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Abstract 

Global initiatives regarding environmental change have increasingly become 
part of political agendas and of our collective imagination. In order to form 
sustainable societies, education is considered crucial by organizations such as 
the United Nations and the European Union. But how is the notion of sus-
tainability imagined and formed in educational practices? What does sustain-
ability make possible, and whom does it involve? These critical questions are 
not often asked in educational research on sustainability.  

This study suggests that the absence of critical questions in sustainability ed-
ucation is part of a contemporary post-political framing of environmental is-
sues. In order to re-politicize sustainability in education, this study critically 
explores how education—as an institution and a practice that is supposed to 
foster humans—responds to environmental change. The aim is to explore 
how sustainability is formed in education, and to discuss how these for-
mations relate to ideas of what education is, and whom it is for. 

This interdisciplinary study uses theories and concepts from cultural studies, 
feminist theory, political theory, and philosophy of education to study imagi-
naries of the unknown, nonhuman world in the context of education. The 
focus of the empirical investigation is on teacher education in Sweden, and 
more precisely on those responsible for teaching the future generations of 
teachers – the teacher instructors. With help from empirical findings from 
focus groups, the study asks questions about the ontological, political, and 
ethical potential and risk of bringing the unknown Other into education. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction: Sustainability for whom? 

DAVID: The issue of sustainable development is rather complex, 
which makes it hard to teach, like Dan [a colleague] maybe men-
tioned; [after all] what is sustainable development? 

The quandary over what sustainable development in education means is a cu-
rious one. The question quoted above is posed by teacher instructor David, 
one of the focus group participants in this study. It is a question he poses with 
a wry laugh towards the end of a long conversation about sustainable devel-
opment in education. How is it that he does not seem to know what sustaina-
ble development is? And why is he laughing? At first glance the question he 
poses may seem rather absurd – and indeed something to laugh about – given 
that sustainability through education has been highlighted globally by organ-
izations such as the United Nations and the European Union during the last 
two decades. These global initiatives can be seen in the light of how environ-
mental issues have increasingly become part of political agendas and of our 
collective imagination. As part of this global trend, education for more sus-
tainable futures has become an important matter of concern, not least in Swe-
den, which serves as the case for this study. Clearly, sustainability is now a 
general goal for the educational system – but how is this concept imagined 
and formed in practice? What does it make possible, and whom does it in-
volve? Who is educable in the drive for sustainability? Or, to put it in a more 
critical way: What is it that sustainability education seeks to sustain, and for 
whom (see e.g., Alaimo 2012)? All of these questions are entangled with epis-
temological and political quandaries in relation to environmental change. As 
shown in the quote from David above, the answers to these questions are far 



2 Chapter 1 

from self-evident, but they nevertheless need to be addressed in order to make 
sustainability teachable in an educational setting. The fact that David is laugh-
ing when he asks what sustainable development is will here be seriously con-
sidered as a curious thing in itself. How sustainability is addressed, imagined, 
and made teachable is of interest in this study, which explores the formation 
of sustainability in education. Below, I further explain why this topic needs 
to be investigated. 

Sustainability and education 
The notion of sustainable development was established globally in 1987 by 
the release of the report Our Common Future written by the World Commis-
sion on Environment and Development (WCED), also known as the Brund-
tland Commission. Here, sustainable development is famously defined as “de-
velopment which meets the needs of the present, without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED 1987, 43). Ev-
idently, this is a definition that is open to interpretation, depending on, for 
example, how the present and future are understood, as well as what one in-
cludes in the notion of generations and in the notion of needs. The problem of 
defining sustainable development in practice has been discussed both in crit-
ical environmental research in general (see e.g., Bradley 2009; Alaimo 2012; 
Henriksson 2014) and in critical educational research in particular (see e.g., 
Bonnett 2002; Ideland and Malmberg 2014; Ideland and Malmberg 2015; 
Hasslöf 2015). Evidently, educational practice, with its raison d'être and his-
torical trajectories, accentuates certain things as important while leaving oth-
ers behind (see e.g., Gyberg 2003, 17–18). Arguably, how education as a soci-
etal institution handles sustainability is significant to investigate not least be-
cause education is an institution to which most humans are subjected during 
some part of their life (UNESCO 2015). According to educational researcher 
Michael Bonnett (2002), two main strands can be traced to understand sus-
tainability in education. The first he calls the environmentalist approach, 
which focuses on teaching those who do not know. This approach relies on 
expert knowledge and an instrumental rationality with a certain outcome. 
Here education is seen as a means for changing behaviors and attitudes. The 
second approach he calls the democratic approach, which he also claims rests 
on a rational assumption leading to critical thinking and practical action com-
petence. The role of education here is to foster rational critical attitudes for 
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change. These two strands largely correspond to education’s generally double 
role of both teaching specific knowledge areas and forming the future citizen 
(Gyberg 2003, 18). However, both of these approaches take sustainability as 
a given good and leave little room for critically examining underlying assump-
tions about education. The critical questions of what education for sustaina-
bility makes possible and who it involves are not often asked in educational 
research on sustainability. However, these critical questions are of im-
portance for unraveling structures of power and for providing new possibili-
ties through environmental change. 

The educational field has come to play a politically important role in the drive 
to create new paths and make the future more sustainable (see e.g., Skolver-
ket 2002; J. Öhman 2006; Björneloo 2008). Historically, education has been 
a major societal institution responsible for forming generations of future cit-
izens in the modern society (see e.g., Foucault 2004; Åberg 2008). Becoming 
educated is a process that both transforms and disciplines the subject. Educa-
tion is an institution that shapes us as humans, and education continues to be 
considered important even in times when visible nonhuman subjectivity is 
acknowledged in co-shaping our world. Education is therefore an arena that 
is considered politically important for dealing with matters associated with 
sustainability and the environment (Gough and Scott 2008; Kahn 2003). One 
example out of many is from the Baltic regional context, and Baltic 21 Educa-
tion, a declaration initiated by the ministers of education in the region, em-
phasizing the role of education in creating sustainable development (Utbild-
ningsdepartementet 2002). Another one is UNESCO's (United Nations Edu-
cational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) 2005-2014 Decade of Education 
for Sustainable Development, in which the goal has been for all education and 
all teaching to lead to knowledge “that motivate[s] and empower[s] learners 
to change their behavior and take action for sustainable development” 
(UNESCO 2013). This Decade has now been evaluated by UNESCO with the 
conclusion that, as a result of the work completed during those 10 years “the 
process of reorienting education policies, curricula and plans towards sustain-
able development is well underway” (UNESCO 2014, 6). However, the or-
ganization also claims that there is further work to be done in institutionaliz-
ing education for sustainable development and in ensuring strong political 
support to implement education for sustainable development on a systemic 
level. Furthermore, they conclude that more research needs to be done to 
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prove the effectiveness of sustainability education in practice. In this way, ed-
ucation for more sustainable futures has become an important matter of con-
cern.  

It is often claimed that a single teacher can potentially influence thousands of 
students during her/his professional working life (see e.g., Gough and Scott 
2008, 41). Teachers are often recognized as a key factor in the success of in-
troducing sustainability in schools (Campbell and Robottom 2008, 202–203). 
I focus my empirical investigation on teacher education in Sweden, and more 
precisely on those responsible for carrying out the teaching of future genera-
tions of teachers – the teacher instructors. By “teacher instructors” I refer to 
those involved in teaching tomorrow's generations of teachers at universities 
and colleges (faculty staff such as teaching assistants, lecturers, senior lectur-
ers, PhD candidates, and assistant and full professors). Clearly, teacher in-
structors are given central responsibility for educating future generations of 
teachers. The empirical study consists of focus group interviews with teacher 
instructors conducted in order to capture the ways in which sustainability is-
sues might impinge on the education of future teachers, and to create meth-
odological prerequisites for the practitioners to define and grapple with how 
to handle this concept and make it teachable. The position as a teacher in-
structor can be seen as crucial for investigating the formation of sustainability 
and its subject positions precisely due to the location of the teacher instructor 
at the intersection of various educational and knowledge practices.  

The politics of environmental change 
How sustainability education is made possible – in teacher education and 
elsewhere – relates to how we imagine ourselves, and which stories we tell 
about ourselves and others in the world: Who are we, where are we coming 
from, and where are we going? The answers to these questions themselves 
carry different realities and different possibilities of becoming (see e.g., 
Yusoff and Gabrys 2011). Essential to this study is that these questions can be 
seen as political concerns, if we broaden the definition of politics to include 
questions of epistemology and ontology (see e.g., Haraway 1988; Haraway 
1992; Haraway 2008a; Mol 1999). I will use a rather broad definition of pol-
itics loosely inspired by science and technology studies researcher Annemarie 
Mol's (1999) essay on ontological politics. For this study, politics is primarily 
about how phenomena are enacted or made, rather than a state-level process 
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of visible (human) deliberations about issues (see e.g., Bennett 2010). This 
allows me to show that such seemingly mundane questions as how the teacher 
instructors understand their profession, envision their students, bring non-
human animals into the discussions, and connect knowledge with the future 
are epistemologically and ontologically loaded, cutting across various axes of 
power with ethical – and political – consequences. Politics, here, is about how 
possibilities unfold, and “how political possibilities unfold within and through 
practices” (Gabrys and Yusoff 2012, 4). In the same vein as the Australian 
feminist philosopher Val Plumwood (1993), I consider how we relate to na-
ture as a political rather than descriptive process, because of how our relation 
to nature is formed through multiple exclusions throughout Western history. 
I agree with Erik Swyngedouw’s (2003, 6) definition of a political act as “one 
that re-orders socio-ecological co-ordinates and patterns, reconfigures une-
ven socio-ecological relations, often with unforeseen or unforeseeable conse-
quences.” Political theorist Jane Bennett's (2010) work on rethinking the con-
cepts of political participation and democracy to include nonhuman forces 
has inspired how I understand the contemporary meaning of politics in the 
context of environmental change. Bennett holds that worms and other non-
humans should be regarded as members of a demos that is assembled to han-
dle environmental change. Furthermore, my conception of politics in this 
study comes from an understanding that contemporary environmental issues 
are conceptualized as post-political (Swyngedouw 2003; Žižek 2008; Bradley 
2009).  

Erik Swyngedouw (2010, 215) defines the post-political frame that affects cli-
mate change as “structured around the perceived inevitability of capitalism 
and a market economy as the basic organizational structure of the social and 
economic order, for which there is no alternative. The corresponding mode 
of governmentality is structured around dialogical forms of consensus for-
mation, technocratic management and problem-focused governance, sus-
tained by populist discursive regimes.” The problem of framing climate 
change and other environmental issues as post-political, with only one way to 
move forward, is that these issues get seemingly emptied of their connection 
to power relations and visible political conflicts (see e.g., Mouffe 2005; Mac-
gregor 2013; Swyngedouw 2014; Neimanis, Åsberg, and Hedrén 2015). Polit-
ical theorist Chantal Mouffe (2005) holds that the post-political frame avoids 
a critical analysis of modern capitalism, which makes it difficult to challenge 
the neoliberal hegemony in much of today's world. Mouffe (2005, 8) makes 



6 Chapter 1 

an important distinction between “politics” and “the political,” where the 
first has to do with everyday practices of politics while the second has to do 
with theoretical conversations about the very meaning of what constitutes the 
political. Furthermore, Mouffe advocates conflicts and formations of collec-
tive identities as the very nature of the political, which also shows why differ-
ent forms of dominating liberalism (based on the idea of the individual) fail 
to recognize and acknowledge seemingly depoliticized matters as political. 
Although Mouffe's view on the political is primarily a contribution to political 
science and political theory, I use her argument to study how practices of 
forming sustainability relate to theoretical questions regarding the very way 
the society is instituted. I see the issue of how things are brought into being 
as an ontological question which relates to processes of exclusion, and the 
post-political condition makes these exclusions invisible and ordinary. Ac-
cording to Sherilyn MacGregor (2013, 5), the post-political imaginary of cli-
mate change is closely linked to apocalyptic fantasies to which fear is central. 
This fear contributes to ideas of nature as the enemy, and as an Other to hu-
mans, and justifies unquestionable policies in the name of saving and control-
ling the world. This post-political condition, and its dangerous consequences, 
is one essential point of departure in this study in which I seek to contribute 
to re-politicizing sustainability in education with feminist tools. I do so by crit-
ically asking what today's sustainability education seeks to sustain, and for 
whom.  

A feminist posthumanities imperative 
We live in an era where humans of the modern Western world keep forcing 
our existence upon nonhuman beings, things and phenomena such as ani-
mals, bacteria, plants, and weather-related forces. The visible entanglement 
of humans with nonhumans might have the potential to challenge the domi-
nant way of viewing our existence (ontology) and our ways of knowing the 
world (epistemology). An important assumption for this study is that we live 
in a more than human time (Whatmore 2002, 146), which requires theoretical 
and analytical tools that take into account that our realities are shaped by both 
human and nonhuman practices and existences (see e.g., Åsberg 2012; Åsberg 
2013; Oppermann 2013; Neimanis 2013; Neimanis, Åsberg, and Hedrén 
2015). While environmental issues tend to be framed as affecting us all, many 
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feminist scholars have pointed out the importance of questioning this as-
sumption by asking what is at stake for whom (Haraway 1992; Plumwood 
1993; Alaimo 2012; Macgregor 2013). As a way of re-politicizing sustainabil-
ity education, this study directs attention to the question of which relations 
are considered important, and to the ways in which subject positions are 
formed by sustainability education.  

It can be argued that rapid environmental change makes it apparent that hu-
mans are part of the natural environment; what is “out there,” partly or com-
pletely unknowable, is affected by us as much as it affects us. Geological sci-
entists, and others, talk about the Anthropocene, an ongoing geological pe-
riod since the industrial revolution, shaped by the activities of the human spe-
cies (Bird Rose et al. 2012, 3). The current ecological crisis requires an ap-
proach that can elucidate the fact that humans and nonhumans are in various 
ways intertwined with processes in nature and in the environment (for a dis-
cussion on this topic, see e.g., Alaimo 2010). This interdisciplinary study uses 
theories and concepts from cultural studies, feminist science studies, political 
theory, and philosophy of education to critically study what an educational 
field that concerns itself with that which cannot be fully known to humans, 
such as the nonhuman world, makes possible. Because of nature's position as 
the Other in almost any history of domination (racism, sexism, class domina-
tion, etc.) it is important that feminist scholars, among whom I count myself, 
scrutinize how the boundaries between nature and culture are done and un-
done in specific contexts (see e.g., Plumwood 1993; Plumwood 2002). 

I will now explain in more detail first, why Sweden has been chosen as the 
national case, and, second, why I focus specifically on teacher education. 

Sustainable development in Swedish education 
Environmental education has been part of the Swedish school system since 
the 1960s (Hasslöf 2015, 21). However, the concept of sustainable develop-
ment was established globally during the 1980s by the World Commission on 
Environment and Development, where it came to include ecological, social, and 
economic aspects of sustainability. In subsequent global conferences on sus-
tainable development, education has been emphasized as an important means 
for achieving sustainability. In the proceedings of the United Nations Confer-
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ence on Environment and Development (UNCED) in 1992, education was af-
forded its own chapter (UNCED 1993 Agenda 21, Chapter 36) emphasizing, 
among other things, the teaching profession as crucial. During the following 
decades, education for sustainable development has been emphasized at other 
international summits and initiatives, including the United Nations World 
Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in 2002 and UNESCO's 2005-
2014 Decade of Education for Sustainable Development. However, it is important 
to note that education has played a major role in global initiatives for the en-
vironment at least since the 1970s, when the first international conferences 
were held on environmental issues (in Stockholm in 1972) and on environ-
mental education (in Tbilisi in 1977) (see e.g., Björneloo 2008, 17).  

Sweden has a long tradition of being perceived, both domestically and inter-
nationally, as ambitious when it comes to environmental initiatives and poli-
cies (Jänicke 2008; Anshelm 2012, 38; Lidskog and Elander 2012, 336). This 
self-image manifests itself, for example, in the former Social Democratic 
prime minister Göran Persson's public speech at the United Nations World 
Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in 2002, where he announced 
that education for sustainable development was a prioritized area for the Swe-
dish government (SOU 2004:104, 9). In 2003, the Swedish government ap-
pointed a committee on education for sustainable development. The commit-
tee released the report of their inquiry, Learning for Sustainable Development 
[“Att lära för hållbar utveckling”], in 2004 (SOU 2004:104), which, among 
other things, emphasized the role of teacher education in integrating sustain-
able development into the Swedish educational system (SOU 2004:104, 152). 
One of the changes that followed the committee’s report was the addition of 
a paragraph in the Higher Education Act (SFS 1992:1434) stating that univer-
sities in Sweden shall “support a sustainable development that ensures that 
present and future generations are guaranteed a healthy and good environ-
ment, economic and social welfare, and equity” (SFS 1992:1434 my transla-
tion from the Swedish). As of today, each teacher degree category needs to, 
by the time of graduation, “show the ability to make pedagogical assessments 
based on relevant scientific, societal, and ethical aspects with special empha-
sis on human rights, particularly the rights of children according to the Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child, and a sustainable development” (SFS 
1993:100 my translation from the Swedish). In the most recent Swedish cur-
riculum, a central document for all those working as teachers in Swedish 
schools, four broad perspectives are emphasized: a historical perspective, an 
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environmental perspective, an international perspective, and an ethical per-
spective (Lgr11, 11–12). The environmental perspective states that “[t]each-
ing should illuminate how the functions of society and our ways of living and 
working can best be adapted to create sustainable development” (Lgr11, 12). 
Since sustainable development is put forward in the curriculum as well as in 
the demands on future teachers, there are several reasons as to why future 
generations of teachers need to become familiar with this notion during their 
teacher training, and need to handle it in their future teaching. 

However, and this is a crucial point for the present study, how sustainable 
development comes to be teachable still seems to be an open question. Edu-
cational researcher Johan Öhman (2011, 5 italics added) holds that “[t]he in-
teresting thing is therefore to reflect on what kind of changes these interpre-
tations and negotiations bring about in educational practice.” For that reason, 
I have chosen to carry out an explorative approach to what sustainable devel-
opment comes to mean in education. I do not predefine the concept, but have 
chosen to study how the teacher instructors in focus groups define and handle 
this notion. 

To date, education has come to be one of the most debated policy areas in 
formal contemporary Swedish politics. The present study focuses on the case 
of teacher education in Sweden because of Sweden's long history of perceiv-
ing itself as environmentally conscious. For these reasons I argue that Sweden 
in general, and Swedish teacher education in particular, offers an interesting 
case for studying how sustainability is formed and made teachable. Given that 
sustainability is a general goal for the Swedish educational system (SFS 
1992:1434, §5) and has been introduced not as a subject area but as a general 
perspective, there is no single discipline or subject area that is ascribed re-
sponsibility for sustainability, which is why this study is not limited to a par-
ticular branch of teacher education.  

An introduction to Swedish teacher education 
In Sweden, as well as in many other Western countries, teacher education 
represents a highly contested institution (Ball 2008; Lilja 2010). The ques-
tions of who the future teachers should be, what they should know, and how 
they should teach are explicitly and implicitly political issues intertwined 
with questions such as what a good society is and which views on knowledge 
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should guide the educational system (Åberg 2008; Sjöberg 2009; Sjöberg 
2011). An often publicly voiced opinion is that teachers represent the most 
important parameter for the level of success of a nation's educational system 
(see e.g., Sjöberg 2011; Bursjöö 2014). As indicated above, the educational 
system has become a major ideological concern in Sweden, where it is as-
sumed that knowledge and education are the means to solving a number of 
problems in society.  

