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Abstract 

This chapter focuses on the value dimension of sustainability and environmental 

education, pinpointing the concern for non-human life forms and future generations 

formulated by UNESCO at the outset of the United Nations Decade of Education for 

Sustainable Development (2005-2014).  In the presented study I examine the 

recontextualization of these values in education policy documents during the UN Decade, 

making the Norwegian context the specific case and with a particular interest for moral 

education. Informed by Seyla Benhabib, an analytical framework is established, including 

a top-down and a bottom-up perspective. Her concept of jurisgenerativity is employed 

referring to the capacity for democratic iterations of universal claims. I conclude that the 

Norwegian context does make visible a concern for non-human life forms, however, 

primarily expressed in an anthropocentric manner. The future is barely thematized in the 

examined school subject syllabi. The humanities, including moral education, is scarcely 

connected with environmental ethical values, weakening the overall jurisgenerative 

capacity of the curriculum. 
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1.  Introduction 

 

1.1 Issue and Aim 

Why does sustainable development matter? A reply could be that faced with the 

ongoing alteration and destruction of the earth´s environment caused by human 

activity, change is necessary for the sake of non-human life forms and future 

generations.  

In this chapter the two values of non-human life forms and future generations 

will be a focal point, explicitly addressed by UNESCO (2004; 2006) at the outset of 

the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (2005–2014). 

It is significant that UNESCO addresses these values as universal claims – with 

validity everywhere. Within moral philosophy such claims prompt the discussion 

about the relationship between universal values and norms and specific contexts 

(Benhabib, 1992; 2006). A parallel discussion within international education policy 

is the movement of ideology and ideas expressed in processes of recontextualization 

(Ball, 1998). A purpose of this chapter is to establish and employ an analytical 

approach which brings together these perspectives from moral philosophy and 

education policy. 

The United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development is so far 

the most ambitious international educational initiative concerning sustainability, 

proclaimed by the UN General Assembly (2002), beginning in 2005 and running to 

2014, with UNESCO as the lead agency. It is this initiative which is subject to 

scrutiny here with reference to a Norwegian context, with education policy 

documents published in this  country during the UN Decade the material for a 

qualitative study. Among these documents are national strategies explicitly 

responding to the UNESCO initiative.1  

The aim of this chapter is first to establish an analytical approach to examine 

values in international education policy which conjoins perspectives of moral 

philosophy and education policy. Then, this approach is employed in an examination 

                                                      
1 Andresen, Høgmo & Sandås (2015) have been reporting on national initiatives taken in Norway 

during the UN Decade, and Straume (2016) has demonstrated how differences between Norway 

and Sweden responding to the UN Decade are paralleled in the historic follow-up of the Rio-

declaration Agenda 21 from 1992.   



of whether, and, if so, how, environmental ethical values formulated by UNESCO 

have been recontextualized in Norwegian education policy documents published 

during the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development. Included in this 

second part is an examination of conditions for recontextualization established in the 

national school subject syllabi.  

Education in Norway is regulated by a national curriculum presented as the result 

of democratic, political processes. The policy documents examined, both national 

strategies and curriculum reforms, are elements in an education system which is 

predominantly public, conceived as a part of the public-welfare system. (Møller & 

Skedsmo, 2013, p. 338)  

Theoretically, a main reference in this study is the interactive universalism of 

Seyla Benhabib and her concept of democratic iterations, qualifying the 

recontextualization of universal claims (1992; 2006; 2011). While Benhabib herself 

has shown limited interest in education, there are distinct examples of educational 

research bringing in the perspective of Benhabib in moral education (Vestøl, 2011) 

and education policy (Wahlström, 2009). In a presentation of perspectives of 

Benhabib pertinent to education, Karin Sporre claims “that the interactive 

universalism of Benhabib can definitely be regarded as a critical framework for 

discussing issues of citizenship, politics of identity, ethics, value formation and 

education contemporary. Not least through her concept of democratic iterations.” 

(Sporre, 2015, p. 238). The present study may be seen as an exploration of the 

potential here indicated by Sporre. It is a part of a larger project on environmental 

ethical values in sustainability education including class room observation, with a 

corresponding theoretical and methodological framing as presented in this chapter. 

(Kvamme, 2017) 

 

 

1.2 Background  

Since the concept was introduced by the Brundtland Commission in Our Common 

Future (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987), sustainable 

development has been presented as the world community´s main response to a range 

of current challenges, an ambition highly visible in the context of the United Nations. 

The most recent expression is the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), a broad 



agenda adopted by the United Nations General Assembly (2015) which came into 

force in 2016 with a scope until 2030. Sustainable development has been 

continuously  contested, not less so when applied to the educational field – education 

is currently included as one of the SDGs. David Selby (2009) described this situation 

as the firm and shaky ground of education for sustainable development. While the 

firm ground is established through resolutions and initiatives within the United 

Nations/UNESCO, the shaky ground is visible in the scholarly debate. 

