e.g. Kopnina 2012; Traina and Darley-Hill 1995]. Among these group are deep ecologists, emphasising the intrinsic value of non-human nature and ecosystems, for
example arguing a (pre-industrial) lifestyle where a closer relationship to nature is
nurtured. Especially the tension between sustainability and the often assumed need
for development is believed to be a universal dilemma [e.g. Laessoe and Öhman
2010; Lewis 2005; Mosse 2005; Oliver-Smith 2010].
Preserving nature for its intrinsic value is a minority position, with on the other
side of the spectrum anthropocentric reasons for preserving nature. Here, nature has
merely instrumental value, and is needed to supply humans’ needs for e.g. natural
resources, fertile soil for food production, or recreation. The anthropocentric position often goes together with conservative reform proposals for sustainability, often
maintaining the status quo rather than transforming the economic and political order [Stevenson 2007].1
In chapter 2 I proposed a working definition of sustainability: “Something that is
sustainable—be it behaviour, a worldview, an ideology, a policy or something else—
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability to meet those of the
future.” In this definition the justification for why we should account for the needs
of present and future generations, the exact aim of this, and how this translates to
individual responsibilities is left unknown. Of course, this can be based on many
controversial grounds, as well as very reasonable ones. In the coming section I will
1 For example, some argue in favour of ‘quick technical fixes’ for environmental problems, believing that scientific and technological expertise can provide a base for protecting human needs without
the need for social or economical changes [O’Riordian 1981]. This view is largely unaccepted by climate scientists nowadays, given that mitigation is believed to be a fundamental part of even the most
promising proposals for geoengineering.
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analyse why it is problematic to ground the base of education for sustainability on
controversial grounds.

4.1.2

Why promoting a contestable view is problematic

I believe grounding a concept of sustainability on questionable grounds is problematic for two reasons, one practical and one more theoretical. First, a controversial
justification for the need for sustainable behaviour will not help with motivating
citizens. In practice, a convincing—that is, non controversial—justification is more
likely to be an effective motivator for greater sustainability. Second, basing compulsory education for sustainability on controversial grounds may be considered illegitimate. Following Rawls’ Political Liberalism, in a liberal democratic state limiting
the freedom of citizens is only permissible when this is not done by some comprehensive doctrine, but through a framework that ensures state or liberal neutrality
[Rawls 1993; see also Dobson 2003; Schinkel 2009]. Demanding neutrality of the
state does not include neutral procedures for Rawls, as the state’s procedures are
clearly aimed at finding common ground between people from different doctrines.
Instead, it should be neutral in the aims it promotes. The basic institutions of a
state and public policy should not favour or promote any particular comprehensive
doctrine and the conception of the good life associated with it, or assist those who
pursue it [Rawls 1993, 192]. This “means that those institutions and policies are neutral in the sense that they can be endorsed by citizens generally as within the scope
of a public political conception” [idem.]. One question easily follows from this: How
can a government committed to being neutral when it comes to conceptions of the
good life endorse or even prescribe education for sustainability?