According to educational researcher Lena Sjöberg (2011), in her study of the 
discursive construction in policy documents of teachers and students in Swe-
den, the Swedish educational system is still undergoing a major restructuring 
process that started in the 1970s. That process, among other trends, has trans-
formed Sweden from having one of the most regulated to one of the least reg-
ulated school systems in the world. The current trend follows the rationale of 
market competition in which the purpose of education becomes for the indi-
vidual to perform well in a global competition (Sjöberg 2011, 64). As part of 
this global trend, the former liberal-conservative coalition government re-
formed the Swedish educational system extensively while they were in power 
between 2006 and 2014 (after a period of Social Democratic dominance). 
One of the major reforms during 2006-2014 was to initiate a new teacher ed-
ucation program. This reform still stands with the current Green-Social Dem-
ocratic government (according to email correspondence with the Swedish 
Ministry of Education on December 15, 2015, the current Green-Social Dem-
ocratic government plans no major changes to teacher education). The latest 
reforms started in 2007, when the former government appointed a committee 
to inquire about teacher education. The committee was appointed only six 
years after the last extensive reformation of Swedish teacher education (im-
plemented in 2001). In December 2008, the report of the committee's in-
quiry, A sustainable teacher education [“En hållbar lärarutbildning”], was re-
leased (SOU 2008:109). In this case, the notion of sustainability referred to 
the hope that the forthcoming reform would imply “that teacher education 
will not need to be subjected to a radical makeover every ten years,” and that 
it would provide teachers with “a solid knowledge base”, “effective tools (…) 
to exercise their profession” (SOU 2008:109, 31) more effectively than previ-
ous reforms. In other words, it had nothing to do with sustainability in rela-
tion to current environmental change. Sustainability was mentioned only 
briefly as an area that could be taught. 
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In February 2010, the new proposition Top of the class: New teacher education 
program [“Bäst i klassen – en ny lärarutbildning”] was presented (Govern-
ment Proposition 2009/10:89). The proposition resulted in a number of new 
changes. For example, the previous degrees of Bachelor/Master of Education 
became four professional degrees: degree in preschool education, degree in 
primary school education, degree in subject education, and degree in voca-
tional education (with different specializations for each degree). Another im-
portant difference from the previous reform was that each university and col-
lege that wished to conduct teacher education needed to apply to the Swedish 
National Agency for Higher Education for the right to award degrees for the 
different categories mentioned above. Students would no longer be able to 
select the courses they wanted to take; instead, a fixed set of courses was re-
quired for each degree. Lastly, the structure of the educational core (a set of 
courses considered to be the core of the teaching profession) was shortened, 
changed, and specialized for each degree.  

It is worth noting that the reform hardly mentions sustainability except as one 
of several possible areas that the educational core could handle. But as shown 
above, after graduating, each teacher needs to demonstrate the ability to make 
pedagogical assessments based on sustainable development, among other 
things (SFS 1993:100). The latest Swedish school curriculum emphasizes sus-
tainable development in many places, both in terms of general objectives and 
in the course-specific objectives (Lgr11). Subsequent to this somewhat con-
tradictory governance, I want to capture ongoing discussions about how sus-
tainability issues enter into the education of future teachers. In this regard, I 
find the position as a teacher instructor to be crucial precisely due to the lo-
cation of the teacher instructor at the intersection of various educational and 
knowledge practices. 

Research aim and questions 
This study focuses on teacher education, and more specifically on teacher in-
structors in Sweden, in order to examine how sustainability is formed in ed-
ucation. The aim of this study is to investigate how sustainability is formed in ed-
ucation, and to explore how these formations relate to ideas of what education is, 
and whom it is for. By critically asking what today's sustainability education 
seeks to sustain and for whom, this study seeks to contribute to re-politicizing 
sustainability in education. 
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The first research question I ask is: How is the role of education understood in 
relation to goals about sustainability? Of importance here is that the mundane 
and presumably ordinary can also be political, and what we understand as 
value-neutral statements or taken-for-granted assumptions – even what we 
are able to imagine – need to be critically examined. Thus, how sustainability 
is brought into everyday educational settings is a political and ethical issue 
with connections to epistemology and ontology, even though it may not com-
monly be seen as such. Imagining environmental change can be seen as “a 
political act that configures present actions, behaviors and decision making 
or future presents” (Yusoff and Gabrys 2011, 519 italics in original), which 
points to the powerful potential of what we can imagine. 

The second research question I ask is: Which relations are brought up in the 
discussions of making sustainability teachable? How are notions of the Other 
handled in these discussions? The way education handles the unknown Other 
becomes a key ethical issue, and an issue grappled with using feminist insights 
into the powerful questions of what counts as nature and culture and as worth 
knowing in the formation of a phenomenon such as sustainability. Who these 
Others are and how they are brought into sustainability education is of es-
sence to this study, as an intertwined issue of ontology, politics, and ethics 
(see e.g., Todd 2003; Biesta 2006a; Aman 2014). 

The third research question I ask is: Which subject positions are made possible 
in the process of making sustainability teachable? Human or nonhuman, these 
positions are relationally constituted between nature and culture, and they 
carry social and political effects for the futures we can imagine.  

Survey of fields 
I situate this study in relation to three fields of research that I call Education 
for sustainability, Posthumanities education and Feminist environmental human-
ities. I have chosen these three research contexts because, together, they pro-
vide a position for my interdisciplinary study at the intersection of several 
fields. 
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Research context I: Education for sustainability  
The first field of research I consider is educational research related to sustain-
able development and sustainability, including overlapping fields such as en-
vironmental education (EE), education for sustainability (EfS), and education 
for sustainable development (ESD), which have in common the “commit-
ment to changing knowledge, values and attitudes and actions” (Shallcross 
and Robinson 2007, 139) in the light of the current ecological crisis. There 
are various definitions and discussions of these terms and they often exist side 
by side in international journals on education (such as Journal of Education for 
Sustainable Development, Environmental Education Research, Journal of Environ-
mental Education, and Canadian Journal of Environmental Education, to name a 
few). The overall field is quite broad, which is why I concentrate my review 
to research that relates to my study. Lastly, I give examples of studies that 
have tackled methodological quandaries similar to those encountered in my 
study. 

Many studies in my review of the field manifest a strong belief in education 
in general, and in future teachers in particular (see e.g., Mckeown 2012; Mar-
tin, Summers, and Sjerps-Jones 2007; Shallcross and Robinson 2007; Bursjöö 
2014). Global initiatives are often perceived as crucial for working with sus-
tainability-related issues in teacher education (see e.g., Mckeown 2012; Hop-
kins 2012). However, case studies from, for instance, Jamaica (Collins-
Figueroa 2012) and Australia (Buchanan 2012) show the difficulty of working 
interdisciplinarily with sustainability within a discipline-bound curriculum. 
Other studies focus on discussing best practices of sustainability education 
(Gayford 2001).  

Many of the internationally published studies I reviewed display a rather an-
thropocentric approach to sustainability issues. The nonhuman environment 
is often discussed as a resource for human use. Shallcross and Robinson 
(2007, 140) claim that sustainable development “is not an emergency call to 
save our planet; it is an SOS to act to save our species.” While they seem to 
view the natural environmental as prioritized in education for sustainability 
in order for humans to survive, they also problematize an instrumentalist 
view on the environment. While some authors study learning about biodiver-
sity as a way for teacher students to learn in education for sustainable devel-
opment (Collins-Figueroa 2012), others discuss how biodiversity and learning 
about biodiversity risk reproducing human-centered values, which exclude 
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those that are not of value to the human species (Kahn 2003; Kopnina 2013). 
Authors such as Helen Kopnina (2012) warn us that education for sustainable 
development might create “anthropocentrically biased education” (2012, 
699) and that education for sustainable development “undermines ecological 
justice between humans and the rest of the natural world” (2012, 712). Mi-
chael Bonnett (2002) shows how sustainable development as a policy in edu-
cation relates to ethical, epistemological, and metaphysical aspects of our un-
derstandings of what it means to be human, and tends to be imagined within 
existing and taken-for-granted norms of what a good society is. The Swedish 
researchers Malin Ideland and Claes Malmberg (2014; 2015) have critically 
studied how ESD is discursively constructed in textbooks and other materials 
directed to Swedish schoolchildren. In one article, they criticize ESD’s good 
intentions of saving our common world as creating categories of Us and 
Them, which creates exclusions although the intention is to be inclusive. 
They claim that the textbooks construct Swedish exceptionalism, which 
makes ESD potentially both a colonial and exclusionary project (Ideland and 
Malmberg 2014). In another article (2015, 175), they argue that the school 
materials construct the desirable child for sustainable development through 
pastoral power which “operates everywhere and through everyone,” distanc-
ing ESD from governmental politics but making it well suited for the market 
economy’s belief in the responsibilities and choices of the free subject. Their 
articles are examples of the how discourse analysis can make visible that 
which is taken for granted in sustainability education.  

Another critical study has been conducted by Ruth Irwin (2008, 187), who 
claims that education for sustainability is bound to the neoliberal market 
economy and that “[t]he consequences of subsuming environmental concerns 
under the rhetoric of sustainability, is the continuation of status quo.” This 
critique is sometimes framed as a problem of neoliberalization (Fletcher 
2015; McKenzie, Bieler, and McNeil 2015). Coral Campbell and Ian Robot-
tom (2008) study how sustainability is defined in practice in the Australian 
educational system. They found that education for sustainable development 
can be reduced to a slogan that is open to interpretation and can serve a vari-
ety of interests, including those intent on carrying on with business as usual. 
The Swedish researcher Helen Hasslöf (2015, 81) argues that education for 
sustainable development “creates and accentuates educational tensions” in-
tertwined with ethical and political issues. Her aim is to problematize educa-
tion for sustainable development from a conflict perspective. Her focus is on 
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teachers’ discussions about ESD with regard to three tensions: students’ qual-
ifications in relation to ESD, education for social change, and the possibilities 
for students to develop as political subjects.  

The Swedish research context furthermore provides a number of scholarly 
works, mostly related to education for sustainable development (see e.g., 
Björneloo 2007; Jonsson 2007; Lundegård 2007; Wickenberg 2004; J. Öhman 
2006; J. Öhman 2008). As mentioned earlier in the introduction, “sustaina-
ble development” is the dominating term in Swedish educational policy texts, 
which differs from, for example, the Australian context where the most com-
monly used term is “education for sustainability” (Buchanan 2012). In a spe-
cial issue of the Swedish journal Democracy & Education [Utbildning & Dem-
okrati] on Swedish environmental and sustainability education research, Jo-
han Öhman (2011, 6) describes the characteristics of the Swedish research 
fields as empirically driven. One of the articles in the special issue focuses on 
teacher education; Ingela Bursjöö (2011) explores the tension that teacher 
students experience between their role as professionals and as private persons 
when teaching for sustainable development, showing that the teacher stu-
dents are very conscientious regarding their personal lifestyles. In her doc-
toral thesis, Ingela Bursjöö (2014) focuses on understanding how teachers 
handle the assignment to educate for sustainable development, given that it 
has not been satisfactorily implemented in the Swedish educational system. 
She finds four different strategies that the teachers use, including leaving the 
teaching profession. She also finds that students' competencies related to ESD 
have a considerable ethical dimension. Yet another Swedish researcher, Ka-
tarina Ottander (2015, 153), shows in her study of high school students mean-
ing-making regarding sustainable development in science education how the 
students negotiate meaning from psychological and ideological factors rather 
than from scientific facts. Scientific reasoning is used to justify the students' 
own subject positions and creates both a sense of powerlessness and individ-
ual responsibility (2015, 186).  

Related to the study of sustainability education is the methodological quan-
dary of how to study general knowledge areas that are not reserved for specific 
school subjects. These are areas that are not usually scheduled as subject areas 
or courses in their own right but are supposed to be integrated into the gen-
eral curriculum. Designing these studies can be seen as an attempt to over-
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come methodological challenges, a task in which the present study is also en-
gaged. Examples of general areas of this kind in Swedish teacher education 
include gender and gender equality (Hedlin and Åberg 2011) and diversity 
(Wibaeus 2008; Åberg 2008).  

Below, I review some methods used to capture sustainability in teacher edu-
cation. In a study from Australia, Reece Mills and Louisa Tomas (2013) ex-
plore how teacher instructors integrate education for sustainability (EfS) in 
their teaching, and what they define as factors enabling or constraining the 
integration of sustainability into teacher education. The method used is semi-
structured interviews with four subject coordinators at a particular university, 
together with an analysis of subject outlines. The study concludes that sus-
tainability is integrated differently through the curricula and that the teachers 
need more resources in order to develop their understanding of sustainability. 
In the Swedish context, a report titled Lärarutbildningen och utbildning för 
hållbar utveckling [“Teacher Education and Education for Sustainable Devel-
opment”] published by the Swedish National Agency for Higher Education in 
2008 explores how sustainable development was handled in previous teacher 
education programs, based on interviews with representatives from 11 differ-
ent universities (Lundh and Ruling 2008). The result showed, for example, 
that there was a great deal of variety in how education for sustainable devel-
opment was conducted and that the courses on sustainability in general were 
held by individual engaged teachers (Lundh and Ruling 2008, 3). Gunnar 
Jonsson's (2007) study focuses on how teacher students understand sustaina-
ble development and how sustainable development is materialized in a teach-
ing situation by using questionnaires and interviews, and by observing the 
teacher students during their teacher training. I have also found another 
study which uses focus groups with teacher instructors in Australia to study 
the difference between sayings and doings in teaching. The study conducted 
three focus group interviews and resulted in the conclusion that the inclusion 
of sustainability education into different subject areas was done somewhat 
sporadically (Buchanan 2012). 

Research context II: Posthumanities education 
Educational research can be described as “wholeheartedly humanist” (Søren-
sen 2007, 15) in its focus on human practices. But as I argued in the introduc-
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tion to this chapter, the sustainability realm goes beyond the human/nonhu-
man divide. One multifaceted area to which I also relate my study is what I 
call Posthumanities education. This area explores the importance and influence 
of the more than human world in education by challenging anthropocentric 
ideas and methods in educational research. According to educational re-
searcher Simon Ceder (2015), anthropocentrism and subject-centrism are 
two main problems of the contemporary field of philosophy of education that 
prevent us from seeing entanglements of humans and nonhumans that al-
ready take place around us. According to Helena Pedersen (2014, 83 my 
translation from the Swedish), who edited a special issue on the posthuman-
ities perspective in 2014 on educational research in Sweden, posthumanities 
“forces us to think differently about some of the ontological and epistemolog-
ical assumptions of our [educational] research. What is a subject, and how can 
we understand relations beyond the analytical frames of the humanities?” The 
special issue in question presents studies on methodological development of 
focus groups using concepts from Gilles Deleuze (Johansson 2014), a specific 
pedagogic relationship between human and horse (Hagström 2014), inter-
ventions into challenging the child as the taken-for-granted subject of early 
childhood research (Ottestad and Rossholt 2014), conflicting ontological as-
sumptions in Swedish policy documents regarding early childhood education 
(Dahlbeck 2014), and the building of an onto-epistemological and methodo-
logical framework where materiality is central in the case of preschool music 
education (K. Holmberg and Zimmerman Nilsson 2014). I also contributed 
to the issue with an article on human-animal relations in teacher education 
on sustainability (Sjögren 2014a). To my understanding, posthumanities ed-
ucation is about dislocating, and questioning, the role of human subjectivity 
in education, together with its history of fostering the human.  

Altogether, a common politically and ethically important focus for posthu-
manities is the questioning of humans at the center of knowledge production. 
This is a particularly interesting and challenging quest for educational re-
search's conventional focus on the educable subject, built on Enlightenment 
ideals of what humanism is (Pedersen 2010a). Theoretically, these posthu-
manities studies are inspired by Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari (Pedersen 
2013; Mazzei 2013; Bodén 2013; Johansson 2014) as well as Karen Barad 
(Rosiek 2013; Hultman and Lenz Taguchi 2010) and approaches from science 
and technology studies in general and actor-network theory in particular 
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(Fenwick and Landri 2012; Ceulemans, Simons, and Struyf 2012). Methodo-
logically, these studies use ethnographic fieldwork (Pedersen 2013; Bodén 
2013) as well as interviews (Mazzei 2013; Hultman and Lenz Taguchi 2010). 
A common denominator is the emphasis on decentering the individual hu-
man subject and attending to the agency of the material and the nonhuman 
world. Relations are highlighted to understand what becomes possible in a 
specific situation (Fenwick and Landri 2012). A recurrent argument concerns 
the importance of the particular, rather than abstract categorizations (Fen-
wick and Landri 2012; Postma 2012; Ceulemans, Simons, and Struyf 2012).  

As an example, Lisa A. Mazzei (2013) strives to think about the qualitative 
interview in new ways; as a simultaneous account for the material and discur-
sive. She sees voices in interviews as “an assemblage, a complex network of 
human and nonhuman agents that exceeds the traditional notion of the indi-
vidual” (2013, 734). She develops the notion of Voices without Organs (VwO) 
inspired by Deleuze and Guattari's alternative account for subjectivity and 
shows how attention must be drawn to how the researcher is becoming to-
gether with the interviewee and forces and desires beyond human control. 
Lotta Johansson (2014) does something similar in her work with focus groups. 
Johansson seeks ways to use the focus group in post-qualitative research 
where voices and what they do are in focus, rather than what the participants 
are saying.  

Another example of posthumanities educational research comes from Helena 
Pedersen (2013, 727 italics in original), who uses critical posthumanities 
analysis to show how the act of slaughter and the act of education become 
inseparable in veterinary education, where emotion and abjection are “an in-
tegral and necessary part of educationalized violence.” She argues that emo-
tional expressions of care and compassion for the slaughter victims encoun-
tered by herself and the veterinary students fail to challenge the slaughter ma-
chinery. Her result shows an interesting duplicity in the mutual entangle-
ments and separation of humans and nonhumans for maintaining this partic-
ular practice. Thus, there are many thoughts in the emerging posthumanities 
educational research area that are of relevance for my study. The most im-
portant contribution for my study is to show the importance and influence of 
the more than human world in education, and the theoretical and ethical am-
bition of decentralizing the human subject in educational research. 
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Research context III: Feminist environmental 
humanities 
The present study investigates the sociocultural aspects of the environmental 
change that are currently addressed in education as well as in official politics, 
scientific reports, news pieces, movies, books, art, etc. An essential point is 
that our understanding of a phenomenon such as sustainable development is 
formed by discourses as well as dreams and fantasies, that is, by that which 
lies beyond reason and the known. This study has, maybe first and foremost, 
been shaped in dialogue with what I would like to call Feminist environmental 
humanities, that is, studies that critically and/or affirmatively seek to deepen 
our understandings of the intersections of nature and culture and their effect 
on the question of what it means to be a situated human in a specific context. 
According to Cecilia Åsberg and Astrida Neimanis (2016), feminist scholar-
ship has a particularly important role to play within the environmental hu-
manities “drawing on long-standing contributions in feminist bioethics, situ-
ated knowledges, science studies, ecofeminisms, environmental justice, and 
contemporary new materialist scholarship, feminist work in the environmen-
tal humanities (…) reject epistemological mastery, and foreground ap-
proaches of care, curiosity, and (…) an ethical stance in relation to both dif-
ferent humans and non-human nature.” Feminist scholars such as Maria Mies 
and Vandana Shiva (1993) and Val Plumwood (1993) have led the way for a 
rigorous critique of Western reason and its role in different relations of dom-
ination, including relations to nature. Furthermore, Stacy Alaimo's work 
(2008; 2010; 2011; 2012) on deconstructing and rethinking gender and race 
as well as the very category of human to form ethically accountable positions 
which take the (unknown) nonhuman world into account has been a great 
inspiration. Astrida Neimanis' (2013) work on developing feminist subjectiv-
ity by thinking through bodies of water – which we cannot fully know – is 
also worth mentioning. Myra Hird (2012) has shown what feminist theory 
has to offer in order to develop an understanding of the epistemological and 
ethical implications of knowing waste. I also find great inspiration in feminist 
researchers' attempts to make feminism relevant for ecological concerns as 
well as making environmental-oriented scholarships aware of what feminist 
theory has to offer (MacGregor 2009; Macgregor 2013; Oppermann 2013; 
Åsberg 2013; Neimanis, Åsberg, and Hedrén 2015). Donna Haraway's (2003; 
2008b; 2015) work on creating feminist figurations and concepts for taking 
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into account both differentiated human and nonhuman dimensions of our ex-
istence is a good example of how these feminist environmental humanities 
ideas have come to matter in different contexts. I will now zoom in on a few 
recent examples: Urban feminist researcher Malin Henriksson (2014), in her 
study of how planners in the Swedish municipality of Helsingborg define sus-
tainable mobility, uses a feminist intersectional framework to study how the 
planners constructed the good traveler through dominating discourses of 
class, gender, and ethnicity. Another example comes from feminist environ-
mental researcher Anna Kaijser (2014), who uses feminist intersectionality 
and posthumanities concepts to show who gets included in constructing le-
gitimate subjects of environmental change in Bolivia. Feminist environmen-
tal researcher Emmy Dahl’s (2014) study on how individuals make sense of 
and negotiate the discourse of individual environmental responsibility in fo-
cus group discussions uses a feminist poststructualist framework. Dahl shows 
how responsibility for the environment becomes an individual moral obliga-
tion rather than a societal obligation. What this field offers most clearly are 
different ways of critically countering the modern Western subject of ration-
ality and purity. Feminist environmental humanities show how differentiated 
subject positions truly are in environmental politics, education, and culture 
(see e.g., Braidotti 2013). 