Crucial in the debate is the conception of development and the status of economic 

growth. Orr (1992) accentuates how economic growth in Our Common Future 

(World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987) is presented as an 

integral aspect of sustainable development, although it represents an obstacle within 

an ecological perspective. Sauvé (1999, p. 19) points at how the emphasis of the 

developmental pole implies that the “environment becomes a constraint that must be 

taken into account in order to maintain the trajectory of development.” Selby´s claim 

(2009, pp. 205–206) is that sustainable development is a denial of the intrinsic value 

of nature. The distinction between intrinsic value and instrumental value is central to 

value theory within moral philosophy (Schroeder, 2016) and pivotal within 

environmental ethics (Kronlid & Öhman, 2013; Vetlesen, 2015). While nature 

instrumentally may be valued as beneficial to human beings, the intrinsic value of 

nature entails that nature is valued in itself.  

In his critique of an instrumental bias in the valuation of nature, Selby (2009, p. 

205) explicitly refers to the definition of sustainable development presented in Our 

Common Future (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987) 

envisioning a development that “meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability to future generations to meet their own needs.” Selby points 

at how the well-being of future generations here exclusively is addressing the human 

species.  

While several classroom observations have been performed examining 

environmental and sustainability values in student-student or student-teacher 

interactions (e.g., Pedersen, 2008; Manni, Sporre & Ottander, 2017), scholars within 

the field have also problematized the relationship between universal values and 

context. Summing up the critique, Sund & Öhman (2014) claim that universality may 

conceal conflict, plurality and individuality, they also address a political deficit in 



education for sustainable development. Considering these concerns as legitimate, I 

attempt to accommodate  them in the analytical approach to be established here. 

In a study pertinent to education policy, Huckle & Wals (2015) examined the 

UN Decade on Education for Sustainable Development from a citizenship 

perspective, supplemented with an ethical, relational and political dimension. In the 

analyses of four key UNESCO publications they found that an individual emphasis 

is privileged at the expense of a political dimension. The ethical dimension is partly 

visible, but if ethics and values are conceived as concepts with implications for 

politics and the common good, their study is not encouraging. The argument is that 

“UNESCO has trimmed and tamed DESD so that it does not challenge neoliberalism” 

(Huckle & Wals, 2015, p. 497), ending up with “business as usual in the end.”  

In a recent study on ethics and values in Swedish education policy, Sporre (2017) 

focuses on the positioning of ethical competence and global responsibility in the 

curriculum and national tests. In the initial part of the curriculum formulating overall 

values and goals, she identifies a broad conception of ethical competence related to 

human rights and democratic values and including a concern for global responsibility. 

In the school subject syllabi ethical competence is mainly positioned in religious 

education, but here narrowed down to an argumentative capacity. The dimension is 

scarcely made explicit even where it could have been a focus.  This general picture 

is also reflected in the analyses of the national tests. 

The shaky ground of sustainable development, Huckle & Wals´ critique of the 

UN Decade and Sporre´s research on values in Swedish education policy are relevant 

for this study, offering perspectives to be revisited in the final discussion. 

 

 

2. Theory and Method 

 

2.1 Theoretical Considerations 

Values are expressions of concerns we have, our hopes and fears. In that way, values 

are relational; they connect us to the world (Sayer, 2011). The concept of values in 

this study has a foothold in this everyday context, conceived as claims about 

something as good or worthy. To further qualify the values in question within moral 



philosophy, I will examine more closely how they are presented by UNESCO (2004, 

p. 4; 2006, pp. 15–16): 

 [T]he underlying values which education for sustainable development must promote 

include at least the following: Respect for the dignity and human rights of all people 

throughout the world and a commitment to social and economic justice for all; Respect 

for the human rights of future generations and a commitment to intergenerational 

responsibility; Respect and care for the greater community of life in all its diversity 

which involves the protection and restoration of the Earth’s ecosystems; Respect for 

cultural diversity and a commitment to build locally and globally a culture of tolerance, 

non-violence and peace. 

The UNESCO values stand out as universal moral claims with validity everywhere. 

In moral philosophy the key word respect in the quotation above has usually been 

accrued to persons (Dillon, 2016), signifying not just what is to be respected, but who 

is worthy of respect. And in the list presented by UNESCO, the concern is  not 

primarily for something in itself, but for things connected to somebody. When human 

rights are to be respected, it is the human rights of all people. UNESCO addresses 

people living today, future generations, and the community of life in all its diversity. 

In this manner the value formulations express why education for sustainable 

development matters – it is for the sake of the other. 