4.1.3

A path towards a neutral conception of sustainability

According to Anders Schinkel [2009] education for sustainability has three characteristics that make it controversial from the viewpoint of liberal neutrality. First, it
“embodies strong transformative ambitions,” [Schinkel 2009, 512] meaning that it is
not merely aiming at passing on knowledge or raising awareness, but at endowing
a set of values and dispositions hoping to reform society. Following Rawls, insofar
this is a comprehensive doctrine, it directly conflicts with liberal neutrality. However, Schinkel rightly notes that whether the view is comprehensive is irrelevant—
only views that are subject to overlapping consensus (i.e. that are not based on a
controversial view pertaining the good) can legitimately be promoted. This means
that promoting sustainability is only permissible, when no one can reasonably reject
this, i.e. pertaining no controversial views concerning the good..
Second, Schinkel argues, education for sustainability is centred around the concept of ‘sustainability’ or even ‘sustainable development’, and these concepts themselves are respectively vague and controversial. As said above, the concept of sustainable development is problematic as it assumes the need for the development of
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human aspirations, even when this is at the cost of non-human nature [Biesacker et
al. 2014; Bonnett 2003; Gottschlich and Bellina 2017] or the needs of future generations. A fair balance should be achieved between the wishes and aspirations of the
current generation and the basic needs of future generations, and it is argued that
this is currently too much in favour of the current generation [e.g. Gardiner 2011].
Therefore, the concept of ’sustainable development’ is inherently controversial, and
centring compulsory education around this would be conflicting with liberal neutrality.
The concept of sustainability is vague, as it often remains unclear what needs
to be sustained. The absence of a clear conception leads to many promoting questionable ideas under the name ’sustainability’. Therefore, ’sustainability’ needs to be
sufficiently specific and non-questionably conceptualised if it were to be the center
of education for sustaiability.
Third, education for sustainability is based on “uncertain or controversial ‘factual’ knowledge and contestable views of nature” [Schinkel 2009, 512]. This claim
is threefold. First, Schinkel mentions that education for sustainability is based on
uncertain factual knowledge. If climate science were indeed uncertain, demanding climate action would be questionable, given the lack of supporting evidence showing
the need for this. However, the climate science presented in chapter 2 is very solid.
Given this thesis is written over ten years after Schinkel’s article in 2007, his worries
are largely answered by progress made in climate science. Currently the high certainty of empirical data show the urgency of climate action, and the potentiality of
high risks when action is neglected. The certainty of the expressions used in IPCC
reports such as “likely” or “extremely likely” are often underestimated [Bodescu
2009], but this does not mean that many claims in these reports should not be seen
as solid predictions. Some details about the magnitude or dispersion of the effects
of climate change are uncertain, but even without this information one can have a
grounded motivation for the pursuit of sustainability.
Second, Schinkel mentions that education for sustainability is based on controversial factual knowledge. Indeed, the epistemic nature of the climate debate got complicated in recent years. Even basic climate science—factual knowledge—is promoted
as controversial, resulting in less overlapping consensus on matters surrounding the
pursuit of sustainability. I cannot do justice to this complex epistemic debate, but
for the purpose of this paper I will assume that reasonable agents do not contest the
nature of basic climate science, and that therefore this factual knowledge is subject
of overlapping consensus. (One can of course contest the desirable ways of pursuing sustainability—one can choose to fly or not to be a vegetarian on reasonable
grounds—and therefore making specific climate action compulsory is controversial
and not subject to consensus.) Therefore, I believe that education for sustainability
is neither motivated by uncertain science, nor by controversial ‘factual’ knowledge.
Third, Schinkel mentions that sustainability is based on contestable views of nature.
He does not clearly elaborate on this, but it could refer to the fact that sustainability is
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predominantly anthropocentrically interpreted. In this case, the justification brought
forward for acting sustainably is to sustain a quality of life for human beings, and
concern for non-human nature is a often merely a by-product. This means that,
when answering the question what should be sustained, a very different answer
can be given depending on whether nature has merely instrumental or also inherent value. Do we need to preserve land untouched by humans, large biodiversity,
or merely those aspects of non-human nature beneficial for human consumption?
As anthropocentrism is a specific and contestable conception of the good, liberal
neutrality asks for education of sustainability to not implicitly or explicitly favour
anthropocentrism over non-anthropocentrism [Schinkel 2009, 515].
In the next section I will address these worries by defining a conception of sustainability that is on the one hand precise enough to guide action in the educational
context, and on the other hand is non-controversial. That is, I will formulate a minimal account that no reasonable agent could reject, e.g. avoiding justifying it on
a specific contested view of nature, or making the account overly demanding for
individuals. Again, I aim at forming a definition that is useful in the educational
context, i.e. that can guide educators and educational policy makers in their reform
practices. In doing so, I will engage in something that has been called ameliorative analysis [Haslanger 2012; see also Jenkins 2016; Dutilh Novaes 2018]. Starting
from how a certain concept is currently used, a revision of the concept is aimed
at, describing how it should be used. This constructionist account therefore does
not aim at analysing ordinary discourse, either conceptionally or descriptively. It
starts from asking, what is the point of having the concept in question—in our case,
sustainability—in the first place? What function does it have in our practices and
discourse? This means that an ameliorative inquiry requires normative input. I assume that we need the concept of sustainability to distinguish between behaviour
and dispositions that are fairly weighing the needs of the current generation with
those of future generations, and those that are not, the latter being unsustainable. I
will assume that there is a need for sustainable behaviour (as defended in chapter
??), and that education could play a role in promoting this (defended in chapter 2).
Therefore, I aim at defining a conception of sustainability that could both effectively
promote sustainable behaviour, and is justified to use in compulsory education for
sustainability (as e.g. it is non-controversial and not conflicting with state neutrality).