The aim of this section has been to situate this study in relation to three re-
search contexts: education for sustainability, posthumanities education, and 
feminist environmental humanities. The intersection of these three research 
contexts provides a position for my study and its results. Lastly in this chapter, 
I present the structure of the dissertation. 

Structure of the dissertation 
This dissertation consists of eight chapters. In this introductory chapter, In-
troduction: Sustainability for whom?, I have presented the research problem, 
the context of the study, research aims and questions, and I have situated the 
study in relation to three different relevant areas of research.  

In Chapter 2, Theoretical perspectives: The politics of imagining, I present per-
spectives in the form of four main theoretical assumptions in order to theo-
retically situate the study and contribute to academic conversations about the 
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formations of what sustainability is and whom sustainability is for in educa-
tion. The discussions and assumptions create a theoretical framework for un-
derstanding the politics of the mundane, and for re-politicizing that which we 
tend to see as natural and neutral.  

In Chapter 3, Material and methods: How to study social imaginaries, I introduce 
methodological considerations and choices I have made when carrying out 
this study. I explain my use of focus groups with teacher instructors and how 
I view the material. I also discuss what kind of conclusions I can draw from 
using this particular method.  

In Chapter 4, Who can become sustainability literate?, I set out to examine who 
teacher instructors imagine the teacher student to be, and I examine how 
these discussions create certain ways of envisioning who it is that can become 
knowledgeable through sustainability education. Examining these formations 
more closely is a way to study which subject positions are available to teacher 
education students, and I analyze them in order to map out various available 
ways of being in, and becoming through, education. 

In Chapter 5, The balancing acts of teaching sustainability in a post-political time, 
I identify three balancing acts that appear to generate conflicting and uncom-
fortable subject positions, and also strategies that the teacher instructors can 
use in the domain of sustainability. These balancing acts are operating as the 
teacher instructors, as both role models and mediators of knowledge, are ed-
ucating future generations of teachers. I discuss why the subject positions that 
were made available mostly seem to be considered problematic, and I relate 
this to politics. 

In Chapter 6, The possibility of nonhuman animal encounters in sustainability 
education, I investigate four dimensions in which the teacher instructors re-
late to the question of how it is possible to encounter the nonhuman Other in 
sustainability education. I analyze how the naturalization of understanding 
the nonhuman world as a resource for human use is reinforced and chal-
lenged in the focus groups. I argue that the processes through which human-
animal relations are challenged, negotiated, and legitimized are of considera-
ble importance for understanding which versions of sustainability appear rea-
sonable, and who can be included in sustainability education.  
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In Chapter 7, Imagining the unknown future, I look into how the role of the 
future and the role of education are imagined together in the focus groups. I 
pose questions about what kind of futures are imagined and how these futures 
are handled in education. 

In Chapter 8, Conclusions: The politics of imagining environmental change in ed-
ucation, I turn to the final conclusions of this study. I discuss the main contri-
butions and suggest four ways in which sustainability education can be re-
politicized.
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Chapter 2 

Theoretical perspectives: The politics 
of imagining 

The imagination that allows for emancipation and border cross-
ing is the same faculty that constructs and fixes the borders. In 
both instances, the imagination is 'creative'. The 'creative imagi-
nation' is Janus-faced like modern bourgeois society which, on 
the one hand, promises emancipation but, on the other hand, 
creates borders and boundaries. The imagination is the source of 
freedom, change and emancipation as much as a source of the 
borders and boundaries that emancipation wants to challenge. 
(Stoetzler and Yuval-Davis 2002, 324)  

What teachers should teach is often a matter of public debate. This marks 
teacher education as well as sustainability as two areas of contention. The 
present study investigates sociocultural aspects of sustainability, aspects that 
are also currently addressed in official politics, scientific reports, news pieces, 
movies, books, art, etc. Our understanding of a phenomenon such as sustain-
able development is formed by discursive formations as well as social imagery, 
collective fantasies, public morality, and other nonsensical aspects of social 
life. It can be argued that we filter a lot of common ideas through social cate-
gories, conventions, and norms that may or may not be sensical and factual. 
The aim of this chapter is to present my starting point and the theoretical 
perspective that guides my analysis in order to theoretically situate this study 
and contribute to academic conversations about the formation of what sus-
tainability is and whom it is for in education. The discussions below create a 
theoretical framework for understanding the politics of the mundane, and for 
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re-politicizing that which we tend to see as natural and neutral. Research re-
sponding to environmental change must investigate aspects of both the 
known and the unimaginable in the making of our common future. Ben Di-
bley and Brett Neilson (2010, 144) point out that current discourses on cli-
mate change oscillate between two poles, “between immanent catastrophe 
and the prospect of the renewal; between unimaginable humanitarian disas-
ters and the promise of a green-tech revolution.” Scrutinizing taken-for-
granted assumptions as well as what it means to grapple with the unknown is 
important in order to develop understandings that make room for that which 
lies outside preconceived structures and categories. The concepts and per-
spectives presented below have been chosen to shed light on the study object, 
sustainability in education, from different angles and to provide a framework 
for analyzing and discussing the results of this study.  

The politics of (un)knowing 
My first theoretical assumption is that knowing is possible only from specific, 
situated positions. This makes knowledge situated and bound to who it is that 
knows something. The concept of situated knowledge is often attributed to 
feminist theorist Donna Haraway (1988), who introduced the notion to show 
that the knowing subject always sees and knows from a specific point of view. 
Using the metaphor of vision, Haraway criticizes what she calls “seeing eve-
rything from everywhere” (1988, 581) in favor of a feminist account of objec-
tivity that is about a “particular and specific embodiment” (1988, 582). In this 
way Haraway reformulates what objectivity is and proposes knowledge pro-
duction that is accountable and responsible for the knowledge produced. An 
important aspect of Haraway's argument is to counter relativist claims of “be-
ing nowhere while claiming to be everywhere equally” (1988, 584). For my 
study, Haraway's argument is used to formulate an understanding of 
knowledge as political and embedded in the sense that what one sees from a 
specific viewpoint stipulates what comes to be possible and brought into be-
ing. 

Important to note here is that even knowledge that makes use of the gaze from 
nowhere is situated, although the situatedness is made invisible and the know-
ing subject is not accountable for what comes to be known. In other words, 
the production of knowledge and the claim to know are always intertwined 
with the question of who it is that knows something. In that respect 
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knowledge is always produced from specific positions, and that makes the 
knowing of this world situated and located. The fact that knowing is always a 
process of conscious and unconscious cuts (e.g. delimitations, selections, ig-
norances) makes it quite important to consider both the unknown aspects of 
the world and what we can know. What is it that we leave behind during the 
processes of getting to know something or someone? In making sense of who 
we are?  

Feminist authors, including Donna Haraway (1988, 589), have argued for 
humble knowledge claims through which “partiality not universality” is 
acknowledged. Similar thoughts have been developed further in the writings 
of Stacy Alaimo (2010, 16–17), who introduces the concept of trans-corpore-
ality to argue that “ethical considerations and practices must emerge from a 
more uncomfortable and perplexing place where the 'human' is always al-
ready part of an active, often unpredictable, material world.” Alaimo's con-
cept calls for a variety of epistemologies, among them, knowledge that is me-
diated through scientific findings. The concept of trans-corporeality has clear 
parallels to Haraway's situated knowledges but makes visible the agency of 
the nonhuman environment. As feminist science studies researcher Nina 
Lykke (2009, 38) holds, it is important “to recognize that the knower's em-
bodiment is not only about her/his individual body in a bounded sense, but 
about the unbounded bodily embeddedness in the material, earthly 'environ-
ment'.” Alaimo emphasizes the unknown and unpredictable when seeking 
knowledge that does not try, in an Enlightenment fashion, to master the non-
human world.  

I will continuously elaborate on the political aspects of the unknown in the 
coming chapters and how the “conditions of uncertainty” (Yusoff and Gabrys 
2011, 517) shape what comes to count as knowledge in education for sustain-
ability. In the same vein as feminist philosophers Nancy Tuana and Shannon 
Sullivan (2006, vii, italics in original), I turn to the epistemology of ignorance 
“out of the realization that we cannot fully understand the complex practices 
of knowledge production and the variety of features that account for why 
something is known, without also understanding the practices that account 
for not knowing.” 

Knowing is, to my understanding, a process that is embedded and subjectively 
situated yet collective. Marcel Stoetzler and Nira Yuval-Davis (2002) draw on 
feminist standpoint theory and Haraway's situated knowledges, together with 
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the concept of imagination, to formulate a notion of situated imagination. They 
emphasize knowing and imagining as complementary and equally important 
for “the construction of all kinds of knowledge” (2002, 321). Seeing imagina-
tion not only as a “faculty of the individual” but as “a social faculty” shows the 
importance of the interconnected corporeal body with the society at large. In 
other words, what we can imagine is situated not as an individual experience 
but as a collective force which “[occupies] a place side by side with ra-
tional/scientific knowledge” (2002, 325) and affects what we perceive as pos-
sible and impossible. Below, I will elaborate further on how the concept of 
the imaginary can be used for understanding the formation of sustainability 
in education. 

The politics of social imagination 
My second theoretical assumption is that imagination plays an important role 
in what we might consider possible and desirable to do, to know, to think, to 
feel, and to dream at a certain point in time in a specific society. In what fol-
lows I will argue for the importance of developing theoretical tools for under-
standing the role of imagination in research concerning the intersection of 
sustainability and education. I will do this through the concept of the imagi-
nary, inspired by how its been developed in cultural studies research by, for 
instance, Graham Dawson (1994), Arjun Appadurai (1996), and Kathryn 
Yusoff and Jennifer Gabrys (2011). I turn to the concept of the imaginary be-
cause I have found, while conducting this study, that a sole focus on discourse 
(which is a closely related theoretical turn) needs to be complemented with 
something that can explain and take seriously some of the abject and fantastic 
aspects of forming sustainability. Popular culture, for instance, gives us lan-
guage, images, and references with which to communicate and share apoca-
lyptic narratives and other unforeseen mirrors of modernity. To deal with ab-
ject and fantastic aspects, I treat the focus groups with teacher instructors as 
sites of storytelling about sustainability, where I see the telling of stories as 
necessary means for forming sustainability in order to make it teachable. As 
Haraway (2015, 160) puts it: “It matters which stories tell stories.” In short, 
storytelling is here seen as a means to both forming and making use of social 
imaginaries – systems of imagination (Dawson 1994, 48). I find the concept of 
the imaginary to be useful in this study because of my focus on the formation 
of sustainability in education as an area which so clearly concerns itself with 
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both knowledge and the unknown. In this study, I use the notion of the imag-
inary as a way to study something where knowledge is not the only mode through 
which we come to understand a phenomenon such as sustainability. Imaginaries, 
in my sense of the word, have three components: discursive formations, the 
nonsensical, and subject positions. I will outline the definitions of these con-
cepts below.  

I define discursive formations as structures of meaning and knowing. For exam-
ple, the discursive formation of consumption as a sustainable practice makes 
it possible for most of us to easily recognize and know that Eco-friendly labels 
and recycled goods are regarded as sustainable. It is also through structure of 
meaning and knowing that we can recognize a hamburger as food, for exam-
ple. I define what I call the nonsensical as a fantasy landscape that is used when 
a phenomenon cannot be explained through discursive formations, that is, when 
discursive formations are inadequate to explain what we encounter. Here the 
nonsensical plays the role of helping us to render what we cannot know knowable, 
by activating our (nonsensical) fantasies. For example, I consider being con-
fronted with a scenario of the future extinction of humanity a situation that 
can potentially evoke our fantasy in order to make that which we cannot know 
knowable. Thinking again about how we relate to the hamburger, the non-
sensical can make it possible for us to dwell on the burger next to a pile of 
dead cows as an act of killing (animals). Furthermore, both the discursive for-
mations and the nonsensical produce subject positions, which are positions 
through which someone or something is regarded as a subject, such as a consumer, 
meat-eater, animal, human, woman, etc. In other words, imaginaries contain 
all these different components and are produced collectively, while being sit-
uated and embedded in individuals. Furthermore, imaginaries are shaped rela-
tionally through scientific knowledge production, political decision making, art 
practices, and popular culture. Examples of what an imaginary could be include 
genes, climate change, big data, and epidemic outbreaks. Climate change, for 
instance, contains competing discourses (as shown by Anshelm 2012) as well 
as psychological dimensions of nonsensical fantasies that together “oscillate 
between purposive reason and avoidance of an encounter with the unthinka-
ble and unimaginable” (Dibley and Neilson 2010, 147). These different com-
ponents are part of forming who we are and what we can become in times of 
climate change. The climate change imaginary affects us from many different 
directions: international political acts, scientific reports with global reach, 
disaster movies, and the embodied feeling of warmer temperatures, to name 
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a few. Because climate change is an issue that requires us to grasp both its 
known and unknown aspects, it can also be fruitfully analyzed as an imaginary 
(see e.g., Yusoff and Gabrys 2011).  

Furthermore, my use of the notion of formations refers to a definition from 
Oxford Dictionaries: “the action of forming or process of being formed.” This 
process is not causal and it comes from many different directions. In The Ar-
cheology of Knowledge and the Discourse on Language, the French philosopher 
Michel Foucault (1972, 38) uses the notion of discursive formation to describe 
regularity and order “between objects, types of statement, concepts, or the-
matic choices.” He writes that the rules of formation comprise the condition 
of existence to which these different elements are subjected. Discursive for-
mations in Foucault's writings “work to make speech possible, organize ideas 
and concepts, and produce 'objects of knowledge'” (Danaher, Schirato, and 
Webb 2000, 22). Discursive formations also make use of what lies outside 
them, which makes “silence itself” an integral part of a discourse (Foucault 
1990, 27). As indicated above, I will continuously use the notion of discursive 
formations to refer to statements of regularity and order which produce (“sen-
sical”) objects of knowledge in the focus group conversations. The notion of 
formations, however, is used to describe a more open process since my un-
derstanding of the imaginary also requires something else. This else-thing 
comes up in the discursive twilight zone of grappling with sustainability in 
the focus group conversations. Here I have found that it is essential to con-
sider how things come to matter (see e.g., Barad 2003; Sjögren, Gyberg, and 
Henriksson 2015). When an entity (such as an animal or a weather phenom-
enon) matters unexpectedly and outside the known, when a being (in a broad 
sense) intrudes and insists on mattering, it has the potential to change the 
discursive formation. The discursive formation might be changed, or the un-
expected “outsiders” will pass unnoticed, or will be regarded as unexplained 
or unexplainable. In order to stay with the trouble in the discursive twilight 
zone and to take into account the unknown, uncategorized, and fantastic as-
pects of what was brought up in the conversations, I introduce the notion of 
the nonsensical. It is the mutual existence of discourse formations and some-
thing else – here called the nonsensical, that strongly motivates my focus on 
imaginaries as a concept that pays attention to how situated and embedded 
subject positions are formed in between the known and the unknown. Draw-
ing on Arjun Appadurai (1996), I want to emphasize imagination as both a 
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situated and collective property in global cultural processes of handling sus-
tainability. Appadurai (1996, 31) sees imagination as a new and important 
field of social practice “between sites of agency (individuals) and globally de-
fined fields of possibility” in the context of the last four decades of globaliza-
tion. He ascribes imagination a new role in our contemporary societies, where 
the imagination is a “space of contestation in which individuals and groups 
seek to annex the global into their own practices” (1996, 4). Using one's im-
agination might be seen as necessary for making sustainability teachable. In 
this way, storytelling as an everyday practice makes use of imaginaries as an 
important part of forming what comes to be known. It is by using our imagi-
nation that we can form some kind of knowing of the unknown and uncon-
trolled “by rending it knowable in recognizable terms” (Dawson 1994, 50).  

In line with Dawson (1994, 23) I see that the stories told in the focus groups 
“not only exist in the imagination of the storyteller, but resonate with the ex-
perience of others, as shared, collective identities and realities.” The focus 
groups allow for imaginaries as study objects because I see the focus groups 
as collectives which shed light on “the subject that imagines, and on the way 
in which imaginaries are worked on and through by individuals and groups 
who invest affectively in them, and how they ultimately contribute to change 
and social reproduction” (Dawney 2011, 539). I see the formation of imagi-
naries as crucial for collective social practice situated in individuals. The focus 
group conversations can be seen as a setting in which sustainability in teacher 
education is formed dialogically and collectively. According to Marcel 
Stoetzler and Nira Yuval-Davis (2002, 316 italics in original), imagination is 
both “individual and collective, self- as well as other-directed, a necessary con-
dition as well as the product of the dialogical process involved in the construc-
tion of knowledge.” Dawson (1994, 48) describes imaginaries as systems that 
are independent “of any particular imaginer,” which is also crucial for my 
study of the focus groups as sites of collective imaginings, with connections 
to the surrounding society. In a focus group conversation this means that im-
aginaries are crafted and used collectively through dialogue, and that the 
study becomes concerned with how the group form their understanding of 
sustainability collectively by making use of ideas, discursive formations, and 
the nonsensical that can also be found in society at large. I will make clear in 
the next chapter on material and methods that I make analytical connections 
between the collective storytelling in the focus group and the formation of 
sustainability in society at large. 
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As I have already discussed, imaginaries provide possible subject positions as 
to how one can know oneself in relation to others (Åsberg 2005, 30). The self 
is always crafted in relation to others: “In the transindividual constitution of 
selfhood the imagination plays a vital part” (Rossiter 2002, 84). An important 
argument for using the concept of imaginaries concerns its potential for in-
vestigating which subject positions are formed and made available through 
the collective imagining of sustainability in education. For Kleinian psychoa-
nalysis, which is an important point of departure for Dawson, psychic life is a 
continual struggle to form a whole out of various identifications (Dawson 
1994, 34). For this reason, it can be said to emphasize the constant shaping 
and reshaping of subject positions though imaginaries which contain both dis-
courses and, for me, the nonsensical. Dawson, for example, studies storytell-
ing with clear parallels to conversations in focus groups. He writes: 

In composing a story of the day's events, for example, a complex 
process of selection, ordering and highlighting gives prominence to 
some events over others and interprets their significance, thereby 
making sense of an objective world. At the same time, the telling 
also creates a perspective for the self within which it endeavors to 
make sense of the day, so that its troubling, disturbing aspects may 
be managed, worked through, contained, repressed. (Dawson 1994, 
22 italics added) 

This quote reflects how I would like to understand the focus groups when I 
map the imaginary formed through their conversations. The collective imag-
inary creates positions for the participants, their students, and others, from 
which they can form and negotiate sustainability education between 
knowledge and the unknown. It is a collective and somewhat political process 
through which “some stories can be told, at the expense of others” (Dawson 
1994, 24). It is a process through which sustainability is made sense of, and it 
forms certain subject positions at the expense of others (Åsberg 2005, 31). 
Penny Rossiter (2002, 84) uses Morira Gatens and Genevieve Lloyd's reading 
of Spinoza to argue that the role of imagination in social life is to understand 
who we are: “To be an individual self is to be inserted into economies of affect 
and imagination which bind us to others in relations of joy and sadness, love 
and hate, co-operation and antagonism” (Gatens and Lloyd cited in Rossiter 
2002, 84). In other words, the forming of possible subject positions is done 
through collective imaginings that contain both science and popular culture, 
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and imaginaries play an important role in who we are and what we can be-
come. 