Qualifying this aspect, I suggest seeing the UNESCO list as an expression of 

enlarged thought, as conceived by Seyla Benhabib (1992). This is the practice of 

bringing in the perspectives of others in moral judgment, a crucial aspect in 

Benhabib´s interactive universalism. Decisive for this study is UNESCO´s inclusion 

of non-human life forms and future generations.2  

Informed by critical theory, hermeneutics and feminist theory Benhabib defends 

a cosmopolitan position (2002; 2006; 2011), but still acknowledges the conditions of 

pluralism. From a feminist perspective she challenges a division between the private 

and the public, mediating between a political and moral dimension (1992). 

Benhabib herself does not move beyond a present, human perspective. In that 

respect, this study stretches her scope. However, she is sensible for context and 

                                                      
2 In addition to explicit value formulations, the UNESCO draft (2004, p. 11) accounts for two 

definitions of sustainable development. The definition of the Brundtland Commission values 

present and future human beings, while the definition of the World Conservation Union 

additionally addresses the ecosystems. The inclusion of the latter may be seen as a concession to 

the critique of the Brundtland commission´s definition referred to above. According to the World 

Conservation Union sustainable development improves «the quality of human life while living 

within the carrying capacity of supporting ecosystems». 



narrativity. “To identify an action is to tell the story of its initiation, of its unfolding, 

and of its immersion in a web of relations constituted through the actions and 

narratives of others” (Benhabib, 1992, p. 127). This openness is here seen as an 

invitation to further explore who the other may be, expressed by UNESCO in the 

inclusion of non-human life forms and future generations. 

 

 

2.2 Methodological Approach 

The study is methodologically positioned in the critical hermeneutics of Paul Ricoeur 

(2009), with an awareness of text and interpretation as meaning making processes. 

Applied to the analyses of values in education policy documents, an implication is a 

concern for how the values are positioned within the text structure, contributing to 

and regulated by the meaning processes involved. Within this hermeneutical 

perspective Benhabib´s interactive universalism (1992), characterized by enlarged 

thought as presented above, offers a bottom-up approach to education policy 

documents. It is decisive to recognize that the values to be examined may not have 

any causal connection to the UNESCO process.  

Benhabib´s cosmopolitan position (2002; 2006; 2011) is also congenial with the 

hermeneutical approach, acknowledging the significance of interpretation. Central is 

her reference to Robert Cover´s concept of jurisgenerativity, an expression of the 

laws´ capacity to acquire meaning in specific contexts beyond the control of the very 

same laws. (Benhabib, 2011, pp. 125–126). Closely related to jurisgenerativity is the 

concept of democratic iterations, designating the iterations of universal norms in 

new contexts (Benhabib, 2011, p. 129).  

In the current study the universal claims made by UNESCO may be said to 

express a jurisgenerative capacity which establishes a space for democratic iterations 

in various national contexts. Benhabib conceives democratic iterations as a 

contextualization (Benhabib, 1992, p. 127). To make explicit that the formulation of 

environmental ethical values by UNESCO is a context in itself, I employ the concept 

of recontextualization (Ball, 1998). Democratic iterations appear in various societal 

contexts (Wahlström, 2009, p. 524). The concern here is the arena of national 

documents expressing education policy published within the Norwegian democratic 



system and formally representing the will of the people. I examine how the values 

are amended, strengthened, weakened, or silenced in the studied documents.  

Benhabib (2011, p. 151) is clear on how democratic iterations include both an 

empirical and normative component. While democratic iterations do not at all 

presuppose a harmonious political situation, but may involve political struggle and 

conflict, the normative component still is an expression of Benhabib´s background 

in discourse ethics, conditioning deliberative processes. For instance, may a state 

impose restrictions on free speech with consequences for the quality of the 

democratic processes involved?  

This distinction will become visible in this study. When examining the more 

general education policy documents, the analyses are mainly oriented towards 

democratic iterations of the values in question. These documents represent a national 

counterpart to the international UNESCO draft. At a certain point one of the 

Norwegian strategy documents follows the UNESCO draft literally, opening for a 

close reading of the specific passage, pertinent to iterations of values. When 

analysing the syllabi of the school subjects, I am also concerned about how 

conditions are established for practicing democratic iterations (see Englund, 2011 

and UNESCO, 2004, p. 16). Here the jurisgenerative capacity is brought in. 

Both Ricoeur (2009) and Benhabib (1992) have a sensitivity for exclusion 

mechanisms and hegemonic positions involved in discursive processes. From the 

position of curriculum theory, a decisive issue is whose perspectives “are privileged 

in the curriculum as well as in education institutions more generally” (Apple & Buras, 

2006, p. 3). This interest is here qualified by Benhabib´s concept of enlarged thought, 

with  focus on future generations and non-human life forms. 