4.2

Redefining sustainability

The debate surrounding sustainability often becomes more heated when specifying
its temporal and spatial limitations. Do we need to ensure adequate resources for
our (grand)children only, or also for more distant future generations? This often
depends on why we want to behave sustainably in the first place—why shouldn’t
we ruin this earth? Is this because of certain obligations towards our compatriots,
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to all human beings, to all future human beings, or also to non-human nature? The
demands of sustainability vary greatly depending on this answer. Next to this, the
demands of sustainability on the individual also vary greatly depending on how
the overall aim of a sustainable future translates to individual agents. Given that
an individual’s actions can only minimally negatively impact others’ ability to basic
living conditions, and given individuals’ minimal ability to have a significant positive impact on a sustainable future, it would be unreasonably demanding to expect
a lot from a single agent. On these three fronts—the aim of sustainability, the justification for sustainability, and the translation to individual responsibilities—very
controversial as well as very reasonable claims can be made. I aim at offering a sufficiently substantive account of sustainability on these three fronts—one that no one
can reasonably reject.

4.2.1

The justification: Why should we behave sustainably?

As shown in chapter 2, climate science predicts very negative effects of climate
change when no sufficient mitigation and adaptation measures are taken. The underlying question of why we should behave sustainably is why we should minimise the risk of climate change. Many justifications for this stand on controversial
grounds, such as an assumption that non-human nature is inherently valuable and
should therefore be protected [e.g. Hailwood 2005]. In general, obligations to act
sustainably are justified through moral matters: we have a responsibility towards
the global poor, future generations and/or non-human nature to sustain (parts of)
the earth. Though this may still be seen as controversial, framing it differently will
solve this problem. While reasonable people may believe that they individually do
not have substantial obligations to help e.g. future generations, it is hard to reasonably deny that everyone has a responsibility not to impair e.g. future generations of
a basic living standard. And as unmitigated climate change poses a great risk to this
in terms of e.g. diminished food security or higher health risks, a justification for
acting sustainably follows.
In other words, no one is intentionally aiming at destroying the earth. This already makes sustaining the earth in general a reasonable position to hold, and subject of overlapping consensus. Many different justifications can be given for why we
should sustain the earth. Some of them seem controversial, some less. However,
when many of these are presented in schools as reasons for behaving sustainably, no
comprehensive doctrine or specific conception of the good is favoured, and still acting sustainably is justified. As Schinkel [2009] argues, we should draw on resources
of various traditions when justifying and motivating climate action. Many may be
in favour of mitigation, all for their own reason. Bringing those reasons together and
presenting them as possible justifications offers reasons for why we should behave
sustainably, without promoting a specific doctrine. To avoid the polarising effect of
climate education discussed in chapter 2, we should ensure that justifications for climate action do not merely draw on moral premises the political left and progressive

42

Chapter 4. Compulsory education for sustainability

would easily agree to. Also justifications motivating the more conservative minded
should be provided.
Providing children with various justifications and motivations to behave sustainably, and making sure that common views are not omitted, may meet the demands
of complying with state neutrality (or is even required for state neutrality, as Dobson [2003] argues). However, one could argue that this premise of enabling children
to make up their own mind on why they should be motivated to behave sustainably is inherently contradicting with educating them for something [Schinkel 2009,
in response to Dobson]. However, leaving room for one’s own reasons for why one
should behave sustainably is compatible with giving clear directions for what sustainability tries to protect. As ‘for’ in ‘education for sustainability’ points towards
having a clear purpose or aim—and this clear aim is provided in the next section—
including different traditions to justify this is compatible with state neutrality as well
as education for sustainability.

4.2.2

The aim: What do we want to achieve when acting sustainably?

Though sustaining the earth in general—following from a variety of justifications—
may be a reasonable position to hold, it is still immensely vague. What exactly
should be achieved when pursuing sustainability? An often named controversial
aim is that of sustainable development, where the aim is to sustain a world in which
both the needs and aspirations of the present are preserved, without compromising
the ability of future generations to meet their needs and aspirations as well [WCED
1987, 39]. However, assuming the right of the current generation to pursue their
aspirations when this necessarily has costs for non-human nature and future generations is controversial. Too much is aimed at (often (‘unfairly’) in favour of current
(wealthy) generations), given the scarcity of resources and resulting trade offs. However, it may be possible to form a very minimal account of what should be sustained
(and for whom), that no one can reasonably reject. Such an aim could be that acting
sustainably means protecting at least the fulfilment of basic needs of all currently existing
people, and all close future generations.
This proposition is often contested on one of the following two grounds. First,
many people believe that one does not have an individual responsibility to take the
needs of all people (including the global poor, people outside one’s national borders,
people of all ethnic/religious/economic backgrounds, and future generations) into
account. See section 2.4.1 for why I believe allowing oneself to harm other people is
not a position one can reasonably hold.
Second, this minimal account is anthropocentric—all climate action is justified
through individual responsibilities towards human welfare, and currently all responsibilities towards non-human nature are merely a by-product of this. As anthropocentrism is a specific doctrine pursuing a specific conception of the good, one
could argue that assuming this is conflicting with liberal neutrality (see section 4.1.3).
However, non-anthropocentric views justifying sustainability would not reasonably