Imaginaries have the potential both to reproduce structures and norms and 
to craft something new. My understanding of the imaginary is that it is a re-
lational space under formation, in education and elsewhere, which recog-
nizes the interplay between the perceptual and material world, the individual 
and society. Imaginaries may play an important role in reshaping societies 
and environments and in making room also for the unknown and that which 
lies beyond reason or beyond that which we find reasonable and rational (see 
e.g., Webb 2013). In that way, it suits the ambition of this study, which is to 
re-politicize the mundane and trivial, that which we usually do not see as con-
tested or political. Yusoff and Gabrys (2011, 516 italics in original) define im-
agination “as a way of seeing, sensing, thinking, and dreaming the formation 
of knowledge, which creates the condition for material interventions in and 
political sensibilities of the world.” In other words, imaginaries are crucial for 
both the possibility of becoming and acting in this world. In this respect they 
are also political. My understanding of the imaginary, then, is that an imagi-
nary is central to the questions of who we are and what we can know. I find 
these questions to be essential in a time of environmental change, which 
might contain an opening to include nature and the nonhuman world into 
our common imaginary of society (see e.g., Lotz-Sisitka 2010, 137). My 
posthumanities imperative has prompted me to search for theoretical tools 
that can include the irrational, the unknown – aspects that are not conven-
tionally associated with what it means to be human (see e.g., Neimanis, Ås-
berg, and Hedrén 2015). 

A relevant question asked by Penny Rossiter (2002, 85) is whether we should 
talk about one imaginary or many; is it “the social imaginary” or “social imag-
inaries”? Cornelius Castoriadis, for instance, talks about the social imaginary 
as a central imaginary with peripheral imaginaries, specific to every single 
society (Stoetzler and Yuval-Davis 2002, 322). One important dimension 
with Graham Dawson's understanding, as presented above, is his focus on in-
terlinked cultural imaginaries. The focus in this study, however, is on the sus-
tainability imaginary in education. How this imaginary is formed is an empir-
ical question in this study. 
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Imaginaries as a concept is, according to some, “being thrown in casually, but 
usually left unexplained” (Stoetzler and Yuval-Davis 2002, 316). Indeed, im-
aginary is used in many different contexts but presumably with different un-
derstandings and with varieties such as cultural imaginaries (Dawson 1994), 
social imaginaries (Taylor 2002), technoscientific imaginaries (Marcus 
1995), and sociotechnical imaginaries (Jasanoff and Kim 2009; Jasanoff and 
Kim 2013). To me, however, imaginaries are important for who and how one 
can become a subject of sustainability education, and imaginaries relate to 
politics in an ontological and epistemological sense. Now, I will illuminate 
how subject positions can be understood as crafted relationally, with political 
and ethical consequences, with the help of authors from, first, feminist sci-
ence studies, and then, philosophy of education. 

Feminist interventions into what counts as 
nature 
The third theoretical assumption in this study is a feminist understanding that 
sustainability formations take place in between culture and nature/the envi-
ronment as an ongoing process of differentiation with social and political con-
sequences. The nature/culture divide represents one of the most powerful 
metaphors in the history of Western knowledge production. Feminist theo-
rists, who have traditionally been involved in deconstructing the nature/cul-
ture divide in terms of gender and sex, have also come to include categories 
such as race, class, sexuality, functionality, and nonhuman animals and 
“earth-others” (Lykke 2009; Lykke 2010; Birke 2012). The critique and scru-
tinization of how the production of Otherness works also include the nonhu-
man world by looking into how boundaries between nature and culture are 
produced, maintained, or challenged in specific contexts. The conceptualiza-
tion of what constitutes nature and environment has wide-ranging conse-
quences for social and political relations. Donna Haraway (2008a, 158) holds 
that “[w]e must find another relationship to nature besides reification, pos-
session, appropriation, and nostalgia.” She voices this argument against the 
background of how nature as the ultimate and absolute other has played a 
significant role in histories of colonialism, racism, sexism, and class domina-
tion (2008a, 157–158). Haraway argues that nature “is not the Other who 
offers origin, replenishment, and service. Neither mother, nurse, lover, nor 
slave, nature is not matrix, resource, mirror, or tool for reproduction of the 
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odd, ethnocentric, phallogocentric, putatively universal being called Man” 
(2008a, 159). Against this background, it is not difficult to recognize that the 
history of Western knowledge production holds a problematic relation to na-
ture as an object for human use and abuse. Thus, the idea of “pure nature” in 
opposition to “culture” should not be taken for granted but can be seen as an 
ongoing process of purifying nature and separating it from culture. The sepa-
ration between nature and culture can be seen as a process where nature and 
culture are made into different categories with ethical and political conse-
quences (T. Holmberg 2005, 40; Hedrén 2002, 300). One important theoret-
ical inspiration for understanding this divide and its consequences comes 
from authors within feminist theory in general (see e.g., Plumwood 1993; 
MacGregor 2009; Macgregor 2013; Oppermann 2013), and authors from 
feminist science studies in particular (see e.g., Alaimo 2010; Haraway 2008a; 
Haraway 2008b; Åsberg 2013; Neimanis, Åsberg, and Hedrén 2015). I bring 
in the work of these authors because of feminist theory's genealogy of paying 
attention to how power and norms operate in ordering the world with conse-
quences for those inhabiting it.  

Feminist theorists have long noted that the separation of “human” (as cul-
ture) from “nature” (free from culture) has allowed for a whole range of prob-
lematic knowledge practices and otherings of all those who have not fit into 
the narrow category of culture (Oppermann 2013). Feminist environmental-
ists and feminist science studies researchers such as Stacy Alaimo (2010) have 
argued for the importance of understanding that nature is not “out there” but 
always already within ourselves. Animals, plants, genes, and bacteria (which 
exist within the human body) are also involved in reading and de/coding the 
world. This realization implies a focus on natureculture continuums with an 
opening for the inclusion of nonhuman dimensions such as the environment 
and other natural forces. Donna Haraway (2008a, 158), for example, argues 
that “all the partners in the potent conversations that constitute nature must 
find a new ground for making meanings together.” Haraway (2008b, 138) has 
suggested a focus on natureculture; “of being in technoculture that join cells 
and people in a dance of becoming” instead of a binary separation of the con-
cepts. Two of the analytical chapters in this study (Chapter 4 and Chapter 5) 
focus mostly on humans and human practices. However, these practices can-
not be seen as completely separated from beings and forces of the nonhuman 
world.  
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Understandings of nature are politically loaded but often post-politically nat-
uralized and difficult to question. The longing for a pure and pristine nature 
has a long history in modern Western societies (Lidskog and Sundqvist 2011, 
41). Including nonhuman agency (such as nonhuman animals, the environ-
ment, objects, technology) and new concepts of subjectivity in social theory 
can be seen as a continuation of the feminist critique and theorizing of how 
various Others (women, indigenous people, animals, etc.) are “othered” in 
relation to specific norms of what a human is – norms that often rely on a 
perfected healthy, white, educated man (Åsberg 2012). Feminist theorist Rosi 
Braidotti (2013, 26) writes that the idea of the human is based on a specific 
norm about what “human” means by “transposing a specific mode of being 
human into a generalized standard, which acquires transcendent values as the 
human: from male to masculine onto human as the universalized format of 
humanity” (Braidotti 2013, 26). Boundaries have been used and reproduced 
in order to both include and exclude certain bodies and beings as belonging 
to the nature and/or culture sphere (T. Holmberg 2005). However, the cur-
rent environmental crisis reveals more clearly than ever that these clear dis-
tinctions are far from stable and certain. For example, by examining the mak-
ing of certain relations in the focus groups which involve both humans and 
animals (in Chapter 6), I discuss how certain relations allow for ethical rela-
tions while others close off such possibilities. I ask under which conditions it 
is possible to include nonhuman subject positions in education aimed at cre-
ating more sustainable societies. In these discussions I draw on the challenges 
nonhuman animals pose to the liberal tradition's understanding of the subject 
as human, rational, and active (Wolfe 2008). By devoting one of the chapters 
to human-animal relations, I analyze specifically how the naturalization of 
understanding the nonhuman world as a resource for human use is reinforced 
and challenged in the focus groups. Indeed, one of the “most radical poten-
tial[s] of the arts and humanities is the ability to constitute alternative possi-
bilities to neoliberal approaches to the environment” (Yusoff and Gabrys 
2011, 519). A careful and simultaneously generous and suspicious reading 
strategy, as suggested by Haraway (1992, 326), might make this possible. 

Another analytical chapter (Chapter 7) focuses on the possibility of ethical 
encounters with the Other through understandings of the future as unpre-
dictable or unknown. How natureculture relations are ordered has ethical and 
political consequences for various humans and nonhumans who are co-evolv-
ing and entangled in the making of environmental problems and practices of 
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sustainability. This is why it is important to investigate and intervene into 
how these natureculture relations are imagined. 

The Other in education 
My fourth, and last, theoretical assumption is that education produces and 
relates to Otherness in different ways, and how these relations are made has 
ethical as well as political consequences. By focusing on the relation as the 
smallest unit of analysis in educational studies, I bring in a framework for 
critically investigating who gets to be included in the formation of sustaina-
bility in Swedish teacher education, that is, who gets to be a subject. I will 
now discuss education as an arena of relations which makes certain subject 
positions possible and others impossible.  

Education crafts subjects, but the kind of subject positions education makes 
possible depends to a large extent on which views of education are dominant 
in society (see e.g., Todd 2003; Biesta 2006b; Popkewitz 2008; Aman 2014). 
Educational philosopher Gert Biesta (2006b) sees education as an arena that 
can enable us to become in relation to others we encounter in education. 
Biesta further criticizes humanism, since humanism, according to him, en-
tails an entrenchment of who the educable subject is – prior to becoming in 
relation to others. According to Biesta, modern education is based on a close 
association between rationality, autonomy, and education, which together 
form the “Holy Trinity of the Enlightenment project” (Biesta 2006b, 15 my 
translation from the Swedish). The answer to the question of what it means 
to be human creates exclusions, which make any understanding of subject 
positions beyond the idea of the human difficult. Such exclusions can be re-
garded as potentially unsustainable in light of environmental change, since 
an anthropocentric perspective risks devastating consequences for both hu-
man and nonhuman life (Hinchliffe et al. 2005, 43). Biesta's work is situated 
in an anthropocentric tradition, but his critique of humanism can be used to 
develop a non-anthropocentric approach to education. Anthropocentric as-
sumptions make human activity and survival the focus for sustainability issues 
(Alaimo 2012). As a result, sustainability risks evoking “an environmentalism 
without an environment, an ecology devoid of living creatures other than hu-
man beings” (Alaimo 2012, 562). However, Biesta (2006b, 19 my translation 
from the Swedish) holds that “the challenge to overcome humanism is also a 
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crucial challenge for education.” We are now in a time when we need to re-
think the educable subject in non-anthropocentric terms (Pedersen 2010b; 
Ceder 2015). A wide focus on difference as a ground for ethical relations can 
be found in Biesta's writings, as he claims that education should promote “the 
commonality of those who do not have anything in common” (Biesta 2006b, 
69 my translation from the Swedish). Finding new ways of relating to the 
Other is clearly essential. In 1948 Emmanuel Levinas was already writing 
about the Other as another individual, unknowable to the self, while Simon 
De Beauvoir introduced the notion of the Other in 1949 as a construction in 
opposition to the self (Brons 2015, 74). Educational philosopher Sharon Todd 
(2003) uses a Levinasian understanding of ethics as an account for the Other's 
absolute alterity. Todd (2003, 2) sees Otherness as an “absolute and unknow-
able difference” to which responding, rather than understanding, is essential 
in order to enter an ethical relation of education. Education can be violent, 
harmful, and totalizing, but instead of asking what education ought to be (as 
if there could be one model that fits all), Todd (2003, 29) asks us to pose the 
question of “what makes ethics possible in education in the first place”? Re-
lations to Others in themselves constitute a condition for learning, and it 
could be argued that the purpose of education is to become (something/some-
one new) with others (2003, 18).  

There is an interesting duplicity in Todd's view on the relation to the Other 
as both a relation of alterity (where borders between the self and the Other 
can be maintained) and as a condition for transforming the self (where at least 
the borders of the self have to be changed). Relating to the Other as absolutely 
unknowable may change us in ways we can never know beforehand. In par-
ticular, her point about the important ethical difference between learning 
about the Other and learning from the Other has parallels to previous discussions 
in this chapter of turning to how difference is made. This differentiation re-
lates to who or what is becoming significant in the sustainability imaginary. 
Knowing about the Other represents a rather colonizing notion of embracing 
the Other by erasing difference. Knowing from the Other is instead a mode 
in which the borders between the self and the Other are maintained. As I read 
this, understanding the Other is not a favorable mode or approach but, rather, 
“encountering the unknowable mystery of the Other means to be for her” 
(2003, 52–53). Is the teacher instructors' relation to Otherness (whether the 
Other is a student, an animal or the unknown future) within the sustainability 
imaginary one that avoids “reducing the Other to me” (2003, 15), or is it a 
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relation to Otherness that reduces and erases difference? These are questions 
I will discuss further in the following chapters. How subject positions are 
formed through educational relations in the formation of sustainability is thus 
very much an ethical question. 

The discussions above form the theoretical framework of this study. Four 
main theoretical assumptions summarize my theoretical stance: My first the-
oretical assumption is that knowing is possible only from specific, situated 
positions. This makes knowledge situated and bound to who it is that knows 
something. My second theoretical assumption is that imagination plays an 
important role in what we might consider possible and desirable to do, to 
know, and to feel at a certain point in time, which connects knowledge and 
the nonsensical to that which we can imagine. The third theoretical assump-
tion is a feminist understanding that sustainability formations take place in 
between culture and nature/the environment as an ongoing process of differ-
entiation with social and political consequences. My fourth, and last, theoret-
ical assumption is that education produces and relates to Otherness in differ-
ent ways, and how these relations are made has ethical consequences. The 
assumptions that I present above provide a framework for analyzing and dis-
cussing the results of the empirical study.  

The next chapter will outline the materials and methods I have chosen in or-
der to study the sustainability imaginary in education.
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Chapter 3 

Material and methods: How to study 
social imaginaries 

It matters which stories tell stories, which concepts think con-
cepts. Mathematically, visually, and narratively, it matters which 
figures figure figures, which systems systematize systems.  
(Haraway 2015, 160) 

Imagination is a social and collective field situated in individuals. In this 
study, I conduct focus groups as a methodological strategy to study the collec-
tive formation of sustainability in education. A focus group is a small number 
of people who meet on one occasion to discuss a specific topic. The group is 
led by a moderator, who introduces the topic and facilitates the discussion. 
Focus groups generate data with a “collective quality” that goes beyond opin-
ions expressed by a single individual (Wibeck 2002, 50). The group processes 
can be used in order to study ongoing negotiations and formations of a spe-
cific phenomenon. The focus group discussions can allow participants to pose 
questions to each other, and the group dynamic can take the discussion in 
unexpected directions (Kitzinger and Barbour 1999, 4; Wibeck 2010, 52). 
The approach chosen for this study is rooted in the notion that a phenomenon 
is never finished, but rather is constantly becoming. Thus, examining collec-
tive processes of formations can help us develop deeper understandings of 
specific issues, including sustainability in education. The advantage of con-
ducting focus groups, as opposed to individual interviews, is that the group 
discussions can be said to constitute “thinking societies in miniature” 
(Jovchelovitch cited in Wibeck, Dahlgren, and Öberg 2007, 250). In other 
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words, ideas voiced in focus groups can be seen as both using and forming 
imaginaries circulating in society at large. In this chapter I introduce meth-
odological considerations and choices I have made while carrying out this 
study. I also discuss the types of conclusions I can draw by using this particu-
lar method. 

Focus groups as a methodological strategy 
A single question has guided me throughout this study: What is sustainability 
in education? In order to answer this question, which at first glance might 
look simple, I have had to consider methodological choices and analytical 
strategies on different levels. During this study I conducted a total of eight 
focus group interviews with teacher instructors in universities and colleges in 
Sweden. I was considering ethnographic fieldwork as a suitable research 
method at the beginning of my research project. After a pilot study I carried 
out during the spring of 2011, where I conducted individual interviews with 
key figures at four Swedish universities that offer comprehensive teacher ed-
ucation programs, I came to reconsider my choice of method. In the pilot 
study, I focused on how the notion of sustainable development was defined 
and negotiated by these key figures in their work with the latest teacher edu-
cation reform, a reform that was implemented in 2011. It turned out that sus-
tainable development was not a very prominent or highlighted area in the lo-
cal implementation processes. As a consequence, I had to consider other 
methods than ethnography since sustainability appeared to be marginalized 
in the ongoing reform process, according to my pilot study. I suspected that 
an ethnography would be difficult if I could not locate sustainability in the 
new teacher education structure. In other words, I needed to develop a meth-
odological strategy through which I could locate sustainability in education.  

In-depth interviews in qualitative research can give the researcher access to 
information and processes that would otherwise be inaccessible. The ad-
vantage of focus groups compared to individual interviews, which is a more 
common method in the social sciences, is the possibility of opening up the 
group discussion for surprises and questions that the interviewer could not 
have anticipated beforehand. Furthermore, relating to a professional role and 
practice can be further highlighted when the participants are recruited and 
appealed to in their professional role. With this in mind, I recruited teacher 
instructors to reflect on how sustainability can be handled in the practices of 
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teacher education. I wanted to create methodological prerequisites for the 
practitioners to define and grapple with how to handle this concept, since 
stipulating a definition of sustainability before carrying out the study would 
go against the aim and objectives I had in mind.  

Communication researcher Victoria Wibeck (2010) argues for the usefulness 
of focus groups in qualitative research when researchers wish to study a topic 
that might be hard to grasp using other research methods. She further argues 
for focus groups as a suitable method when the researcher would like the par-
ticipants to have an active role in posing questions throughout the interview 
(Wibeck 2010, 52). Jenny Kitzinger and Rosaline S. Barbour (1999, 4) under-
line that focus groups are different from other group interviews because of 
the researcher’s use of interaction to produce and generate empirical data. An 
advantage of focus groups in this case is that the participants often tend to ask 
each other questions, which is beneficial when the interviewer is initially un-
sure of what questions to ask (Wibeck 2010, 52; Kvale and Brinkmann 2009, 
166). Thus, the agenda is not entirely governed by the researcher, but pro-
vides the possibility of an open ending to what might come up during the dis-
cussions. This aspect suits my focus on imaginaries formed and re-formed by 
both discursive formations and the nonsensical. Kathryn Yusoff and Jennifer 
Gabrys (2011, 518) claim that the “process of imagining and enacting future 
worlds encompasses the metaphorical, ethical, material, and imaginative reg-
isters through which environmental understanding emerge.” Finding a way 
to study the formation of these imaginative registers is the purpose of my 
methodological design.  