More specifically I have examined how values are positioned in the structure of 

the documents. Also, the concept of values has been examined, decisive in the 

analyses of the jurisgenerative capacity of the syllabi. Non-human life forms is 

applied as a short form for UNESCO´s (2004, p. 4) “greater community of life in all 

its diversity which involves the protection and restoration of the Earth’s ecosystems”, 

while future generations is explicitly addressed by UNESCO. To identify content 

concerning non-human life forms, I have employed the words nature, environment, 

ecology, ecosystems, animals and plants. Correspondingly, future generations have 

been identified with future, future generations and coming generations. (See 

footnote 8 on future orientation in the syllabi including fear and hope, as well.) Other 



concepts may express the considered values. Most prominent is sustainable 

development, also included, signifying the value of future generations, and, 

depending on definition, possibly the value of non-human life forms. 

The analyses have been carried out on the Norwegian texts (accommodating for 

the Norwegian orthographic variety), and official English translations have been 

consulted in the writing of this chapter. The search tool in Microsoft Word has been 

employed to identify the position of the word in question and the surrounding context. 

In the study of the school subject syllabi, matrixes have been established, intersecting 

school subjects and search words, structuring patterns in the material. (See table 1, 

pp. xx, placed at the end of this post-print version) 

 

 

2.3 The Material 

The material in this study is limited to Norwegian education policy documents 

published during the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 

consisting of three groups, first  the strategy documents, second the national syllabi 

and third a new objects clause for Norwegian schools.3 

In Norway, the UN Decade was officially launched on March 15, 2005 

(Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training & Ministry of Children and 

Family Affairs, 2005). On December 14, 2006, the government presented a national 

strategy of Education for Sustainable Development (Ministry of Finance, 2007; 

Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2006, referred to as Strategy, 

2006 4 ). A revised version was published in 2012 (Ministry of Education and 

Research, 2012, referred to as Strategy, 2012). The strategy documents are presented 

as explicit responses to the UNESCO call to follow up the UN Decade in national 

contexts. 

                                                      
3 The objects clause, positioned first in The Educational Act, expresses the overarching purpose of 

Norwegian schools and guides all school activities. The national syllabi  designate purpose, 

content and competences for the various school subjects. The strategy documents are presented 

with the aim of promoting education for sustainable development within the Norwegian school 

system.  
4 In the document itself the formulation “strategy” is not used. On the front page it is just stated 

“Sustainable Development. Education for Sustainable Development”. However, in the national 

budget of 2008 (Ministry of Finance, 2007) the document is referred to as a “Strategy plan”, a 

formulation also employed in the revised strategy (Strategy 2012, p. 2) when referring back to the 

previous strategy. This warrants for conceiving the document from 2006 as a strategy. 



The New National Curriculum for Knowledge Promotion (Ministry of Education 

and Research, 2006) was inserted in August 2006 with new syllabi in each school 

subject. I have examined the original versions of these syllabi, not considering 

subsequent adjustments. I have approached the mandatory school subjects limited to 

lower secondary school (Norwegian, foreign languages, physical education, 

mathematics, natural science, English, social studies, art and craft, CRLE, music, 

food, and health). Lower secondary school in Norway covers the ages of children 

from 13 to 15. 

In Norwegian schools, moral values are a major concern in the school subject of 

Knowledge of Christianity, Religion, Philosophies of life and Ethics (CRLE), 5 

including moral education (Ministry of Education, 2005). This warrants focus on this 

school subject below. 

In 2008, the Parliament passed a new objects clause, stating the overriding 

purpose of Norwegian schools (Ministry of Education and Research, 2008), included 

in this study. 

The main UNESCO reference is the Draft Implementation Scheme from 2004 

(UNESCO, 2004), promoting national strategies worldwide. Later versions exist, but 

this draft is a major Norwegian reference (Strategy, 2006). Identical value 

formulations were published in the UNESCO Framework (UNESCO, 2006), referred 

to in the revised Norwegian strategy (2012).6 

 

 

3. The Analyses 

The reporting of the analyses is structured according to the material involved, 

beginning with the strategy documents formulated during the UN Decade. Here the 

emphasis is laid on the first version (2006), when pertinent with reference to the 

                                                      
5 The name of the school subject changed during the UN Decade, from Knowledge of Christianity, 

Religions and Philosophies of life (2005–2008) to Religion, Philosophies of life and Ethics (2008–

2015). In 2015 the name changed again to Knowledge of Christianity, Religion, Philosophies of 

life and Ethics. The content and competences in the syllabus have remained constant. In this 

chapter the school subject is referred to as CRLE. 
6 On a European level Norway has been a stakeholder in the UNECE strategy (2005), opening for 

the recontextualization of the UN Decade on a regional level. The UNECE strategy is quoted in 

the Norwegian strategies without playing any prominent role, but will be mentioned below. 



revised version (2012). Then follows the analysis of the school syllabi (2006), ending 

with the new objects clause (2008). 