4.2. Redefining sustainability

43

deny this minimal account. They would add additional responsibilities, but not oppose the mentioned ones. For example, anthropocentrism may argue in favour of
protecting bees because of their use for human food production. Deep ecologists
also want to protect bees, but for different reasons. Therefore obligations following
from my anthropocentric account will not be countered by deep ecologists or other
non-anthropocentrists—they would merely complement it. Those arguing from an
ecocentric point of view will not reasonably reject that the needs of current and future generations should be protected, but merely that this is not all one should aim
for—indeed, it should be balanced with the ‘needs’ of non-human nature. As I am
looking for an account of sustainability that no one can reasonably deny—and I do
believe that one can reasonably reject biospheric egalitarianism—I will merely include anthropocentric aims in this account. Hence, what should at least be sustained
is sufficient resources and other necessary elements for near future generations to
fulfill their basic needs.2
From this conclusion an empirical question follows: How much mitigation and
adaptation is needed to ensure that future generations will have sufficient resources—
broadly interpreted—to accommodate for their basic needs? The answer to this links
GHG emissions to the possible absorption capacity of the atmosphere. If it turns out
that emissions should be drastically diminished, and that this can only be achieved
by collectively e.g. flying far less or eating far less meat, then guidelines for action
are available.
One last question remains: How much risk can we take? Can we, for example,
hope for a technological fix in the future that will drastically diminish the effects of
climate change? If this were the case, we could continue life as usual without having
a detrimental impact on the basic needs of future generations. This may have been
a reasonable position to hold decades ago, but not under the current conditions.
First, climate science—with increased certainty compared to ten years ago—shows
clearly that mitigation is needed to stay within the believed safe space of two degrees
global warming. Second, most ‘promising’ proposals for geoengineering still need
substantive mitigation in order to be considered ‘safe’ in the long term. Third, even
the most promising proposals are far underdeveloped, leaving uncertainties both on
its safety for humans and non-human nature. Fourth, even if the technological fix
is ready and regarded safe in itself, questions can be asked about the impact on the
global political order. For these reasons, I believe that postponing mitigation, e.g.
through geoengineering, is not a position that one can reasonably hold.
2 One

may raise the following epistemic question: How do we know what the basic needs of future
generations will be? As we do not have a clear reason to believe otherwise, it seems sufficient to believe that the basic needs of future generations will be roughly similar to those of current generations,
including e.g. the need for minimal nutritions and food security, access to clean air and drinking water,
etc. Examples of more specific attempts to describe the fundamental needs of humans are Nussbaum’s
[1992] list of basic capabilities, or a smaller and more foundational list of human right.
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4.2.3

Translating to individual responsibilities: What should I do?

Following the above, sustainability asks at least for leaving sufficient resources—
broadly speaking—and other elements for the current generation and the near future generations to fulfil their basic needs. This hard purpose can be accompanied
with a variety of justifications from a broad range of traditions, assuming no one
would reasonably reject this claim. Following from this aim, as shown in chapter 2,
both immediate mitigation and adaptation and international cooperation is needed
to achieve staying in a climate where the global poor and future generations are not
exposed to the destructive effects of unmitigated climate change.
However, one may argue, there are many good causes to which individuals and
schools should devote their attention. Expecting individuals to pay attention to all
causes in need of problem solving would be too demanding. To what extent should
individuals devote attention to sustainability?
To answer this question, I will turn to Scanlon’s [1998] contractualism. Here
wrongness is conceived to be behaviour that is unjustifiable towards others. Given
that all humans have equal moral status, contractualism entails that one can only
pursue those interests that can be justified towards others who are also pursuing
their own interest. This is different from (Hobbes’) contractarianism, were one seeks
to maximise one’s own interest while bargaining with others. It is also different from
Rawls’ form of contractualism where one’s self-interest is combined with ignorance
(behind the veil of ignorance) to represent justice. Instead, Scanlon argues, being
a moral agent includes having the motivation to justify one’s acts to others. This
means that we should aim at behaving in a way no-one could reasonably reject.
Also, this means that one’s moral obligations extend to future generations.3 As it
is based on the possibility of reasonable rejection—rather than actual bargaining—
there is no reason why this cannot be extended to people who do not yet exist. This,
means that, when “deciding how to act, I can ask myself whether future people
who are affected by my actions might reasonably reject a principle permitting those
actions. For instance, if I want to construct a power plant that will leak radiation in
the future, it makes perfect sense to ask whether those who will suffer as a result
might reasonably object to my behaviour” [Ashford and Mulgan 2018].
One may object that grounding individual responsibilities in a specific normative
theory—Scanlon’s contractualism—conflicts with state neutrality, as neutrality asks
for the absence of the promotion of a specific doctrine. However, as taking actions
that ‘no one can reasonably object to’ as a starting point seems coherent with Rawls’
contractualism (and his reasons for preserving state neutrality), I do believe that
taking the perspective of Scanlon’s theory does not impede with state neutrality.
Contractualism offers an intuitive account of substantive responsibility, i.e. of
when agents can be reasonably expected to bear burdens [Ashford and Mulgan 2018;
3 Bell