Focus groups have been suggested as a method suitable for feminist-oriented 
research, since focus groups can destabilize the sometimes unequal power re-
lation between the researching subject and her/his study object (Wilkinson 
1999). Although the set-up of a focus group can allow the participants to ques-
tion and criticize the researcher’s research questions, interview questions, 
and choice of method (which indeed happened in some of the focus groups I 
conducted), the group processes produce a number of relations that have the 
potential to both reproduce and challenge unequal power relations. 

The methodological choice to use focus groups makes it possible to remain 
relatively open to what the participants bring up throughout the discussions, 
considering the ongoing process of situating and handling sustainable devel-
opment in teacher education. Remaining open to what the participants 
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brought up during the discussions was important to me when I began working 
with this project. Wibeck, Dahlgren, and Öberg (2007, 250) argue that focus 
groups can be seen as learning spaces and “participant-centered activities” 
(251). As a moderator of the groups, I generally spoke as little as possible dur-
ing the discussions. I did intervene, however, by introducing a poem and var-
ious images during the interviews, strategies that I will discuss further below. 
I often remained relatively silent during the focus group discussions, listening 
actively and taking notes. The last focus group I conducted, in May 2013, was 
slightly different. Here, I was more active than in previous groups, and more 
inclined to test conclusions from previous groups by asking questions and for-
mulating ideas. The last group had fewer participants than the previous 
groups as one participant cancelled at the last minute, which also played into 
my level of activity. 

Interview guide and stimulus material  
The interview guide I used was based on the strategy of conducting unstruc-
tured focus groups, although within a specified, limited framework (see e.g., 
Wibeck 2010, 56–58). The interview guide was prepared based on the idea of 
using the focus groups as relatively open forums for discussing and elaborat-
ing on the handling of sustainable development in teacher education. How-
ever, the focus groups created a focused frame for the discussion, both in the 
way I formulated the invitation to the potential participants and how I intro-
duced the method of using focus groups. The participants were all invited in 
their role as teacher instructors handling sustainability in some way, which 
was a role they continuously related to throughout the discussions. 

The loose interview guide was structured around three main themes: Teacher 
education's relevance to sustainable development, Experiences of sustainable 
development in teacher education, and Knowledge and sustainable develop-
ment. I had a short paragraph in the interview guide introducing each theme. 
Apart from the three themes, I also had an initial section in the guide intro-
ducing the research project and another part where the participants, myself 
included, introduced themselves to each other. In introducing themselves, 
the participants were asked to specify the area of teacher education (sub-
jects(s), age group) they were involved in. At the end of the interviews, I also 
asked a question about what they had found most important during our dis-
cussion. During one interview I tried a different strategy and asked instead 
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what they would take with them from the discussion. For each theme I had a 
number of questions to ask in case the discussion started to fade, but it turned 
out that such prompts were not needed for most parts of each focus group 
since the discussions were often lively. Furthermore, the participants often 
asked each other questions without my verbal intervention. 

Two of the themes were introduced by stimulus material, including a poem 
and nine pages of 23 images representing different concepts and tensions re-
lated to sustainable development in education. These types of material are 
often used in focus groups (Kitzinger and Barbour 1999, 11–12; Wibeck 2010, 
78–79). When introducing the theme Teacher education's relevance to sustain-
able development, I used a comical poem in Swedish. The poem that I handed 
out and read is called “More of everything”1 and it elaborates on the difficul-
ties teachers have in handling requests to cover many areas and subjects in 
education. 

I gave each participant a slide with the poem and I also read the poem out 
loud in all groups. I picked this particular poem as part of the stimulus mate-
rial because it draws attention to many of the different responsibilities that 
education and teachers are assumed to take on regarding various topics that 
could or should be handled in education. The poem also touches upon the 
teachers' responsibility to prioritize between these areas and topics. Sustain-
able development is not mentioned explicitly in this poem, although several 
related areas are, such as environmental degradation, the risk of smoking, the 
harvesting of mushrooms, women's movements, religion, art, technology, and 
so on. By introducing the poem, I wanted to give the participants a frame for 
talking about the responsibilities of education as well as practices of prioritiz-
ing among several demands on educational content: 

 

                                                             
1 In Swedish: “Mera av allt”, written by Olof Hammarlund and published in the 

Swedish Government Official Report Skola för bildning (SOU 1992:94). 
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Mera av allt 
 
 
I kö står önskemålen 
vid skolans kunskapsdisk: 
mera om alkoholen, 
mera om rökningens risk,  
mer om det aktuella,  
mer om historiens gång,  
mer om det sexuella,  
mer om musik och sång,  
mera teknikundervisning,  
mera om konstens mission  
och (mot andliga värdens förlisning)  
mera religion,  
mer om miljöförstöring,  
mer om förvällning av svamp,  
mer om mopedrengöring,  
mera om kvinnokamp,  
mera om konstgjord andning,  
mera om allt häromkring,  
ja, mer om allt i skön blandning  
och mindre av 
ingenting. 
Man nödgas vara flexibel  
I detta konglomerat 
Och läsa sin läroplansbibel  
Ibland som en viss potentat 

More of everything  
(literal translation) 
 
The wishes are queued up 
at the school counter: 
more about alcohol, 
more about the risk of smoking, 
more about the breaking news, 
more about the paths of history, 
more about sexuality, 
more about music and songs, 
more about technology teaching, 
more about the mission of art, 
and (against moral collapse) 
more about religion, 
more about environmental degradation, 
more about how to harvest mushrooms, 
more about how to clean a scooter, 
more about the women's movement, 
more about artificial respiration, 
and everything around us 
yes, everything in a nice mix 
and less of  
nothing at all. 
You need to be flexible 
in this conglomerate. 
And read the curriculum bible 
sometimes as a master. 

 
I introduced the last main theme, Knowledge and sustainable development, 
through different images. My work with this part of the stimulus material was 
inspired by sociologist Jukka Törrönen (2002), who argues for the usefulness 
of images (and other stimulus texts such as film, news, and historical sources) 
in qualitative interviews. Törrönen (2002, 359) argues that a stimulus text in 
an interview “creates a fruitful tension between externalized, objectified cul-
ture and subjective, situational meaning-giving.” Törrönen's work is in dia-
logue with semiotic readings of images used in communication studies (see 
e.g., Fiske 1990) as well as the writings on signs by Charles S. Peirce (1955). 
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Similar to the poem above, the images chosen are meant to illustrate and em-
body potential tensions when making sustainable development teachable in 
education. The images and photos represent interpretations – my interpreta-
tions – of different concepts and tensions related to sustainable development 
in education. In a strategy from the United Nations Economic Commission 
for Europe (UNECE), key themes from education for sustainable develop-
ment are described as follows:  

Key themes of SD [sustainable development, my comment] in-
clude among other things poverty alleviation, citizenship, peace, 
ethics, responsibility in local and global contexts, democracy and 
governance, justice, security, human rights, health, gender eq-
uity, cultural diversity, rural and urban development, economy, 
production and consumption patterns, corporate responsibility, 
environmental protection, natural resource management and bi-
ological and landscape diversity. Addressing such diverse themes 
in ESD [education for sustainable development, my comment] 
requires a holistic approach. (UNECE 2005, 4) 

These broad, all-inclusive themes need to be interpreted and made teachable 
in practice. I have developed methodological strategies to tease out different 
tensions that occur through the process of making sustainability teachable. In 
order to do this, I selected the images after reading the document quoted 
above as well as other policy documents regarding education for sustainabil-
ity. One such policy document is the latest Swedish curriculum, which has 
several passages elaborating on sustainable development, both for the general 
educational goals and for different subjects (Lgr11); these passages, in my 
reading, contain many of the tensions I have tried to show through the im-
ages.  

An image can be used to illustrate a situation that can be interpreted by dif-
ferent discursive formations. Moreover, images also allow the interpreter to 
draw on aspects of the nonsensical in ways that questions such as “What is 
sustainable development?” cannot achieve. Images are useful as part of con-
temporary societies' significant visual cultures, where visual media are central 
to many aspects of our everyday life (Mirzoeff 2009). Studies of visual cul-
tures seek to understand “the visual construction of the social field” (Mitchell 
2005, 345), and analyzing visual culture is about being situated “in the midst 
of conflict” (Mirzoeff 2009, 2). As part of these cultures, visual images are 
central to contemporary life and are everywhere around us: on cereal boxes, 
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on shower gels, in our smart-phones, in social media interactions, in ads we 
encounter on public transit, in news we read and watch, in entertainment we 
consume, etc. The visual cultural aspects of our lives are salient for under-
standing the resources we can access when we form our understandings of 
almost any phenomenon (see e.g., Bryld and Lykke 2000). Although this 
study is not a study of images, I consider visual aspects of contemporary life 
to be salient for understanding social imaginaries and I use images in order to 
ask open-ended questions. In other words, my ambition in selecting the im-
ages for this study was to offer different frames for discussing sustainability 
in education.  

Törrönen (2002) discusses three different aims of using images and other 
stimulus material in an interview: as clues, as microcosms (icons), or as provok-
ers. While developing the interview guide I was inspired to use the images as 
either microcosms or provokers. As mentioned above, Törrönen builds on the 
work of American philosopher Charles S. Peirce (1955, 104), who classified 
signs as either icons, indexes, or symbols. Although images always are iconic 
in the sense that they depict something real, I suggest that each of the semi-
otic readings of the images in this study may be seen as either icons or sym-
bols, depending on the context and the interpreter (see e.g., Törrönen 2002, 
345). In my interpretation, many images can be seen as microcosms (icons), 
which put some aspects of sustainable development in the foreground while 
hiding others. Using stimulus material as microcosms in a study means, ac-
cording to Törrönen (2002, 359), that we “construct iconic representations 
of the studied object and encourage the interviewees to express their values, 
ideals and subject positions in relation to it.” Törrönen argues that stimulus 
texts as microcosms can be selected from a different level of abstraction. Fur-
thermore, I developed some series of images as provokers (as both icons and 
symbols that relate to cultural conventions) that “question the cultural con-
ventions of the phenomenon under examination” (Törrönen 2002, 359). I 
tried to create some provoking expressions that show some “carnivalistic ele-
ments, marginal phenomena, transgressive activities or extreme experiences” 
(2002, 357) in the selected images to further tease out the tensions of sustain-
ability education.  

On the one hand, images are just pixels on paper, and on the other hand, we 
live in a visual culture that makes images a very important part of how we 
make sense of the world. In order to access and question what is taken for 
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granted, I have chosen visual materials that can help to challenge established 
social norms and conventions regarding sustainable development in educa-
tion. In communication studies, the concept of redundancy is used to describe 
high predictability in a message, whereas entropy is used to explain a message 
that is highly unpredictable (Fiske 1990, 10–12). These concepts have been 
helpful for me when selecting images. By contrasting images with a high level 
of redundancy to others with a high level of entropy, I have aimed at illustrat-
ing contrasts that can be used to stimulate discussions about sustainability. 
As Törrönen (2002, 357) writes: “By using substitute worlds in a provocative 
way in the interviews one can evoke forms of orders, boundaries and periph-
eral areas that are connected to the world view, values, identities and lines of 
action of the interviewees.” As an example of this, I included one image show-
ing a dead sow and piglets, which created strong reactions in most groups. 
The selection of the image clearly had an impact on steering the discussion to 
include nonhuman animals, which will be discussed further in Chapter 6. My 
selection of images has been in line with recommendations that stimulus ma-
terial should preferably be provocative or evoke emotional involvement “by 
containing a certain opinion or some kind of contrast or tension” (Dahlgren 
and Öberg 2001, 278). 

During one of the focus groups, one participant, Dan, said “we are supposed 
to work with sustainable development: but what is it actually?” Others ex-
pressed similar concerns. Nevertheless, all of the focus groups were taking 
part in forming sustainability, as will be evident in the following chapters, 
which leads me to believe that the images were useful in facilitating the dis-
cussion, posing visual questions about what aspects of sustainability the par-
ticipants recognized or found inaccurate. In selecting images to represent dif-
ferent aspects of sustainability my ambition was to find images that were rich 
in meaning. By “rich in meaning” I mean images that I thought would evoke 
microcosms and/or something provoking in relation to sustainability, and im-
ages that depicted both redundant and entropic aspects of sustainability. This 
strategy is in line with my theoretical interest in imaginaries as systems of 
imagination that contain both discursive formations and the nonsensical. Es-
tablishing or negotiating the meaning of a specific image can be a conflictual 
process. Arguably, all images are meaningful in some way, and there can be 
many forms of meaning ascribed to one image. However, the selection and 
presentation of images helped to situate me (in Haraway’s sense of the word) 
as a researcher, and made my readings of sustainability visible and available 
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for the focus group participants to question. Indeed, visual images can be seen 
as “normative statements portraying a particular way of sensing the world” 
(O’Neill and Smith 2014, 83). In this study they can serve as means for re-
politicizing sustainability. When presenting the images to the participants, I 
always asked if they found that there were missing aspects. In several groups, 
participants criticized the images as too anthropocentric, too dualistic, or too 
negative, but there were also comments to the contrary – stating that the im-
ages were well chosen and recognizable. Although the selection of images 
could certainly have been done differently, and with a different vision, I read 
these different reactions to be in line with the theoretical assumption about 
the entanglements of situated yet collective ways in which we can imagine 
sustainability. Our interpretations might be personal and contextual, but 
never disconnected from collective and social aspects of knowing and imag-
ining. My interest in the sustainability imaginary motivated me to choose the 
method of using images, as “images have been crucial to the narrative of cli-
mate change in popular imagination” (Yusoff and Gabrys 2011, 521), which 
should also be the case for sustainability. Images rather than oral questions 
may also have the potential to evoke open associations and nonsensical inter-
pretations as individuals attempt to grasp the relation between the known and 
the unknown. I view the images as facilitators of the discussions, similar to 
but more open than the use of interview questions in conventional social sci-
ence research. I selected images from the various sources available on the In-
ternet, where most of the photographers or creators are unknown, which un-
fortunately means that I lack the right to republish most of them in the study. 
Instead, hyperlinks are provided for images available online in Appendix A. 

I began my search for images by studying the visual material of different pub-
lications on education for sustainable development, published on the home 
page of the Swedish National Agency for Education. Most of the images I 
found showed healthy white children playing in various school environments 
or in outdoor “nature” scenes (with a high level of redundancy). These images 
seemed to be icons of happiness, freedom, and well-being (see e.g., Lindgren 
2013). I began to ask which sustainable development issues or versions were 
excluded from the agency's visual illustrations (with a high level of entropy). 
It was with the aim of finding potential tensions that I began my work select-
ing the images to be used as stimulus materials. 
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In order to select images, the researcher must first make a translation or in-
terpretation of the phenomenon being studied. The important point for me 
here is that this interpretation work is to be made explicit for the reader, con-
sidering that the choices of images and the idea behind them is a crucial part 
of the interpretation process. The images in this study were selected for the 
purpose of showing the contrasts and tensions embedded in the notion of sus-
tainable development, drawn from my reading of previous research and stud-
ies. The 23 selected images cover the following tensions: North-South, Indi-
vidual-Collective Responsibility, Nature-Culture, Global-Local, Policy-Prac-
tice, Rich-Poor, Doomsday-Future Optimism, Technological Optimism-Skep-
ticism, Human-Machine-Animal. I suggest that these tensions are related to 
the multifaceted concept of sustainable development. There are of course 
other areas, issues, and complexities that could have been brought up, which 
would be the case for oral questions as well. Below, I present the semiotic 
readings I produced when I developed the image series to be used as stimulus 
material in the focus groups.  

North-South (provoker): Two of the photos are from the Swedish 
National Agency for Education's website (headline: Sustainable 
Development) and show two white boys climbing trees, and 
three white children wearing reflective vests right next to a bio-
dynamic package of flour or muesli. The lower images are from 
Wikipedia's portal for sustainable development and illustrate 
children in contrasting environments: dark-skinned children 
who reside on a garbage dump (or similar) and a group of young 
brown women who are sitting on a floor in a teaching/learning 
situation. The images are intended to illustrate various aspects 
of nature and learning environments, displaying and questioning 
the North-South dualism, which is one of the tensions I believed 
that the teacher instructors may have to work with. Here I 
wanted to illuminate the colonial heritage's role in shaping our 
current lives. 
 
Individual-Collective Responsibility (microcosm): These images are 
meant to trigger ideas about how responsibility is understood 
and constructed in the sustainability imaginary. On the one hand 
we see an image of North Korean soldiers marching in lockstep, 
all wearing identical uniforms. They stare into the camera with 
serious faces. The soldiers as a group signal a collective act. The 
second image shows two young white girls putting a letter or a 
note into a miniature mailbox, which a white adult male figure 
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holds out for them. This image signals the importance of the in-
dividual taking a stand and voicing her/his own opinion. Respon-
sibility on the individual and collective level is something that is 
often taken up in previous research regarding sustainability is-
sues, which is why it is illustrated here. 
 
Nature-Culture (microcosm): One of the images shows a tsunami 
wave that floods a small town or village. This image could evoke 
feelings about nature's inexorable forces and a feeling of human-
ity's insignificance in relation to the forces of nature. However, 
the image has other layers as well. Deforestation of mangroves 
in Southeast Asia is said to have undermined the protection 
against tsunamis in the region, which is an example of how as-
pects of nature and culture interact. The image of a tsunami 
wave is also an important and emotionally marked icon in Swe-
den, since over 500 vacationing Swedes were killed by a huge 
tsunami that hit Southeast Asia during the Christmas of 2004, 
following an earthquake in the Indian Ocean. The second photo 
shows a wind farm, pictured in backlight. Wind power can be 
seen as one of many technologies where humans try to use the 
forces of nature in order to maintain and develop a lifestyle based 
on high electricity consumption. Together, the images could be 
said to symbolize the distinction that is often staged between na-
ture and culture, both maintained and challenged through dis-
cursive formations of sustainability.  
 
Global-Local (microcosm): The first image shows an act of hand 
shaking (probably between a female and a male, one hand is 
broad and has some hair on the back of it, while the other is nar-
row with long, manicured nails). A globe is visible in the back-
ground. It looks like two people are shaking hands over a deci-
sion related to the future of the planet. The image could symbol-
ize the idea that decisions and agreements relating to the globe 
need to be made on an aggregated level (perhaps between 
adults?). This image represents a clear contrast to the second im-
age, which shows children who are using the planet as a play-
ground. This second image shows a number of children with 
blond and dark hair. They seem to be busy with washing and 
cleaning the planet. The image could be an illustration of how 
children in preschools learn about and become responsible for 
sustainable development, but also an illustration of the inter-
twined dimensions of global and local actions and knowledge. 
These two images were selected to show yet another possible 
tension within the sustainability imaginary. 
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Policy-Practice (microcosm): The first image shows black demon-
strators protesting at the UN Climate Summit in Johannesburg 
in 2002. One of them holds up a sign saying "Our world is not 
for sale! No WSSD!" The image could symbolize a public move-
ment about global issues. The second image has been taken in-
side the walls of the same climate summit. A number of white 
men in suits and ties (and an occasional white woman) are 
seated in comfortable chairs around a number of tables with mi-
crophones on them; they appear to be inside a parliamentary 
building. In the background there is a large banner with the text 
"Johannesburg, South Africa, 26 August-4 September 2002." The 
third image shows a middle-aged white man leaning over a table 
stacked with bio-dynamically labeled foods. The idea of selecting 
this last image was that it shows an important part of the inter-
twined global-local aspects concerning consumer power and 
consumer responsibility. In contrast to the other images illus-
trating this tension, it raises yet another dimension about the 
overlap between public policy and practice. These three images 
are meant to provoke thoughts and reflections regarding the con-
nection between global policies and local people's practices. This 
kind of tension is visible both in the national political story and 
in the literature on education for sustainable development. 
 