 

 

3.1 The National Strategies  

The 19 pages of the first Norwegian strategy of Education for Sustainable 

Development (Strategy, 2006) are structured in six small chapters, composed of an 

introduction, an overview of national and international initiatives, a consideration of 

the curriculum, a presentation of challenges, vision and objectives, then proposed 

initiatives, followed by roles and responsibilities, ending up in an appendix with 

references to relevant documents. 

At a certain point in the introductory part of the strategy the text runs closely 

with the UNESCO draft (2004). The excerpt in question is introduced with the 

subtitle “The UN Definition” (Strategy, 2006, p. 5). The three following paragraphs 

partly quote and partly paraphrase the text in the introductory Executive Summary 

of the UNESCO draft (2004, p. 4). The three key areas of sustainable development 

– society, environment and economy – are mentioned. The following part of the 

UNESCO text, addressing culture and values, is absent. Here is the UNESCO text 

concerning values which is not brought in: 

ESD is fundamentally about values, with respect at the centre: respect for others, 

including those of present and future generations, for difference and diversity, for 

the environment, for the resources of the planet we inhabit. Education enables us to 

understand ourselves and others and our links with the wider natural and social 

environment, and this understanding serves as a durable basis for building respect. 

Along with a sense of justice, responsibility, exploration and dialogue, ESD aims to 

move us to adopting behaviours and practices which enable all to live a full life 

without being deprived of basics. (UNESCO 2004, p. 4, bold type part of the quote.) 

 

When the UNESCO text in the subsequent paragraph characterizes education for 

sustainable development, the Norwegian text again follows UNESCO, partly by an 

exact literal translation, even mentioning that sustainable development is value-

based, but without addressing values. Examined from the perspective of enlarged 

thought, the consequence of this absence of addressed values, is that affected others, 

brought in by UNESCO, are not made visible in the Norwegian context. The 

significance of education for sustainable development – what it is fundamentally  

about, why it matters – remains concealed. 



The section in question demonstrates a feature that distinguishes both the 

Norwegian strategies from the UNESCO document. While UNESCO states that 

values are what education for sustainable development is fundamentally  about (see 

quotation above), neither of the Norwegian counterparts address values as pivotal in 

the strategy. In the few instances of explicit values being addressed, they are either 

peripherally positioned (Strategy, 2006, p. 13) or appear in quotations and are not 

commented upon (Strategy, 2006, p. 5; Strategy, 2012, p. 9). 

Even if values are seldom explicitly addressed, values are not absent. A claim is 

made in chapter 4 (Strategy, 2006, p. 14), stating the responsibility and solidarity for 

future generations as a precondition for the strategy. If so, one can wonder why the 

claim is not more prominently positioned. Nevertheless, here is an explicit iteration 

of the respect of future generations expressed as an act of solidarity. 

Additionally, the vision statement and the decisive definitions express notions of 

what is good and worthy – of values. The vision of the 2006 strategy is “an education 

which contributes to sustainable development” (Strategy, 2006, p. 15). Sustainable 

development is defined with reference to Our Common Future, expressing an 

intergenerational responsibility. Herewith a concern for future generations becomes 

visible. 

The value of non-human life forms is also stated. Previously we have seen that 

this value by UNESCO (2004, 2006) is expressed with an openness for the intrinsic 

value of nature. The iterations in the Norwegian strategies are consistently 

anthropocentric, addressing the instrumental value of non-human life forms. In the 

introduction to the 2006 strategy (p. 4) the limits of nature are said to be respected, 

for the benefit of human beings, with reference to the national strategy for sustainable 

development and section 110b of the national constitution. Subsequently, the 

European UNECE strategy (Strategy, 2006, p. 5, see footnote 6 above) is quoted, 

stating that “human beings are at the centre of concerns for sustainable development.” 

Aligned with this emphasis the strategies  solely refer to the definition of sustainable 

development from Our Common World, not presenting the definition from the World 

Conservation Union which includes ecosystems (UNESCO 2004, p. 11, see footnote 

2 above). 

Because values are rarely explicitly addressed in the Norwegian strategies, the 

significance of sustainable development itself stands out as the central aim (cf. the 

vision statement), valued and supported by other priorities. An example is the 



emphasis on children’s experiences of nature, motivating them to take “responsibility 

for a sustainable development” (Strategy, 2006, p. 7, Strategy, 2012, p. 18), without 

accentuating a possible non-instrumental value of experiencing nature, not to 

mention an intrinsic value of nature itself. Again, the result is an instrumental 

iteration of the UNESCO value of non-human life forms. 

 

 

3.2 The school subject syllabi  

The Norwegian school syllabi (Ministry of Education and Research, 2006) present 

purposes, main subject areas, basic skills, and competence goals. The competence 

goals have a privileged position being the basis for assessment of the students as 

stated in the Regulations of the Norwegian Education Act § 3-3 (Lovdata 2017). 