[2004] justifies environmental education on Rawls’ account of intergenerational justice. However, I agree with Postma [2002, 2004] that intergenerational justice is insufficiently developed within
Rawls’ framework, therefore not able to justify the obligation for sustainable behaviour.
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Kumar 2015; Scanlon 1998]. Important for this is that it departs from what a representative person in her situation wants. As in general, people have good reasons to want
to control their exposure to risk, in turn the global poor and future generations have
good reason to reasonably object against individual pollutive behaviour. This offers
justification in favour of supporting a generally sustainable lifestyle for everyone. It
does not justify individual responsibilities to become a vegetarian or to stop driving one’s car—even though this behaviour is pollutive, it is too specific to demand
ceasing it as there should be room for individual choice. Contractualism offers a
generic account of individual responsibility, and to a large extend individuals can
shape this themselves depending on their personal preferences. As many can reasonably reject a generally pollutive lifestyle, i.e. disproportionally conflicting with
the needed collective aim of mitigation, and behaviour that is directly pollutive in
itself, e.g. starting a power plant, contractualism can offer guidelines for individual
responsibility.

4.2.4

Conclusion

Concluding, sustainability aims at leaving at least sufficient resources—broadly speaking—
and other elements for the current generation and the near future generations to fulfil their basic needs. This purpose can easily be justified from a broad variety of traditions. In general, one should be concerned with the question of how to justify one’s
behaviour towards others, i.e. including the global poor and future generations.
Behaviour that can be rejected on reasonable grounds, such as an overall pollutive
lifestyle or actions directly polluting the environment of humans, are unacceptable,
and therefore individuals have a responsibility to refrain from this behaviour.
This conception of sustainability is on the one hand sufficiently specific to guide
educational practice and policy, and on the other hand sufficiently inclusive and
open to be acceptable to the wider public. It does not promote a contested view of
nature as it merely sets minimal standards of what should at least be sustained; it is
not overly demanding as it leaves ample choice for individual behavioural choices;
and it does not promote a specific doctrine, but merely the needed action required
to satisfy the basic needs of current and future generations. Using this conception
of sustainability to ground education for sustainability avoids the criticisms against
enforcing education for sustainability. Therefore, I conclude that it is permissible to
establish compulsory education for sustainability (for all state funded schools).

4.3

Objections

In this last section I will defend my view against several possible objections. In section 4.3.1 I will defend my view from the criticism that education for sustainability
based on an anthropocentric account of sustainability is both unjust from the point
of view of biospheric egalitarianism, and does not guarantee ecological protection.
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In 4.3.2 I will discuss whether a state may demand the promotion of moral ideals,
given that this impedes with individual’s right to self-determination.