Rich-Poor (provoker): The first image shows a black child with a 
swollen belly, who sits naked on a wooden bench. This image 
depicts racialized poverty and extreme starvation. The second 
image illustrates two overweight Asian-looking boys, who are 
seated at McDonald's with a tray of French fries in front of them. 
Each boy also has a cardboard cup with soda and a straw. The 
image depicts material abundance parallel with the cultural un-
derclass in the West, as the object of an ongoing debate about 
obesity and health. The last image shows a number of white chil-
dren (mostly boys) who are outdoors playing rugby. They appear 
to have fit, well-proportioned bodies and to be in good health, as 
they are seen running towards the camera. The image depicts 
prosperity and health, which are often associated with the mid-
dle/upper class in the West. These three images are meant to 
show provocative and/or unpleasant contrasts around the di-
chotomy of rich/poor since the issue of wealth and development 
is strongly manifested within the sustainability realm.  
 
Doomsday-Future Optimism (microcosm): The first image depicts 
a shoe on a human foot, just about to crush a small globe under 
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its sole. The image illustrates a possible dystopia in the way hu-
mans live and interact with various nonhumans on Earth. It also 
invokes the message of the Anthropocene, that is, that human 
activity has changed the geological conditions on Earth. The sec-
ond image shows three young white girls jumping around with 
arms stretched to the sky. They are in a green field under a blue 
sky. The image signals the good, utopian life where children are 
happy and free, surrounded by beautiful nature. In dealing with 
sustainable development, the teacher instructors are likely to 
have to handle the abrupt shifts between dystopias and utopias. 
This tension is meant to evoke the balance between the feeling 
that something must be done before it is too late and the feeling 
that it is already too late to do anything. 
 
Technological Optimism-Skepticism (microcosm, provoker): The 
first image depicts the founder of the computer company Apple, 
the late Steve Jobs. In his hands he holds an iPad, a current sym-
bol of technological development and unlimited possibilities. 
The second image depicts the iconic "mushroom cloud" that fol-
lowed the detonation of the nuclear bomb in the Japanese city of 
Hiroshima, marking the end of World War II. I picked these two 
images because I think they reflect, in different ways, the con-
flicting emotions that technological development causes in our 
current society. I also imagined that this is something that might 
be of relevance to the teacher instructors who are trying to deal 
with sustainable development. 
 
Human-Machine-Animal (provoker): The first image shows a 
woman in sunglasses who appears to be playing music with the 
help of a DJ mixer. The image represents a flesh-and-blood 
woman interacting with a machine. The second image shows a 
human-like face, but instead of skin and hair, lots of cables and 
cords are coming out of the back of the head. It appears to be 
some sort of humanoid machine. The third image is of a bull-
dozer filled with dead pigs – a sow and a number of piglets. The 
image was first taken from a blog and then traced to the Animal 
Rights Alliance's [Djurrättsalliansen] campaign Life as a Pig [“Ett 
liv som gris”]. The image was obtained during a break-in at a pig 
farm in Sweden. The image can be seen as both provocative and 
nasty and as a contrast to the otherwise “modern” machines and 
machine parts that were included in this set of images. It also 
shows the entanglement between humans, machines, and ani-
mals, which appear both separately and together in these images. 
This entanglement is a theme that I developed in order to grasp 
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how sustainability is a politically loaded imaginary of inclusions 
and exclusions. 

Recruiting focus group participants 
As argued in the introduction chapter, teacher instructors are given a central 
responsibility for the education of future generations of teachers. The multi-
faceted position as a teacher instructor is central to this study, as the teacher 
instructor is located at the intersection of school practices, university educa-
tion, educational reforms and, often, their own research. The position offers 
opportunities for active reflection over the tensions involved in who the fu-
ture teacher of sustainability should be, and what the future teacher should 
know. I gathered the teacher instructors in order to discuss with them how 
they make sustainability teachable. I avoided limiting the scope to a specific 
subject, area, or age category within teacher education. Instead of focusing 
on, for instance, the education of science teachers or preschool teachers, I 
made an effort to bring together teacher instructors from various fields, areas, 
and disciplines.  

The interviews were carried out in the spring of 2012 and 2013 at four differ-
ent universities and four different university colleges around Sweden with a 
total of 34 participants. The eight universities/colleges were selected based 
on contacts provided during the pilot study with key figures at for universi-
ties/colleges in Sweden, and additional contacts met at conferences and 
through an Internet search on teacher education programs around the coun-
try. I began by recruiting at least one participant per university/college. Each 
first-recruited participant then referred me to other potential participants, 
creating a so-called “snowball sample” (Bryman 2016, 415).  

I have selected both large universities with comprehensive teacher education 
programs and small colleges with limited teacher education. At some of the 
large universities, several participants did not know each other beforehand 
and met for the first time at the focus group occasion. At the smaller colleges, 
the participants often knew each other and had worked together before. I 
picked these different settings so as not to let organizational structures and 
university/college size bias the outcome of the focus groups. As it turned out, 
I could not detect any major differences between the groups based on organ-
izational structures or university/college size. After conducting eight focus 
groups I experienced what is called data saturation as I was able to recognize 
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recurring themes and discussions. I then decided that I had enough material 
to work with in order to answer my research questions. While analyzing the 
data, I came to recognize geographical inequalities within Sweden, where the 
north region, Norrland, has been continuously neglected in terms of politics, 
knowledge, and economic resources (Tidholm 2012). During the years while 
I was conducting this study, these inequalities gained more attention in Swe-
den due to, for instance, reports on indigenous protests against contemporary 
mining politics (see e.g., M.-B. Öhman 2016, 63). However, I did not consider 
this geopolitical situation when I was selecting the venues for the focus 
groups, and I must admit that none of the eight groups was situated in the 
Norrland region. I am not sure whether this affects the outcome, but the ques-
tion is definitely worth considering for anyone interested in challenging dom-
inant patterns of power.  

It is important for ethical reasons that people who contribute their time and 
effort to research do so voluntarily. Therefore, I have had to accept that a few 
people turned down my invitation to participate in the focus groups. Some 
said they did not have enough time, others felt they had too little to contrib-
ute, and some simply never picked up the phone or replied to my emails. Once 
I had gathered a reasonable number of participants (my rule of thumb was no 
fewer than four, based on recommendations from the focus group literature 
(Wibeck 2010, 62)) at a particular university/college, we booked a date when 
participants were available. Because of busy schedules, it was often difficult 
to find a date when everyone invited had the opportunity to participate. On 
one occasion the group consisted of three participants due to a last-minute 
cancellation. The interviews lasted between 80 and 105 minutes. In all cases, 
we met at the campus of the participants' university/college. 

The focus groups can be seen as both homogeneous and heterogeneous, de-
pending on which aspects are considered. Four groups were very mixed re-
garding academic disciplinary background; the participants had backgrounds 
in everything from preschool teaching to geography, social sciences, mathe-
matics, and science education. Two groups consisted of three participants 
with natural science backgrounds and one participant with a background in 
social sciences, while in two groups, all participants had a background in the 
(broad) field of science. Most participants where either working as lecturers 
(without PhD degrees) or as senior lecturers (with PhD degrees). One partic-
ipant was a professor. A few were currently working on their PhD degrees. 
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No group consisted of only men or only women. Although I did not ask for 
the participants' ages (it did not seem relevant at the time of the interviews), 
I would estimate that the participants in all of the groups were between 30 
and 60 years old. As far as I could tell, all participants had names that sounded 
traditionally Swedish or Nordic. The composition of the groups is summa-
rized in Table 1. 

I contacted all participants in advance by phone or email, introduced my PhD 
project briefly and asked them if they were interested in participating in a 
focus group to discuss sustainable development in teacher education together 
with other teacher instructors working at the same university or college as 
themselves. At the time of the focus group, I described my project further and 
introduced the idea of focus groups, pointing out that the participants' discus-
sions and questions to each other were of great importance. 

I introduced the stimulus material in all eight cases, but the number of ques-
tions I asked in the groups varied from one or two to several depending on the 
atmosphere in the groups and the extent to which groups introduced new 
themes themselves by asking each other questions. On a few occasions we had 
very little time left for discussing the images, but on those occasions I chose 
not to interrupt while relevant and interesting discussions were in full bloom. 
I dealt with the organization of the stimulus material in two different ways. 
During the first interview, I spread out all the images on the table in the room. 
My intention was that the participants would circulate the images and discuss 
them together. However, two problems appeared with this strategy: first, the 
recording got noisy since the participants were moving the images around, 
and second, the analysis stage got harder because the participants never men-
tioned which image they were talking about (something that complicated the 
transcription and my ability to relate their discussions to certain images). In 
the remaining seven interviews I changed strategy and let each participant 
have their own folder of images so that they could have a moment to go 
through the images alone before beginning to discuss them. A disadvantage 
with this strategy, however, was that the participants only mentioned some 
of the images and not others.  
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Group name  Participants'  
pseudonyms 

Academic fields Number of 
participants 

Duration 

Group A André, Anna, 
Anastasia 

Social science, 
preschool, domes-
tic sciences  

2 women 
1 man 

80 minutes 

Group D Dan, David 
Didrik, Dagny 

Science and sci-
ence education  

3 men 
1 woman 

105 minutes 

Group G Gert, Goran, 
Gunnar, Gisela 

Social sciences, 
biology, technol-
ogy education, ge-
ography 

3 men 
1 woman 

105 minutes 

Group L Lisbeth,  
Lennart,  
Lillemor, Lisa 

Science educa-
tion, biology, so-
cial sciences, ge-
ography 

3 women 
1 man 

90 minutes 

Group M Melker, Mats, 
Merith, Maj, 
Malcolm, 
Minna 

Social sciences, 
science education, 
geography, pre-
school 

3 men 
3 women 

100 minutes 

Group N Nils, Nora, 
Nancy, Nelly 

Science and sci-
ence education  

3 women 
1 man 

100 minutes 

Group O Oscar, Olga, 
Olof, Ove, 
Odin 

Pedagogy, science 
education, the ed-
ucational core, 
mathematics, 
technology educa-
tion 

1 woman 
4 men 
 

100 minutes 

Group S Sofia, Solveig, 
Sebastian,  
Sandra 

Social sciences, 
the educational 
core, biology, sci-
ence education, 
preschool 

3 women 
1 man 

90 minutes 

Table 1. List of focus group participants 
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On transcriptions and language  
According to communication researcher Per Linell (1994, 4), a transcription 
always entails an interpretation of the interview situation. The level of detail 
chosen depends on the kind of analysis one wants to conduct. The transcrip-
tions here were originally done word-for-word. In an effort to make the tran-
scripts easily readable and accessible, I first chose to present them as “approx-
imate literal” (Linell 1994, 12), which means that I removed some of the col-
loquial elements of the quotes. As a last step, I translated all the quotes from 
Swedish to English, and I found that some of the colloquial aspects would 
have been difficult to translate anyhow. The transcribed quotes in the analyt-
ical chapter have been presented on a level relevant for the interpretation and 
analysis. The translations have therefore focused on capturing the meaning of 
what was said (rather then how things were said) and I included laughter and 
other non-verbal communication only where it would be important for the 
analyses. Extra words due to repetitions have been removed since those do 
not play a role in the analysis. Where I was unable to hear something I marked 
it as “[inaudible].” Square brackets are also used when explaining something 
that the participants are referring to and that would not make sense to some-
one who was not present at the interview. Where sequences of words have 
been removed in the analysis, due to long pieces of transcripts, I mark this 
with “[...]” on a new line. Mutual talking is not highlighted as it does not mat-
ter for the analysis. Laughter and clearing of throats have been spelled out as 
“[LAUGHS]” and “[CLEARS THROAT],” especially when they might play a 
role in the analysis.  

I have assigned pseudonyms to the participants in each group. For clarity, 
each group has been given names that start with the same randomly selected 
letter; for example, in Group A the participants are referred to as Anna, An-
dré, and Anastasia. 

Analytical strategies  
Research is a process involving ontological and epistemological cuts. This 
means that some things are studied at the expense of others. The researcher 
needs to make choices about which aspects are relevant and interesting to 
study. Doing this also means that there are things that will be excluded or 
ignored. Coding the focus group data and finding interesting themes for this 
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project has been a gradual process (see e.g., Kvale and Brinkmann 2009, 212). 
When coding the focus groups I used a software called Nvivo, which is spe-
cially designed for qualitative data. An advantage of using software instead of, 
for example, scissors and pencils, is that it is easy to get an overview of the 
material, and also to code the same sequence under several themes or nodes. 
I have used Nvivo to create a descriptive overview and mapping of the approx-
imately 700 pages of interview transcripts that were produced after the focus 
groups were conducted.  

Throughout the transcription process I took notes when I found interesting 
things in the interviews that raised new or unexpected ideas. After transcrib-
ing the interviews, I read through each one several times. I have also listened 
through them again before revising the whole manuscript to capture more 
dimensions about each identified theme and to make more in-depth analyses 
of these findings. On the first reading, I underlined things that surprised me 
or made me curious, sometimes adding a note about the thought a particular 
sequence gave rise to. The initial coding of the data was done rather descrip-
tively with labels such as “animals,” “responsibility,” “doomsday,” “the 
teacher role,” “consumption,” “personal engagement,” etc. These labels grew 
out of topics that were brought up in the groups. By using Nvivo, I was able 
to develop themes by grouping, re-grouping, and theorizing recurrent topics 
throughout the reading of the transcripts.  

The empirical findings prompted me to read up on the field of educational 
philosophy in order to better understand the things that were brought up in 
the focus groups. My affiliation with an interdisciplinary research depart-
ment, and participation in a seminar group with researchers within environ-
mental humanities, has exposed me to a number of fields and ideas that have 
provoked my thoughts while analyzing the interviews. Through these encoun-
ters, themes have been grouped and re-grouped into chapter ideas. These 
chapter themes are based on identified elusive and uncomfortable topics in the 
focus group discussions, in line with my interest in a broad definition of pol-
itics. “Sensitive moments” (Kitzinger and Farquhar quoted in Wibeck, 
Dahlgren, and Öberg 2007, 259) have been of particular interest to me. This 
interest in the unforeseen led me to develop the theoretical concept of the 
nonsensical. The focus on elusive and uncomfortable aspects is motivated by 
my imperative to re-politicize sustainability and ask how sustainability is 
formed in education, and to explore how these formations relate to ideas of 
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what education is, and whom it is for. During the focus groups, none of the 
participating teacher instructors gave a direct answer to the question of how 
they defined sustainability in their teaching. Vague references to the defini-
tions in the Brundtland Report, repeated claims about the problem of defin-
ing sustainable development, and references to courses and course modules 
were the usual types of responses to the question of definition. To trace the 
definitions and delimitations of the concept when making it teachable, I have 
instead turned to tensions expressed as elusive and uncomfortable aspects of 
making sustainability teachable. Elusive and uncomfortable aspects were 
identified in the focus groups in six different ways: 

1. By tracing unresolved dilemmas and problems, which is when one or 
several of the participants brought up troublesome quandaries that 
seem impossible to resolve. 

2. By investigating the positioning of us against them, which is where one 
or several of the participants referred to problematic subject posi-
tions of Others such as students, politicians, or non-Swedes to con-
struct their own identity. 

3. By investigating irrelevant and/or surprising topics, which, for exam-
ple, is when I as a moderator interrupted the participants because I 
thought that they were moving away from the topic, or when a par-
ticipant introduced a topic as potentially irrelevant. This is an im-
portant aspect to investigate since the design of the study emphasizes 
that sustainability is not to be predefined. 

4. By investigating provocation, resistance, and disagreement, which is 
when the participants seemed provoked, or tried to provoke each 
other, or when they resisted dominating formations of sustainability 
in the groups.  

5. By defining a problem and then finding a solution to the problem, which 
is when one or several of the participants defined a difficult problem 
and then suggested a simple solution to it (for example, in terms of 
consumption of organic clothing). 

6. By looking at laughter and clearing of throats as possible strategies to 
handle a problematic situation or to mark something as absurd, or as 
ways to handle something that seemed uncomfortable or elusive in 
the focus groups. 
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According to Gery W. Ryan and H. Russell Bernard (2003, 87), “[y]ou know 
you have found a theme when you can answer the question, What is this ex-
pression an example of?” To arrive at the point where the researcher knows 
that an excerpt is an expression of something larger requires both listening to 
the recordings and repeatedly reading the transcripts. The empirical chapters 
in this study are organized as a mapping of themata (Marková et al. 2007, 
135), or of collective cultural assumptions about sustainability in teacher ed-
ucation. Each of the selected themes represents an important piece for ex-
ploring sustainability in education. The chapters represent recurring elusive 
and uncomfortable topics in the groups. However, each focus group excerpt 
that I present and analyze below should not be seen as a quantitative repre-
sentation of a topic; instead, each selected quote has been chosen to explore 
as many aspects of a specific theme as possible. I have striven to capture as 
many aspects of the identified themes as possible. I am more interested in 
how a phenomenon is collectively formed then in how different subjects pre-
sent themselves in a group (cf. Dahl 2014; Johansson 2014). My study is in 
some ways oriented “to the actual content of the discourse” (Marková et al. 
2007, 134) and something else (here called the nonsensical) instead of how 
things are said in the focus groups. However, I sometimes analyze how things 
were said in order to perform more complex analyses of the transcripts.  

The excerpts have not been analyzed with a view to judging statements made 
by particular individuals; rather, the intention was to develop an in-depth un-
derstanding of how discursive formations, the nonsensical, and subject for-
mations operate as part of the sustainability imaginary in teacher education. 
Some interpretations may seem a bit harsh at times, but I have tried to apply 
the strategy of being “both generous and suspicious” (Haraway 1992, 326) in 
my analyses of the focus groups. Sometimes I have explored topics very criti-
cally, while at other times I have tried to be open to the possibilities that 
things can be interpreted and imagined otherwise. 

Situating the researcher by developing themes 
and chapters 
I consider this study to be a feminist one, especially as insights from feminist 
theory are used as a point of departure as well as in one of the four theoretical 
assumptions I presented in the previous chapter. As a feminist researcher, in 
the same vein as Donna Haraway, I think it is necessary that I situate myself 
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as an embedded subject accountable for the knowledge presented in this dis-
sertation, with a gaze from somewhere. There are many different aspects I 
could consider in situating my vision. What I have chosen to present below 
are the aspects I find most relevant for how the results of this study came to 
be. These aspects can help the reader to understand why this study focuses on 
certain things and not others. I chose to present this situatedness by account-
ing for the research journey I have made with regard to the analytical focus, 
in terms of chapters and themes, in this study. I have already discussed above 
why focus groups with teacher instructors in Sweden is a suitable methodo-
logical choice for this study. Below, I will consider other important aspects of 
the development of this study.  