Table 1 gives a general picture of appearances of concepts related to non-human life 

forms and future generations in the various syllabi, specified on purposes, main 

subject areas and competence goals.  

[TABLE 1 INSERTED HERE, placed at the end of this post-print version)] 

A distinct feature in the syllabi is that non-human life forms are mainly addressed 

in natural science and geography (as part of social science, a school subject 

constituted by history and civic life, as well). The humanities7 are left out. The fact 

that non-human life forms are addressed, is obviously a sort of valuing. Only once 

in the syllabi is this form of valuing  combined with respect. In the main subject area 

“Diversity of nature” the syllabus of natural science states that a central element “is 

the development of knowledge about and respect for diversity of nature” (Ministry 

of Education and Research, 2006). However, the concept of respect is not iterated in 

the corresponding competence goal. Here it is stated that the students should be able 

to “propose measures that might preserve nature for future generations” (Ministry of 

Education and Research, 2006). In this rare instance in the syllabi, where both nature 

and future generations are addressed, nature is conceived as instrumental to human 

concern. 

                                                      
7 The humanities are here conceived as Norwegian, English, foreign languages, history, CRLE, 

and music.  



Because values are not explicitly addressed in natural science, the value of nature 

is supposedly obvious, and not subject to examination. This circumstance may be 

said to limit the jurisgenerative capacity of the  competence goal. 

The syllabus of geography covers the relationship between nature and society. 

Here the concept of sustainable development is also addressed, in a competence goal 

formulated as “discussing the premises of a sustainable development” (Ministry of 

Education and Research, 2006). Discussing the premises of a sustainable 

development may include the activity of unpacking and discussing the values 

involved. But it may also primarily engage the subject specific premises concerning 

geography. This point also goes for the two practical oriented school subjects, art 

and craft and food and health. One competence goal in each of these syllabi addresses 

the examination of products and commodities from a sustainability perspective, but 

in neither of the school subjects are values  a central issue. A further question here is 

what values are opened if an unpacking takes place. In other words, what is the value 

of non-human life forms implicated in the concept of sustainable development? If 

the definition of the Brundtland Commission is seen as imperative, as is the case in 

the national strategies, an emphasis on human well-being will necessarily dominate. 

The general impression is that the value of non-human life forms is not accentuated 

in the Norwegian syllabi, and where it is addressed, as in natural science above, an 

anthropocentric iteration of this value is to be expected. What about the other value  

to be examined here? 

The value of future generations is explicitly addressed once in the syllabi, in the 

competence goal of natural science examined above. The students should be able to 

“propose measures that might preserve nature for future generations” (Ministry of 

Education and Research, 2006). But, as indicated already, because natural science 

does not address values, the focus may be laid as much on measures to be taken, as 

on the well-being of future generations. We have seen that sustainable development 

is mentioned in a few instances in the syllabi, which certainly includes a concern for 

future generations. But because sustainable development mainly appears in school 

subjects which do not address values, it is not obvious that conditions are laid for 

democratic iterations of the value of future generations.8  

                                                      
8 The future is actually not explicitly addressed in the Norwegian syllabi except for once in natural 

science. This may be seen as a lack of future orientation, somehow paradoxical to a pedagogical 

practice. Broadening the analytical scope to the future oriented emotions of “håp” (hope)  and 



Within the pattern presented here, CRLE makes a special case, specifically 

addressing both moral education and values (see table 1, including an overview of 

ethics and moral in the syllabi). Two competence goals (Ministry of Education and 

Research, 2005) state that students should, respectively, be able to “reflect on 

philosophic themes related to identity and ways of interpreting life, nature and 

culture, life and death, right and wrong” and –“discuss and elaborate on ethical 

choices 9  and current themes in local and global society: social and ecological 

responsibility, technological challenges, peace work and democracy.” 

The second goal is an invitation to practice moral judgment which may involve 

democratic iterations of the value of non-human life forms. A concern for future 

generations is not addressed. Moreover, the invitation is vaguely articulated, 

appearing on lists with examples to reflect upon and discuss, not as particular issues 

to be addressed. These observations warrant the claim that CRLE is rather 

ambiguously placed in the Norwegian curriculum regarding the values of non-human 

life forms and future generations. This impression parallels the position of CRLE in 

the overall national strategy. 

On  one hand, CRLE is listed as one of four relevant school subjects in the 

revised strategy (Strategy, 2012, p. 12). On the other hand, this is the only instance 

CRLE is mentioned, including two major national initiatives which are accentuated 

in the national strategies. In the 2006 strategy, the Internet resource miljolare.no is 

given a vital role, presenting activities to be used by students at all levels (Strategy, 

2006, pp. 9–10). Here, the humanities, including CRLE, are left out. In the revised 

strategy of 2012, a new national interdisciplinary, project-driven initiative, 

“Sustainable backpack,” is presented as pivotal (Strategy, 2012, p. 13). At least two 

school subjects must be included, natural science or social science being one of them, 

designated as directing subjects. Other school subjects have been addressed in the 

invitations to the schools. CRLE is not among them. 