4.3.1

Pluralism and anthropocentrism insufficiently protects nature

Kopnina [2012] argues that grounding sustainability (or sustainable development)
in a plurality of values (as I propose) departing from an anthropocentric view on
nature, does not guarantee ecological protection. It
represents a radical change of focus from prioritizing environmental protection towards mostly social issues, which may or may not be related to
environment. While the moral obligation in regard to the poor in the
‘developing’ world is acknowledged by most ESD theorists (e.g. Stevenson 2006), moral obligations for caring about other species or the entire
ecosystems is less often part of ESD discourse. [...] [On top of this,] the
pluralistic perspective might not be truly democratic as the discourse
on SD is dominated by the perspectives of the political and corporate
elites. If we consider the power of political or corporate elites and the
apparently global (although unequal) influence of industrial capitalism
in shaping the discourse on development, with its clear emphasis on
human welfare, how can we guarantee that pluralistic perspectives will
lead students to develop ecocentric values? [Kopnina 2012, 700-707].
The objection seems to be twofold. On the one hand the objection is empirical
of nature, stating that the current trend of grounding education in anthropocentrism
and a plurality of values is insufficiently capable of guaranteeing ecological protection [see also Jickling and Wals 2008; Wang 2017]. However, given that the above
mentioned conception of sustainability has both a clear aim and an method to translate this to individual responsibilities, I believe it can provide adequate grounds for
justifying ecological protection. As satisfactory data about this are unavailable, a
conclusive argument for this cannot be made. However, given that the public acceptance has a great impact on a policy’s effectiveness, and given that the assumption
of biocentric egalitarianism is widely contested, it may even be the case that education for sustainability is taken more seriously (and may therefore be more effective)
when it is grounded on pluralism and anthropocentrism.
On the other hand, a believed injustice is stated: assuming biocentric egalitarianism, neglecting the ‘needs’ of non-human nature and ecosystems is unjust. However,
as this position is very demanding and can easily reasonably be rejected, it seems
more wise to include the protection of ecosystems (for the sake of its intrinsic value)
as possibly virtuous, but not obligatory. It seems neither permissible from the point
of view of liberal neutrality, as well as possibly counter-productive for the effectiveness of education of sustainability, as a deep ecology foundation for sustainability
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will not motivate the far majority of polluting Western countries to change their behaviour. Biocentric egalitarianism can be presented as one of the justifications for
sustainability, but not as the only justification.

4.3.2

A state may not demand the promotion of moral ideals

In their paper “The promotion of moral ideals in schools; what the state may or may
not demand” Doret de Ruyter and Jan Steutel [2013] argue that it is permissible for
schools to generate student enthusiasm for pursuing moral ideals, as long as this
moral ideal is one that all reasonable citizens can endorse. A moral ideal refers to
“(a cluster of) characteristics of a person as well as to situations or states that are
believed to be morally excellent or perfect and that are not yet realised” [ibid., 178].
However, De Ruyter and Steutel argue, the state may not demand that schools promote the pursuit of moral ideals—be this specific moral ideals such as being brave
or caring, or promoting students to promote a moral ideal (that they can determine
themselves). This is because reasonable people will understand the pursuit of moral
excellence to be part of their right of self-determination. As there are many ways in
which one can live a life of excellence, promoting one specific ideal or situation (e.g.
democracy or sustainability) cannot be demanded of schools.
Though De Ruyter and Steutel do not specifically talk about the promotion of
sustainability, their argument can easily be applied to the context of education for
sustainability. Promoting sustainability as a moral ideal, e.g. the pursuit of a green
lifestyle aiming at a sustainable future, cannot be prescribed by the state, as this
conflicts with individuals’ right to self-determination. Therefore, reasonable citizens
would not agree to compulsory education for sustainability.
However, part of acting sustainably falls within what De Ruyter and Steutel call
the “boundaries [that] are given by the deontic dimension that encompasses the
moral rules that are required by all citizens” [ibid., 189]. This deontic dimension
prescribes hard individual obligations, similar to Kant’s perfect duties. Not conforming to these rules is inherently wrong, and individual choice does not impact
this. Therefore, unsustainable behaviour forbidden through this deontic dimension
can be promoted in schools.
Sustainable behaviour which falls outside of this deontic realm could be seen
as part of a moral ideal one could strive for. However, adhering to a sustainable
lifestyle—i.e. not prescribing specific sustainable acts or forbidding specific pollutive behaviour, but doing one’s fair share in general—can be considered part of this
deontic sphere as well. Here, individual choice as to which specific parts of one’s
behaviour contributes to one’s sustainable lifestyle, and which minimally pollutive
behaviour is accepted, is provided. Therefore, the behaviour and dispositions that
are promoted in my proposal of education for sustainability fall under the deontic
obligations all citizens have. Promoting sustainability beyond this minimal threshold may be morally ideal, and can be uphold by many other moral virtues, but is
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not something the state can prescribe to schools. Concluding, the view of De Ruyter
and Steutel did not conflict with my view in the first place.