Throughout my years at university, from my first year as an undergraduate 
student to my last months as a PhD candidate, I have had an enduring interest 
in feminist studies and theory. However, I have encountered a number of 
other imperatives, fields, and questions during my work with this study. I con-
ducted six of the focus groups during the spring of 2012, and presented some 
preliminary findings at a feminist conference on new materialisms in May 
2012. Here, I was interested in negotiations of literacy in natureculture and 
in how teacher instructors grappled with the definitions of sustainability in 
education. I formulated my interest as concerned with how knowledge about 
sustainable development is delimited in teacher education and how these 
boundaries affect the images of what a future teacher is. Early on, I realized 
when reading the transcripts that sustainability seemed troublesome to the 
teacher instructors. Later on, it became more important for me to investigate 
in detail how this trouble was considered, and why it was considered so trou-
bling. Because of my position as a PhD candidate in an interdisciplinary re-
search department (Department of Thematic Studies, Linköping University, 
Sweden), I have been theoretically influenced by both environmental human-
ities in general and feminist posthumanities in particular. Concepts such as 
nonhumans and entanglements became important to me. Donna Haraway's 
writings, in particular, have had a strong influence on my way of thinking 
since my time as a master student of politics and gender at Stockholm Uni-
versity. Haraway's texts have always been irresistible to me, especially in 
terms of inspiring new and creative ways of thinking. Haraway's notion of 
significant otherness became important in the very first analysis of the focus 
groups. This was a concept I left behind later on when I had to accept that the 
focus groups focus on human meaning-making. In the early stages of analysis, 
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I focused on things that surprised me, both during the interviews and when 
reading the transcripts. Places where I had interrupted the participants (be-
cause I thought that they were moving away from the topic) and places of 
discomfort (when unresolved dilemmas were presented, or when the partici-
pants disagreed) related to my interest in boundaries. I got particularly inter-
ested in the role of animals in this boundary work. 

Halfway through my PhD, when I was deeply entangled with posthumanities 
in ways that perhaps did not suit my focus group material, an invited oppo-
nent kindly said that it would be good for my further work if I could “fall out 
of love with the posthumanities.” During the years that have passed since 
then, I think I have formed a more long-lasting relationship with the posthu-
manities, which allows for critique and questioning as well as a deeper under-
standing of key concepts. My focus on and interest in human-animal rela-
tions, which indeed was an important part of the focus group discussions, has 
been one way of finding a compass in the posthumanities theoretical land-
scape, where I have been able to deepen my understanding of certain con-
cepts and ideas in the field. 

Shortly after the halfway seminar, I travelled to the University of Texas at Ar-
lington in the USA as a visitor, where I found a more solid philosophical 
ground for my work. More than anything, I realized that I needed to read up 
on educational philosophy to understand the focus groups better. The Amer-
ican context also made me realize that “the unknown” is not an innocent 
term; it can be misused by climate change deniers and other populist move-
ments from the far right. Back home in Sweden, I took a graduate course at 
Stockholm University entitled Ethics and Educational Relations, taught by Sha-
ron Todd. In-depth readings of thinkers such as Martin Buber, Lucy Irigaray, 
Emmanuel Levinas, and Nel Noddings made me more attentive to the embed-
ded notion of the purpose of education in the focus group interviews. During 
this time I conducted two more focus groups and found the discussions to be 
quite similar to the previous ones. At that point I experienced data saturation. 
In May 2013, I visited the HumAnimal Group at Uppsala University for three 
weeks, an interdisciplinary research group with researchers from evolution-
ary biology, sociology, pedagogy, art history, and philosophy that work with 
different projects on the intersection of humans and animals. Here I really 
got the chance to work through and test my ideas about animals in education.  
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Working with the dissertation has been a joyful and frustrating puzzle to 
solve. I have had a strong theoretical interest rooted in feminist theory 
throughout these years which has not always “matched” the themes of the 
focus groups. Finding the fields of educational philosophy halfway through 
was a breakthrough. My theoretical interest in the intersecting aspects of mat-
ter and discourse, together with the reality of the focus groups as collective 
sites of (human) meaning-making, has led me to the cultural studies concept 
of imaginaries, which came to be one of the key concepts in this study. Inves-
tigating the sustainability imaginary was a way to understand both discursive 
formations and what I have come to name the nonsensical. Developing the 
nonsensical was further a way to work through those surprising moments in 
the interviews and see them as part of the sustainability imaginary. During 
the last months of writing, I have been located as a visitor at the Centre for 
Cultural Studies at Goldsmiths, University of London, England. Here, turning 
to politics has been a way for me to both reconnect with and expand on my 
“roots” in political science, and to better frame and address the research prob-
lem in this study. While staying at Goldsmiths, I have also come to realize 
that, hopefully, this study may make an interdisciplinary contribution to sev-
eral fields. Below, I will account for why the themes of the following four 
analytical chapters were chosen over other possibilities. 

The first analytical chapter I started writing was on the balancing act of teach-
ing sustainability (Chapter 5). Early on, this theme was analyzed in two dif-
ferent chapters. From the very beginning of the analysis, there was something 
elusive about how the conversations in every single focus group I conducted 
came back to the theme of how the participants as teacher instructors could 
balance between a sense of urgency and the ideal of the neutral teacher. I 
could clearly see how the teacher instructors were troubled by this problem 
and how it seemed to create unresolved dilemmas for them. Later on, I started 
asking when and why they expressed this discomfort. When I presented drafts 
of this chapter, my colleagues questioned whether neutrality really was an 
ideal for teachers, given what we know today about knowledge practices and 
knowledge production in the social sciences and the humanities. The ques-
tion of why this idea seemed strong as an underlying ideal became something 
I started investigating. 

The second analytical chapter I started writing was on animals (Chapter 6). 
The last image I added in the stimulus material before conducting the first 
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focus groups was the image of the dead pigs. I added this image to show a 
tension, which worked as an anticipated provoker in most focus groups. I re-
alized in the beginning of the analysis that the conversations on animals re-
lated to a lot of different issues regarding ontology, ethics, and politics. Find-
ing out exactly how has been a gradual process. The focus on animals in edu-
cation has been a way for me to really start grappling with the nonsensical, 
seemingly peripheral aspects of sustainability, aspects that I have found to be 
crucial for understanding what sustainability is in education. During my time 
as a PhD student I published two articles on the animals discussed in the focus 
groups (Sjögren 2014a; Sjögren, Gyberg, and Henriksson 2015), which has 
led me to develop this interest further. 

The third analytical chapter I started writing was on what it means for educa-
tion to acknowledge the end of the world (Chapter 7). This chapter has ex-
isted in different forms and is inspired by the ethics of the unknown, which I 
began to explore while I was in Texas, and got further interested in as I read 
up on the field of educational philosophy. Salient here is the rather discom-
forting question of what education can be if there is no future for humanity. 
This question has led me further into the field of educational philosophy and 
posthumanities. 

The fourth chapter I wrote is on how the teacher instructors talked about the 
students (Chapter 4). There was something here that bothered me about how 
critical the teacher instructors seemed to be about their students. I was won-
dering why that was the case. I started relating this theme to the question of 
the purpose of education. I presented a draft of this chapter at an educational 
conference in Norway in March 2014 and received a comment about whether 
the negative understanding of the students might relate to the categories of 
class and gender. When presenting a full draft of my dissertation to an oppo-
nent and a committee during an internal defense (what is called the “final 
seminar” at my department), I was advised to tone down the critique and try 
to find further nuances in what was being said about the students. Since then, 
I have listened to all recordings one more time and tried to make more gen-
erous interpretations of what is said about the students to better understand 
how these conversations relate to broad questions about the purpose of edu-
cation.  

Over the years, other themes and ideas have been drafted as well. In some 
ways, the focus groups offer almost endless opportunities in terms of what to 



Material and methods: How to study social imaginaries 65 

analyze. It is indeed rich material, which means that the researcher needs to 
make a number of significant cuts in order to choose what to focus on. It is 
my ambition with the text above to show that the themes of the analytical 
chapters are not randomly chosen, and that other themes and angles could 
have been possible, too. 

What can come out of working with focus groups 
I use focus groups as a method to map how the sustainability imaginary is 
formed in education. It is important to further situate a study that uses focus 
groups methodologically; what kind of conclusions can I draw from using this 
particular method? My aim is not to make quantitative generalizations of the 
results of this study to all teacher instructors in Sweden. Instead, I would like 
to stress the focus groups as parts of qualitative collective processes that are 
forming sustainability education. My analysis of the focus groups focuses on 
theoretical generalizability rather than empirical generalizability. In other 
words, the claims I make based on the focus group data concern collective 
ways of thinking; they are not quantitative claims about how common a cer-
tain way of thinking is. Ivana Marková et al. (2007, 133) show that focus 
groups can be carried out in order to study socially shared knowledge, includ-
ing ideas that are “continuously, or at least potentially, negotiated, modified 
and transformed, as they circulate in dialogue.” Socially shared knowledge is 
intended to focus not on ideas and opinions of individuals, but on norms and 
meanings that are shared collectively (Marková et al. 2007, 139). In other 
words, it is primarily the collective work in the focus groups that matters for 
the analysis, not the expressions or thoughts of single individuals. Even when 
a single participant is quoted and their words analyzed, it is methodologically 
seen as related to the collective work of grappling with sustainability. Instead 
of having a primary focus on the frequency of themes discussed, I see the fo-
cus on the elusive and uncomfortable aspects in the focus groups as a way of 
mapping as many collective aspects and angles of a specific theme as possible. 

I use the group dynamics of teacher instructors who met and discussed their 
handling of this area as an analytical strategy to study how sustainability is 
formed and made teachable in education. Without using my result to gener-
alize empirically about how all teacher instructors grapple with these issues, 
I argue that the selection of professional participants allows me to draw the-
oretical and more general conclusions that relate to the practices of teaching 
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sustainability. Even though my primary study object is not practices, analyz-
ing the elusive and uncomfortable aspects of the conversations about prac-
tices can be defined as an active part of teaching practices. The purpose is not 
to claim to know what happens in concrete teaching situations but rather to 
investigate a relevant practice (the focus groups conversations) that cannot 
be seen as separate or independent from the act of teaching. As will be evident 
below, the focus group participants relate to each other throughout the inter-
views in their role as professionals. Thus, using focus groups can be under-
stood as a way to study a specific profession’s handling of a specific phenom-
enon, and, based on that, to make more general claims about sustainability 
education as a phenomenon. 

The group conversations can be seen as a form of storytelling (Dawson 1994, 
23) that makes use of publicly available discursive formations and the non-
sensical in processes that form subject positions. The focus group participants 
made use of and related to various texts, images, and practices that exist in 
society and culture at large (i.e., outside the groups), which shows that there 
are constant connections to collective processes that take place outside the 
groups also. I investigate at least one “outside” references for each chapter (a 
news article, a public policy text, the practice of meat eating, a textbook used 
in teaching, and a website with a strong message about the future) in the anal-
yses to show that the conclusions also have relevance outside the walls of 
teaching and education. 

On sustainability and sustainable development  
Finally, in this chapter I will make some methodological remarks on how I 
use the two concepts sustainable development and sustainability interchange-
ably throughout this study. “Sustainable development” is the term most often 
used by global organizations such as UNESCO and in Swedish policy docu-
ments, whereas “sustainability” is a more common term in the international 
research I draw upon. I use both concepts for the sake of readability of the 
text. While many researchers have criticized the emphasis on development 
(see e.g., Bradley 2009, 9; Irwin 2008, 171), both concepts are open to inter-
pretation and negotiation, as argued by environmental researchers Johan 
Hedrén and Björn-Ola Linnér (2009), feminist environmentalists such as 
Stacy Alaimo (2012, 562), and educational researchers such as Johan Öhman 
(2011, 5). Both concepts are widely used in educational research, together 
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with the concept of environmental education (González-Haudiano and Peters 
2008). To trace the definitions and delimitations of sustainable development 
when making it teachable, I have studied the collective formations of the con-
cept through discussions in focus groups. Quotes from the focus group inter-
views are always sensitive to which specific concepts were used in those dis-
cussions.  

Having presented my point of departure, my theoretical assumptions, and 
methodological considerations, I will now present the analyses of the focus 
groups. 
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Chapter 4 

Who can become sustainability 
literate? 

DAVID: [...] sometimes it's a bit like we as consumers have to 
make all the choices, but what is the responsibility of politicians 
and countries and all the others? And I think the students, that's 
what I notice sometimes, that they find it difficult when we, 
when I as a teacher am talking about something, “argh, how am 
I as an individual supposed to fix this?” and I can agree that there 
governance and politics come in as  big [players], now how can 
you make the students more political? 

The main objective of teacher education is to educate future generations of 
teachers. Teaching sustainability-related issues in teacher education means 
taking part in forming the future teachers and citizens. Who teacher instruc-
tors imagine the teacher student to be creates certain ways of envisioning who 
it is that can become knowledgeable through sustainability education. This 
imagination forms what the student is expected to know about sustainability 
before, during, and after graduating from studies at a teacher education pro-
gram. By investigating the who of teacher education for sustainability, it is 
possible to trace some of the subject positions, some discursive formations, 
and some aspects of the nonsensical that the sustainability imaginary forms 
and is formed by. This chapter sets out to examine some relations to the stu-
dent Other in the sustainability imaginary by focusing on elusive and uncom-
fortable discussions about the teacher students. These discussions came up in 
all focus groups. As seen in the quote from David above, the teacher student 
is both formed and problematized as a consumer, as someone who is supposed 
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to make choices, and who knows how to fix difficult situations. Ultimately, 
the students are also supposed to be or become someone else, someone polit-
ical. Examining these formations more closely is a way to study which subject 
positions are available to teacher education students, and they are analyzed 
here in order to map out various available ways of being, and becoming, 
through education. This discussion further relates to how notions of the sus-
tainable citizen are crafted. I will repeatedly make connections between stu-
dents and the notion of citizens. I use the concept of literacy here in order to 
investigate expectations about how the students should use their sustainabil-
ity knowledge (see e.g., Barad 2000, 225; Lundqvist, Säljö, and Östman 2013, 
11; Ottander 2015, 9). 

The student as an active and happy consumer 
The focus group conversations regarding the teacher students include a num-
ber of suggested activities and behaviors that the teacher instructors ascribe 
to both their desirable and undesirable students. In many cases, there is a sig-
nificant difference between how the teacher students are perceived to be and 
how the teacher instructors think they ought to be. Sustainability literate stu-
dents are expected to engage in a number of activities, events, and organiza-
tions; for instance, they are expected to participate in public debates and pub-
lic demonstrations, to be involved in NGOs and in their university’s student 
union, to hike, consume recycled or used clothing, travel abroad, listen to 
noncommercial radio stations, and so on. All of these suggested and/or re-
quired activities and behaviors contribute to certain understandings of the 
teacher student as someone who does certain things and who behaves in and 
feels certain ways. Civic engagement and an active lifestyle were particularly 
hailed, but also challenged, in the focus groups.  

A domain of particular importance for the active student in the focus group 
discussions is the domestic sphere, where some of the teacher instructors ex-
pect the students to be both knowledgeable and behave in certain ways. In the 
following quote, an active lifestyle through consumption, and more specifi-
cally, the consumption of certain clothes, is brought up and related to the 
students: 

SOLVEIG: but they are surprisingly ignorant, and I have tried to 
keep up with what is offered in terms of alternatively produced 
clothes and so on 
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SEBASTIAN: mm-hmm  
SOLVEIG: they have no idea about this 
SOFIA AND SEBASTIAN: no 
SOLVEIG: I've been involved very little with [that] course 
SEBASTIAN: mm-hmm  
SOLVEIG: but anyway H&M has a new collection of recycled 
polyester 
SOFIA AND SEBASTIAN: mm-hmm  
SOLVEIG: which wasn't that expensive 
SEBASTIAN: okay 

Here, Solveig's definition of what it means to be active in terms of sustaina-
bility becomes equivalent to knowing which clothes to consume; it involves 
consuming and behaving in certain ways. It should be noted that Solveig was 
particularly critical of the teacher students, and although her colleagues did 
not acknowledge her criticism explicitly, they did not challenge it either, 
which I read as a type of acknowledgment. What might be going on here is 
that the informed teacher instructors – such as Solveig – are held up as the 
norm to which the students are compared. An idea of sameness, that is, the 
idea that the teacher students should be like their teachers and behave as they 
do, is present here. This idea makes very little or no room for the Other (for 
a critical discussion on this see, e.g., Säfström 2011, 68). Furthermore, the 
act of consumption itself is left unproblematized. In this way, the sustainabil-
ity literate student citizen becomes someone who knows what is out there to 
consume in terms of mass-produced organic clothing. A certain consuming 
student, a “citizen-consumer” (MacGregor 2013, 8), becomes a legitimate fig-
ure of sustainability.  

However, Solveig, who explicitly criticized the students on many occasions 
during the focus group interview she participated in, also admits that it is hard 
to participate as a political citizen when it is difficult to grasp the far-reaching 
consequences of one's actions: 

SOLVEIG: […] that we are connected to each other in this net 
that is so difficult to control, so difficult to understand [...] there 
is new evidence every day about how hard it is to handle the role 
of being a consumer, to be a political citizen 

Clearly, there are also ways of understanding the students' situation that 
counter the view of students as particularly ignorant. It is essential to under-
stand the connection Solveig makes between being a consumer and a citizen 



72 Chapter 4 

in order to understand how students sometimes come to be imagined as par-
ticularly uncomfortable and problematic subjects in sustainability education. 
When the hegemonic discourse describes consumption as the legitimate way 
of acting sustainable and of being a citizen (MacGregor 2013, 8), students 
may indeed be seen as a problematic group. It is worth pointing out here that 
students as a group often have limited economic resources and may not be 
able to enter the subject position of the citizen consumer. 

The consumption of clothes as a legitimate site of informed participation was 
also brought up, and problematized, in other focus groups. Below, one of the 
focus group participants, Gunnar, critically questions lifestyle choices as the 
solution to environmental problems:  

GUNNAR: at the same time there is a rather frequent tendency 
to make this about personal lifestyle issues so to speak, so that 
we encumber our students, so that they in turn will encumber 
their students, with having to make the right choice, and in do-
ing that we are in some way disavowing the whole system, what 
you talked about before, what actually makes it so difficult, there 
is almost nothing to choose from that is good 
GORAN: no 
GUNNAR: so there is a balance between the lifestyle issues and 
HANNA: I think I'll  
GUNNAR: intervene here? 

Here, Gunnar voices the difficulty of being faced with having to choose be-
tween bad alternatives. Unfortunately, he did not get a chance to expand on 
this discussion as I intervened to introduce the 23 images to the focus group 
participants (see Chapter 3). Maybe I expected this to be the end of the dis-
cussion, with the idea that it is hard to balance between lifestyle issues and 
critiquing the system. I did not leave room for the nonsensical to enter our 
discussion. Gunnar’s doubts about requiring teacher students to take on a 
heavy responsibility shows that there was resistance to and doubt about the 
idea of domestic citizenship in the focus groups. But elaborating on other 
modes of being, and imagining otherwise, is not made possible in this inter-
action.  