 

 

3.3 The New Objects Clause  

                                                      

“frykt” (anxiety), the impression is  further strengthened. Neither occur in the syllabi, except in the 

compound “fremmedfrykt” (xenophobia), addressed once in social science. 
9 “Ethical choices” is the official translation of “verdivalg”, literally “value choices”. 



The new objects clause for Norwegian schools was passed by Parliament in 2008, 

and constitutes paragraph 1 in The Education Act, which has a decisive symbolic 

function for school practice and is an expression of the common good (Ministry of 

Education and Research, 2007, p. 25). Values are addressed in the first part, 

presenting a societal perspective. Here we find another iteration of the value of non-

human life forms: 

Education and training shall be based on fundamental values in Christian and 

humanist heritage and traditions, such as respect for human dignity and nature, on 

intellectual freedom, charity, forgiveness, equality and solidarity, values that also 

appear in different religions and beliefs and are rooted in human rights. (Ministry of 

Education and Research, 2008). 

 

The UNESCO formulation addressed the respect and care of “the greater community 

of life in all its diversity” including ecosystems. Here, in the objects clause, nature is 

addressed, which may also signify nature beyond biological life. In other words, the 

who to be valued is less distinct in the Norwegian iteration. Still, respect signifies 

that nature may be valued for its own sake, with an openness for the intrinsic value 

of nature. 

There is another formulation in the objects clause, pertinent to this study. In the 

second part, presenting an individual perspective, the clause states that the students 

“shall learn to think critically and act ethically and with environmental awareness” 

(Ministry of Education and Research, 2008). The action competence accentuated 

here presupposes an inclusion of the environment in moral judgment.  

The value of future generations is not iterated in the objects clause, but a concern 

for the future is still formulated in the initial vision of an education which “opens the 

doors towards the world and the future.” (Ministry of Education and Research, 2008). 

 

 

4. Discussion 

In this study, I have established an analytical approach for examining values in 

education policy documents which brings together perspectives of moral philosophy 

and education policy. Benhabib´s concepts of enlarged thought, jurisgenerativity and 

democratic iterations have been included in a hermeneutical approach, guiding the 

analyses of the policy documents in question. While the methodological 

considerations opened for both a bottom-up and a top-down perspective, the weight 



in the accomplished analyses has been mostly laid on the latter perspective. The 

emphasis has been more on democratic iterations than enlarged thought. Enlarged 

thought and democratic iterations are strongly related, as expressed by Benhabib 

(2011, p. 73), but the relationship may be further explored in a refinement of the 

analytical approach employed here. The normative aspect of jurisgenerativity has 

been productive, offering a perspective from which education policy documents may 

be conceived as both expressions of democratic iterations and as establishing 

conditions for democratic iterations in education.  

In this chapter I have examined the Norwegian education policy documents 

published during the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development. The 

general pattern is that the value of non-human life forms, when iterated in Norwegian 

education policy documents, is consistently expressed as instrumental to human 

beings. The value of future generations is addressed, although not prominently 

positioned, in the strategy documents of the UN Decade, it is scarcely mentioned in 

the school subject syllabi and is almost absent in the objects clause. 

Concerning the value of non-human life forms, the objects clause of The 

Education Act (2008) is an exception in this study. There the respect of nature is 

distinctly expressed, opening for the intrinsic value of non-human life forms. And 

conditions are  established here for enlarged thought involving environmental 

concerns. However, in concordance with the Swedish curriculum study made by 

Sporre (2017), it seems that the ambitious perspective regarding global responsibility 

expressed in an overall curriculum framing, is less distinctly articulated in the 

specific syllabi, in Norway as in Sweden. 

In the Norwegian strategy documents (2006, 2012) the values dimension is 

withdrawn, positioning sustainable development itself as a main concern. When 

sustainable development is defined, it is with sole reference to Our Common Future, 

emphasizing the value of nature as instrumental to human interests. In this respect 

the analysis may be said to confirm the concerns expressed by Sauvé (1999) and 

Selby (2009), conceiving education for sustainable development as challenging 

environmental concerns and the intrinsic value of nature. 

A conspicuous trace of the Norwegian syllabi (2006) is that the values of future 

generations and non-human life forms are distinctly addressed in just one 

competence goal, in natural science. Generally what is most striking is the lack of 

involvement of the humanities, including the ambiguous position of CRLE. Seen 



together these two traces form a pattern which appears as an obstacle to democratic 

iterations. The syllabus of natural science does not address the concept of values as 

such. Based on the syllabus alone, the conditions for democratic iterations of values 

are not established, although a teacher certainly may include such a class activity. 