4.4

Conclusion

This chapter started with two worries of Jickling, arguing against compulsory education for sustainability. On the one hand, he believed sustainability—the main
pillar of education for sustainability—to be a vague concept, often promoting questionable ideas. On the other hand Jickling believed that ’education for something’,
such as for sustainability, conflicts with the aim of education to educate rather than
condition children. Educating sustainability should include that children participate
intelligently in the debate surrounding sustainability, critically reflecting its background assumptions, its purpose and their individual part in this.
In this chapter I have tried to answer Jickling’s worries. I have constructed a
conception of sustainability that can justify compulsory education for sustainability,
without being subject to Jickling’s criticisms. In other words, I have tried to clarify
the concept, and to specify a substantive account of sustainability that is useful in
educational practice and policy making. On the one hand, I have argued that the justification for sustainability should be open and inclusive. This ensures that no specific conception of the good is promoted, nor that controversial ideas surrounding
sustainability are passed on. Also, using material from a variety of (moral) traditions
enables educators to motivate their students, independent of the student’s political
stance on the matter. Given the variety of traditions presented, it leaves ample room
for children to participate in the discussion surrounding sustainability.
On the other hand, the purpose or aim of sustainability should be clear, i.e. able
to guide action. To formulate this I have used Scanlon’s contractualism, focusing
on sharing burdens and taking responsibility following from the idea that one is
allowed to behave in a certain way or to pursue something when no one can reasonably reject this. Individuals need to justify their own acts towards others, and these
’others’ include the global poor and future generations.
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Conclusion
In this thesis I have justified the permissibility of compulsory education for sustainability, and shown the need for this. In doing so, I have hinged on (a) climate
science, showing the seriousness and urgency of the current climate problems we
face; (b) (moral) psychological research investigating why citizens and politicians
currently neglect rapidly moving towards a more sustainable life style; and (c) ethical and educational theories showing individuals’ responsibility for climate action,
and the role education could and should play in this.
Throughout the thesis I have engaged in non-ideal theory. Rather than assuming
full compliance of individuals to engage in climate action, and assuming the existence of favourable conditions in our (global) political climate, I have conceptualised
an understanding of sustainability and education for sustainability that understands
that individuals have good reasons (and biases) to not always engage in actions that
would be most beneficial for a sustainable future.
In chapter 2 I have briefly shown why the problem of climate change is serious
and urgent, as future generations, the global poor and non-human nature are expected to experience severe consequences from its effects. Minimising the risks asks
for taking immediate mitigation and adaptation measures. As this severe global environmental problem cannot be solved by one country only, international political
cooperation is needed to engage in a collective change towards a sustainable life
style.
Though many acknowledge the need for climate action, most individuals and
political agents still refrain from taking adequate precautions. I have discussed
(moral) psychological research explaining this inertia. When translating this to required aspects for societal change towards sustainability—specifically in the educational context—two matters were specifically important. First, not the ratio but
the affective system needs to be engaged when wanting to effectively change individual’s behaviour towards the sustainable alternative. When applying this to the
context of education, this means a major shift in method. Not focusing on the transmittance of climate facts and needed skills for a sustainable life style, but focusing on
morally motivating students to change their behaviour is needed. This asks, next to
cognitively preparing students for a sustainable life style, to focus on dispositional
changes in students. For example, engaging with future generations, seeing the need
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for international cooperation, and understanding pollutive actions as intentionally
contributing to the problem of climate changes is needed.
Second, collectively embracing a more sustainable life style requires us to orient
towards different values. There is a need to understand sustainable behaviour as
a moral demand, which calls for moving away from primarily pursuing individual
aspirations, and towards taking the needs of the collective into account.
Both engaging the affective system and orienting towards different values can
easily be understood as a call to education. As schools are uniquely equipped to
reach all young citizens, independently of their socio-economic background, effectively changing the attitude of children towards sustainability could be seen as a
responsibility of schools. In chapter 3 I have argued that tending to the needs of
the (global) collective—instead of merely tending to the aspirations of the individual student—is indeed a responsibility of schools. Unfortunately the aspirations of
students may very often conflict with promoting sustainability. But given that (a)
acting sustainably is needed to prevent large scale infringement of basic human capabilities (of future generations), as the problem of climate change is both serious
and urgent; (b) acting sustainably is a responsibility of all individuals, and one is
unlikely to sufficiently meet this responsibility without adequate education on this;
and (c) when an appropriate method is used, it is plausible that education for sustainability is capable of influencing students’ behaviour or worldviews (especially
when paired with larger societal changes), I believe promoting sustainability is a
responsibility of state funded schools, even when this conflict with the pursuit of individual students’ aspirations. Important for this is that education for sustainability
should not consist in an extra curricular activity or be offered as a new subject, but a
sustainable life style should be engrained in the school atmosphere and policy.
Though the benefits of education for sustainability may be clear, the permissibility of enforcing education for sustainability is questioned by many. This is specifically because of two worries. On the one hand, one may hold that education for
sustainability, aiming at forming rather than informing students, is awfully similar
to manipulating students, or to imposing a state ideology on the nation’s children.
Instead, it is argued, children should be able to critically examine objective facts on
their own, and make up their own mind on whether they want to join a sustainable
life style. However, given that, in order to effectively move towards a sustainable
life style, a call to the affective system of students seems to be needed, a cognitive
approach is likely to be ineffective. Given the great need for collectively embracing a
sustainable life style, and given the great harms resulting from a overly pollutive life
style, I have argued that it is permissible for education to engage in methods calling
the moral motivation of students to engage in sustainable behaviour.
On the other hand, one may oppose to the vagueness or ambiguity of the concept
of sustainability. Often very questionable ideas are promoted under the name ’sustainability’, and compulsory education should never pass on questionable ideas—
especially not when this is done though methods engaging the affective system.