On the other hand, while the humanities address values, environmental ethical values 

are either absent in the syllabi of these school subjects or just vaguely positioned. 

The syllabus of social science is more promising including both values and 

sustainability, but even here the environmental ethical values accentuated in this 

study, are not explicitly addressed. 

If education for sustainable development in Norwegian schools is practiced 

interdisciplinary in a broad sense (UNESCO, 2004, 2006), the problem pointed out 

here, may disappear. But the analyses of the national initiatives miljolare.no and 

Sustainable backpack above, indicate that this is not the case. An attention for the 

cultural dimension in sustainability education, including values, is barely visible in 

a Norwegian context.  

The weak presence of a future perspective in the Norwegian syllabi (see footnote 

8 above) deserves consideration. Already Hicks (2002) identified the future as the 

missing dimension in education.  Maria Ojala (2013) has convincingly called for the 

inclusion of emotional aspects in education for sustainable development, 

accentuating exactly a future orientation. The conclusion of my study here is that the 

Norwegian syllabi establish feeble conditions for the iteration of the value of future 

generations. Guided by the syllabi it is difficult to see where the students may 

encounter and discuss this decisive concern in sustainability education.  

From the perspective of education policy, I have previously quoted Huckle & 

Wals’ claim (2015, p. 497) that UNESCO, during the UN Decade of Education for 

Sustainable Development, would not challenge neoliberalism and consequently 

trimmed the initiative. In the present study the instrumentalization of the value of 

non-human life forms may be conceived as such an activity. What is even more 

salient from the perspective of global education policy, following Stephen Ball´s 

(1998) mapping of major influences on educational systems, is a managerialism 

stressing the significance of output and output comparisons. The tendency may in 

the Norwegian context be retrieved in a new emphasis on achieved competencies in 

the Knowledge Promotion Reform established at the outset of the UN Decade. This 

situation barely favours value education due to the difficulty of establishing clear 



assessment indicators (Sporre, 2017), and may offer a context to conceive what, from 

the study  presented here, has appeared to be a rather modest national effort on 

education for sustainable development in Norway. (See also Sinnes & Eriksen, 2016) 

 

 

5. Concluding Remark 

Who is the other to be included in moral judgment? This question, decisive in the 

exercise of enlarged thought as suggested by Benhabib, has been fundamental to this 

study. A major observation has been that nowhere in the Norwegian education policy 

documents published during the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable 

Development, is the valuing of future generations and non-human life forms 

expressed as clearly as by UNESCO (2004; 2006). In the interpretation carried out 

in this chapter, the Norwegian recontextualization emerges as a process of blurring 

the image of the other. 
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TABLE 1 

THE NORWEGIAN KNOWLEDGE PROMOTION REFORM 2006 

Words related to non-human life forms, future generations, values and ethics 

Syllabi of mandatory school subjects, lower secondary school 

Abbrevations: P – purpose statement, MSA – main subject area, CG – competence goal 

SCHOOL 

SUBJECTS 

(Below) 

WORDS 

(To the 

right) 

PART OF 

SYLLABI 

(Below)      

Nature 

(natur) 

Envi-

ron-

ment 

(miljø) 

Plants, 

animals, 

ecosystem 

(planter, 

dyr, 

økosystem) 

Ecology, 

eco-

logical 

(økologi, 

øko-

logisk) 

Future, 

Future gene-

rations 

(framtid, 

fremtidige 

generasjoner) 

Sustainability, 

sustainable 

development 

(bærekraft, 

bærekraftig 

utvikling) 

Value, 

values 

(verdi, 

verdier) 

Ethics, 

ethical, 

moral 

(etikk, 

etisk, 

moralsk) 

http://www.un-documents.net/our-common-future.pdf


Nor-

wegian 

P         

MSA         

CG       X  

Social 

sciences 

(civic 

studies, 

geo-

graphy, 

history) 

P X X    X  X X 

MSA X (geo-

graphy) 

    X (inter-

national 

relations) 

  

CG X (geo-

graphy) 

X (geo-

graphy) 

   X (geography) X (history, 

civic stu-

dies) 

 

Natural 

science 

P  X    X   

MSA  X X X  X   

CG  X  X X    

Foreign 

languages 

P       X  

MSA         

CG         

Physical 

edu-

cation 

P  X       

MSA  X       

CG  X     X  

Mathema

tics 

P X        

MSA         

CG         

English P       X  

MSA         

CG       X  

CRLE P        X 

MSA        X 

CG X   X   X X 

Art and 

craft 

P         

MSA  X       

CG  X    X X X 

Food and 

health 

P  X       

MSA  X       

CG      X  X 



Music  P       X  

MSA         

CG         

 

 

 

 