5.1. Application of research
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To answer these serious worries, I have tried to redefine and clarify the concept
of sustainability. In chapter 4 I have tried to formulate an understanding of sustainability that no one could reasonably reject, therefore making it permissible to be the
central focus of education for sustainability. This conception is substantive enough
to guide educational practice, especially when it comes to the aims that should be
achieved through collectively acting sustainably. But the conception, and specifically the justification for acting sustainably in the first place, should also be open
and inclusive. This way, no specific (controversial) conception of sustainability is
imposed on children, and children are still able to critically examine their take on
sustainability—but it also offers a framework in which children could potentially be
raised to adequately satisfy the demands of sustainability. Therefore, I conclude that
is justified to enforce education for sustainability—understood as described above,
and including the engagement of the affective system and the orientation towards
sustainable values—on all state funded schools. In the last two sections of this thesis
I will discuss how the findings of this research can be applicable for society, and I
will discuss some limits and directions for future research. In both cases I will focus
on the the current Dutch educational climate.

5.1

Application of research

This thesis is a call to (educational) policy makers to include education for sustainability in Dutch schools. It has aimed to give initial guidance for its content, and to
give directions for effective methodology. On the one hand a framework is given
for what could be transmitted in current subjects at mainstream formal educational
institutions. For example, during geography children could learn about how individual consumer choices effect resource extraction and manufacturing in distant
places; during history emphasis could be laid on how societal (and therefore environmental) problems change through time; both history and citizenship education
could focus more on how the students are part of a global community (next to their
local one), and the importance of international cooperation through the EU or UN
could be discussed; and during courses in languages students could learn about the
difference between facts and values.
On the other hand, suggestions have been made to incorporate education for
sustainability in the wider educational climate and policy, for example through seeing teachers and other staff as role models, not only behaving sustainably but also
explicitly stating the reasons for the importance of this.
On a more theoretical note, the arguments presented in this thesis in favour of
compulsory education for sustainability can, with some minor changes, also be used
to guide other current educational questions. An example of this is the current debate in the Netherlands surrounding compulsory citizenship education. Many arguments against this (concerning possible manipulation of children, or overworking
already overworked teachers) and arguments in favour of this (expressing the need
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for more common values and empathy for others) are very similar to the arguments
used in favour or against compulsory education for sustainability. I have chosen to
merely focus on sustainability, as I believe that the need for this has been sufficiently
shown in climate science, therefore providing a solid factual background. But it is
plausible that a similar argument could be made for citizenship education.

5.2

Limitations of this research and directions for future research

This research was primarily philosophical, though it used a lot of empirical studies
as background knowledge, e.g. to show the severity of climate change, individual’s
biases when it comes to climate action, or the possible impact of education on individuals’ long term (sustainable) behaviour. Due to lack of specific studies into
education for sustainability (given the current absence of this in formal education), I
have merely been able to argue for the potential and plausible influence of education
on children’s (long term) behaviour. More in depth research should be conducted
into whether specific methods are effective, and e.g. whether education for sustainability could be significantly effective at all when the transmitted values are not
confirmed at home, in the neighbourhood, or in the child’s future.
Though I have made an initial attempt to argue for a conception of sustainability
that is both substantive enough to be able to guide action, and open and inclusive
enough so no one can reasonably reject this position, an even more specific account
of sustainability should be constructed when wanting to apply it to e.g. the Dutch
current school system.
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