Drawing on the discussion about the right way to become involved, consump-
tion choices appear to be dubiously considered as both desirable and undesir-
able by some of the focus group participants:  
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OLGA: well, that's true; I have been engaged in Na-
turskyddsföreningen [the Swedish Society for Nature Conserva-
tion] here where we had a campaign about clothing and the im-
pact the industry has and I probably thought, we had a day of 
exchanging used clothing [klädbytardag in Swedish] and a whole 
week devoted to this and I thought more young people, espe-
cially girls, those who consume a lot of clothes, would join, but 
it was more people like me [LAUGHS], of my age, who showed 
up 
OVE: yes 
OLGA: to this, it was popular, but not with that age, absolutely 
not 

In this example, it could be argued that young female consumers become the 
sustainability illiterates in relation to the teacher instructors like Olga, who 
seems to conclude that it is actually only people like herself who are engaged 
in these issues of relevance for more sustainable futures. Again, the idea of 
sameness is used as a norm for what sustainability is and who it is that can 
live sustainably. In a study on inclusionary/exclusionary effects of official 
strategies for sustainable living, urban planning researcher Karin Bradley 
(2009) shows how the discourses of city planning use a middle-class norm in 
order to discipline and form the good citizen. The hegemonic idea of the mid-
dle-class lifestyle as particularly sustainable and as the measurement against 
which all others are compared was often apparent in the focus groups. This 
strong norm can perhaps be understood in relation to the fact that teacher 
education in Sweden has seen an extensive increase in female students from 
working-class environments (Bertilsson 2009). The students as a collective 
are not the same as they used to be, it seems. Above, it is the consuming female 
students who are blamed, but also made responsible, or disciplined, to change 
their consumption behavior towards becoming more sustainable. Gendered 
notions of over-consumption form the young female teacher student in this 
conversation as more problematic – and more responsible – than other 
groups of students. Female students are assumed to consume eco-unfriendly 
products, in contrast to the teacher instructors, who are already consuming 
according to the middle-class norm of eco-friendly organic food and recycled 
goods (see e.g., Bradley 2009, 261). There are two problems with this: First 
of all, the possibility of choosing to consume sustainably is very much a ques-
tion of having the economic freedom to do so. Second, enforcing consump-
tion as a lifestyle choice envisions the private sphere as the most important 
arena in which to achieve sustainability. Consuming and acting in line with 
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middle-class norms may at first glance seem to be the best way to achieve 
sustainability, however, the taken-for-granted desirability of the middle-class 
lifestyle is in fact in many ways devastating for the environment (Bradley 
2009). Odin, one of the focus group participants, expresses this problem as 
follows: 

ODIN: I can sometimes, I might go beyond the point of this con-
versation, but sometimes I can get a little upset about what 
counts as doing something. Consequently, it is okay to carbon-
offset the [holiday] trip to Thailand and to drink organic drinks 
on the plane 
OVE: [LAUGHS]  
ODIN: but to live in a rented flat and take the subway to work, 
that doesn't give any sustainable development points 
OLGA: no 
ODIN: do you see what I mean? Consequently, a green car is val-
ued more than not being able to afford a green car but taking the 
bus to work, consequently there is a 
OVE: only the concept of a green car is really interesting 
ODIN: consequently some things count as environmentally 
friendly 
OVE: yes [LAUGHS] 
ODIN: and have this green-wash label 

Odin's concern here follows a discussion in the focus group about consump-
tion choices and private responsibilities. What he seems to be saying is that 
the inability to make consumption choices makes the non-choices of the less 
economically benefited groups in society seem less sustainable. Or that non-
choices are not hailed as acts of sustainability. His critique can be said to voice 
the problem of the active, participating, and choosing subject for sustainabil-
ity, since this subject has the economic capacity to consume in ways that are 
unsustainable. As can be seen, the other participants do not seem to disagree 
with Odin, although they are not exactly engaging in his critique either. One 
way of understanding the interaction above is to see that it is hard for us to 
imagine modes of subjectivity outside being active as consumer citizens of sus-
tainability. 

The importance of students' mental health, well-being, and feelings was also 
brought up as significant in relation to the possibility of becoming sustaina-
bility literate. In what follows, it is suggested that these areas can be addressed 
through individual consumption:  
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NELLY: because this has to do with the social dimension of sus-
tainable development, about how we feel. If we feel bad we can't 
care for each other, we can't care for resources and nature, it 
won't happen, and also it should be fun. I usually bring up as an 
example when I was 25 and I thought the world was coming to 
an end. You count the environmental problems – overpopula-
tion, acidification, and mercury – and just “argh” and you just 
stand there with your terrible habits, and then I bought these 
unbleached filters for coffee that came out during the 80s 
NILS: [LAUGHS] 
NELLY: and I felt “How fun, Nelly, now you have unbleached 
coffee filters” and I fell asleep with a smile on my face, so it ac-
tually started with the small things and that's a positive thing be-
cause when you feel good you do the next [good] thing 
[LAUGHS] it sounds a bit simplistic but it is crucial 

Consuming the right thing could, according to Nelly, be one way to feel both 
good and hopeful about the future. Having fun and falling asleep happily are 
examples of how consumption activities and emotions are entangled in the 
conversation. Avoiding unnecessary worry and staying positive are examples 
of modes the participants bring up in the context of teaching sustainability 
issues. All of these ideas form the imagined sustainability literate student cit-
izen in relation to certain behaviors, activities, and emotions connected to 
consumption. The emphasis on happiness and staying positive might be a re-
flection of a need to stay upbeat in order to deny the reality of Earth as doomed 
(see e.g., Žižek 2008). Indeed, it seems important to feel good and to have 
faith in the future when imagining sustainability in education. This was a re-
curring theme in the focus groups, although it was also regarded as problem-
atic by some participants. Here I would like to turn to cultural studies re-
searcher Sara Ahmed (2010) in order to understand why happiness and posi-
tive thinking might be regarded as problematic. Ahmed argues that happiness 
is a forceful and problematic imperative in the contemporary Western soci-
ety. For Ahmed, the drive for happiness can be seen as a technology of creat-
ing the good and proper subject, and those subjects that remain unhappy are 
seen as deviating from the norm. She writes about a happiness duty and the 
societal expectation that we will be made happy by being part of what is 
deemed good. One interesting point in Ahmed's work is that she argues for 
unhappiness as a sign of political will and freedom and for the possibility of 
imagining otherwise. In that respect happiness in the domain of sustainability 
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education can be regarded as a post-political feeling, because it hides its prox-
imity to the status quo. 

Indeed, staying positive in order to keep on acting for sustainability seemed 
important to Nelly and other focus group participants. However, as men-
tioned above, there were occasions in other focus groups (Group O and Group 
M) where some of the participants said that sustainability teaching should 
create more rather than less worry in the students. However, these statements 
did not resonate with the other participants as much as those about keeping 
up good spirits. The happiness talk in the focus group seemed to be capturing 
something elusive and uncomfortable. I read the wish, and arguably despera-
tion, to hold on to positive thinking as a way to justify the futile act of con-
suming the right product when that is our only available option for creating 
the good society. This investment in the future that was made in the focus 
groups, I read, in the same vein as Ahmed, as our collective inability to imag-
ine otherwise. What is there other than positive thinking? Donna Haraway 
(2015, 160) writes about the importance of mourning the many losses of eco-
systems and species that have happened and will continue to happen in order 
to live well as a mortal being of current times. I think that both Ahmed and 
Haraway are onto something here, as the terror of happiness and the lack of 
room for mourning in the current public space seem to prevent the possibility 
of imagining and of becoming otherwise.  

To conclude this section, I think it is fair to say that the teacher instructors to 
some extent want students who consume and act differently from what they 
are assumed to do today. They compare the teacher students to themselves 
and find that the students of today are quite far away from the ideal of the 
sustainability literate student citizen. One way of understanding this discrep-
ancy is to investigate the intersection of class and gender in relation to sus-
tainability. Stacy Alaimo's concept of “domestic citizenship” (2000, 176) is 
useful here to problematize the ways in which citizens become insulated from 
external environmental problems and only able to confront them within the 
domestic sphere. Staying happy and acting in accordance with middle-class 
consumption norms within the domestic sphere are often hailed but also 
problematized. The imperative of making the right choices is particularly 
problematized, although few alternatives are addressed. The contestation of 
these norms shows the political dimensions of both doings and feelings within 
the sustainability imaginary of education. Here, what we do and how we feel 
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is not a private matter but rather is connected to how we organize and wish 
to organize society. Fantasies about the ideal student citizen of sustainability 
education regulate seemingly apolitical spheres of social life, by stipulating, 
for example, what we are expected to do (particularly as consumers) and how 
we are supposed to feel.  

Students as irresponsible youth 
Notions of responsibility are formed in the groups by the use of discursive 
formations about youth as irresponsible and different from older generations. 
This commonly expressed view came up in one of the focus groups described 
below, where Mats points out, although not unchallenged, that he finds 
teacher students to be lazier than the rest of his students (see e.g., Åberg 
2008; Sjöberg 2010; Lilja 2010):  

MATS: because if I'm completely honest, and this is probably the 
wrong forum for saying this, but I used to say: in an anonymous 
group of students it's easiest to find out who the teacher students 
are from their question: “What is optional [to study] and what is 
not covered in the [written] exam?” 
MINNA: is that so? 
MATS: yes 
MAJ: that's terrible! 

It should be noted that Mats is criticized by the other participants for this 
statement. Here it is the relation between the teacher students and other stu-
dents that makes it apparent that the sustainability literate student and citizen 
should, in Mats’ eyes, rise above an instrumental desire for knowledge. Ac-
cording to Mats, teacher students view knowledge as something one only 
learns to pass the exam. In the sustainability imaginary, on the other hand, 
the good student does not simply aim to pass the exam and is not bound by 
society’s beliefs about what knowledge is considered valuable. I argue that 
these ideas about the students can be seen as part of a larger discursive for-
mation about the youth which carries a mistrust in – and high demands on – 
younger generations (see e.g., Lindén 2013; Joelsson 2013). As one example 
of how this discursive formation was used and reproduced in the focus groups, 
in the quote below, the teacher instructor Olof refers to an article published 
by Swedish Daily News [Dagens Nyheter] about how the younger generations 
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relate to education and the purpose of education. The article is entitled 
“When the Ego Graduates” [“När egot tar examen”] (Udovic 2012): 

OLOF: [...] I read this article: “When the ego graduates.” It's a 
wonderful article in DN [Swedish Daily News] which describes 
the development of a more or less narcissistic youth culture 
where I, others, you leave the responsibility to others, it's not my 
responsibility to blah, blah, blah. So sustainable development is 
something that is collectively loaded and I think there is a ten-
sion between that and this individualized I, I think 

The notion of an egoistic youth, unfit to deal with sustainability is, as can be 
seen, a discursive formation used not only by the focus group participants but 
also in one of the biggest newspapers in Sweden. The article that Olof men-
tions refers extensively to research in psychology and ethnology, which shows 
the wide circulation of this discourse. Seeing this discursive formation as not 
only being about the teacher students, but also about younger generations in 
more general terms, makes it possible to grasp who the sustainability literate 
citizens could be in sustainability education: people who feel responsible to 
others, resist dominant structures and ideals, learn for non-instrumentalist 
purposes, and take care of themselves. The responsibility they are supposed 
to take is both for themselves as individuals and for the collective good. The 
dominance of individual responsibility can be said to remain in Olof's critique 
of today's youth as Olof finds that the young generation does not take their 
individual responsibility but instead blame others. According to the article, 
the typical young person graduating from high school today is a borderline 
narcissist. This young person is described by the article almost as evidence of 
a narcissistic epidemic outbreak. One of the interviewed scholars in the arti-
cle characterizes the contemporary society with these words:  

L'Oréal’s 'Because I'm Worth it' can be seen as a slogan for our 
time. One is worth the best grades and getting into the best uni-
versities without having to work for it. (Udovic 2012 my transla-
tion from the Swedish) 

If we invert the criticism expressed in the article, we could say that it is by 
letting go of focusing only on oneself, by caring for others, finding visions 
outside oneself and working hard that a more desirable young person and cit-
izen can be formed. The article does not comment on the role of education in 
fostering this alternative youth. The researcher quoted, Mats Alvesson, on the 
other hand, has continued to publish debate articles and a book where he 
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claims that the university students in Sweden today take an instrumental ap-
proach to their education (see e.g., Alvesson 2013). The altruist ideal of 
knowledge and education resembles, in my interpretation, the call for femi-
nized notions of care for others. These feminized notions of care risk placing 
responsibility for sustainability onto stereotypical feminized subjects, who are 
assumed to put others first. 

In the following example, becoming responsible as an important part of be-
coming sustainability literate is related to practices of hiking in nature:  

OVE: I mean those who walk the [hiking] trail a few times and 
who get that experience, they care more about preserving that 
nature, compared to those who have never been in the forest 
[...] 
OLOF: that's not certain, is it? Or? It depends a bit 
OVE: no obviously on an individual level it's not certain, but on 
a group level it's absolutely certain, of that I'm sure; I have sev-
eral examples proving that. My daughter was in an after-school 
center where they hiked, very often. Later, in ninth grade when 
they were going to go on a school trip – it was in primary school, 
they slept outdoors in the forest under canoes, they got to choose 
whether they wanted to go to [the amusement park] or the [hik-
ing] trail, and the whole class chose to walk the [hiking] trail 

The importance of having a relationship and first-hand experience with pris-
tine nature was stressed by several participants in the focus groups, although 
there are also participants who questioned the very notion that nature can 
possibly be separated from human life. The relationship between the forest, 
in this case, and the young generations makes nature a resource through 
which people learn to become responsible and sustainability literate. It seems 
to be the younger generations, not the teacher instructors themselves, who 
need this relationship in order to become suitable teachers or citizens for sus-
tainability. Here the desirable teacher students can be traced through Ove's 
daughter and her classmates; by spending time on the hiking trail and sleep-
ing under canoes, sustainability literacy seems to follow. In this way, the sus-
tainability literate subject seems to be someone who forms a bond with forests 
as something out there to be discovered and experienced, rather than some-
thing that is already a constant part of the students' lives. Another thing to be 
said about this association between the youth and practices of hiking in “that 
nature” is that it forms a desirable youth with access to hiking and canoes 
(possibly urban middle-class, able-bodied youth). Karin Bradley (2009, 237) 
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shows in her dissertation that spending time in nature has a strong connec-
tion to environmental stewardship in Sweden, reflecting a middle-class per-
spective on becoming environmentally concerned.  

The youth in general, and the students in particular, are in many cases judged 
against standards that are drawn from ideas about who the teacher instructors 
themselves were when they were young, and also from ideas about who other 
students and citizens are. The ideal sustainability literate teacher student 
seems to be someone who resembles the teacher instructors themselves. 

The knowing student and the purpose of 
sustainability education 
How teacher student subject positions are formed in relation to understand-
ings of knowledge in the sustainability imaginary also relates directly to ideas 
about the purpose of education in light of environmental change. Below, I 
will discuss how the purpose of education is formed in the focus group con-
versations through the particular ways in which the participants talk about 
the students.  

In several of the focus group discussions, it became apparent that the teacher 
students are expected to know certain things before beginning their education 
program. In the quote below, two participants in one of the groups, Nils and 
Nelly, express concerns about the ignorance of the teacher students:  

NILS: I believe that all people born in this country know this 
[about photosynthesis] already, that's citizen knowledge 
NELLY: I believe that everyone has read during the last 20-30 
years about scampi, about palm oil and such, but those who don't 
provide themselves with 
NILS: I know it 

In Nils and Nelly's discussion, specific knowledge is expected to follow from 
being born into citizenship of a specific country (Sweden) at a specific point 
in time. It also seems as if knowledge is expected to follow from continuously 
reading up on contemporary topics and actively searching for scientific 
knowledge. The students are seen as problematic when they do not live up to 
expectations that they possess certain types of common knowledge prior to 
entering the teacher education program. Participants in several of the focus 
groups expressed that the students are “surprisingly ignorant” (for example, 
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Group S) in relation to sustainability. Those few teacher students who are 
knowledgeable are described as unusual and more aware than the rest:  

ANASTASIA: [...] still, I think that there are a couple of students 
who are well aware of sustainable development, but otherwise 
there is a terrible lack of knowledge I think among the students, 
that they are so unfamiliar and then I think, I mean they have 
gone through ... I mean most of them are pretty young so they 
must have gone through primary school while sustainable devel-
opment must have been brought up, that I can also 
ANDRÉ: should have been brought up 

Despite going through the whole mandatory educational system, most stu-
dents seem to know far too little about sustainable development, according to 
Anastasia and André. Education does not seem to have made a difference in 
this respect. Those few students who were described as aware seemed to be 
so for extracurricular reasons; they had not gotten this knowledge as a result 
of their regular education. These few students were described as conscious. 
Another interpretation is that André might be pointing towards a systemic 
problem, in that these issues are not brought up at school. Despite the teacher 
instructors’ best efforts, some students still remain unaware according to 
Nils, who participated in another focus group:  

NILS: yes I got the impression that there weren't many students 
who were very informed or had very clear ideas about what sus-
tainable development could be, and my impression is that's still 
the case for a great many 

What Nils seems to be saying here is that the students’ poorly formed ideas 
about sustainable development is problematic, and what the students are and 
how they understand things can become a problem for the teacher instruc-
tors. What Nils says, arguably, is that a great many students do not improve 
their knowledge about sustainability while studying in the teacher education 
program. It seems as if some of the teacher instructors in the focus groups 
would prefer some other types of students, students who already know the 
right things and have little need to even go through the education program. 
Students who would be more same than Other to the teacher instructors. The 
following conversation is also on the topic of inadequate students:  

SEBASTIAN: or what is your impression Sandra, from the semi-
nar about the lack of planets and so on. Do you have any reflec-
tions from there? 
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SANDRA: no, but it's mostly about what you can do as an indi-
vidual I guess 
SEBASTIAN: yes 
SANDRA: you have to fight to get past the sorting-waste stage 
SEBASTIAN: yes 
SANDRA: many write in their reflection diaries “but I sort my 
waste at least, or I will at least get better at sorting waste” 
SEBASTIAN: yes, that's right, yes 
SANDRA: maybe [they] should have reached a bit higher, but it's 
good if we start there and then you can continue the work  

In my interpretation, what both Sandra and her colleague seem to agree on 
above is a rather static idea of the relationship between the student subject 
and the definition of knowledge in education. Ideas about what the teacher 
students should learn are seldom talked about, but rather what they ought to 
know before they enter into the teacher education program. On the one hand, 
Sandra seems hopeful when she concludes that the students' individual focus 
is a start from which she can “continue the work.” However, the understand-
ing of who the teacher student is and can become seems to be almost un-
changeable independent of the perceived impact of education:  

SOLVEIG: and I don't think we have a very high level 
SEBASTIAN: no 
SOLVEIG: on the course, what we talk about is what in some 
ways is present in the public debate 
SEBASTIAN: mm-hmm 
SOLVEIG: but the teacher students don't participate in that, if 
you choose to listen to Riks Megapol [sic! A mixture of two com-
mercial radio channels: Riks FM and Mix Megapol] instead of P1 
[a Swedish Radio public broadcasting station] 
SEBASTIAN: mm-hmm 
SOLVEIG: if you consistently neglect all news related to current 
affairs programs on TV and watch Big Brother or Halvåtta hos 
mig [a cooking program broadcast on a commercial TV channel], 
which I understand is very popular with the students 
SEBASTIAN: [LAUGHS] 
SOFIA: really [LAUGHS] 
SANDRA: at least they have organic food sometimes 
EVERYONE: [LAUGHS] 

According to these teacher instructors it seems as if the teacher students are 
what they are and they do what they do independently of education. Accord-
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ing to Solveig, there seem to be students who watch other types of TV pro-
grams (news-related current affairs programs), but those are not the students 
in the teacher education program. In some sense, the teacher students seem 
to be understood as particularly sustainability illiterate, compared with an un-
defined conception of others, in this example. Left only with the act of choos-
ing, as media consumers, the teacher students seem to be choosing the wrong 
thing. Clearly, both Solveig and Sandra expect their students to know certain 
things before they begin their teacher education, preferably things they would 
learn by participating in public debates. They seem to have specific notions 
about public debate – about what a public debate is and where it takes place. 
Gendered notions of caring only for the limited domestic space are criticized 
in favor of the public domain, showing a slightly different problem from what 
I previously discussed (where I criticized the tendency to locate sustainability 
in the private sphere). Here it is the domestic sphere that is neglected as im-
portant for creating sustainability, with the risk of forming the private sphere 
as apolitical. In this way, politics seem to become disentangled from eating 
habits, which is a problem I will discuss further in Chapter 6. The teacher 
instructors’ understanding of the public debate also shows that certain modes 
of knowledge are expected of the students before they enter the teacher edu-
cation programs. In some ways it seems as if the students should already be 
middle-class consumers and active in the public sphere before beginning 
teacher education. However, there is also resistance to these static under-
standings of students: 

MERITH: but I actually don't think you can say that these ones 
shouldn't study here, or that they should, because I'm thinking 
that it's some kind of learning process that you as a student are 
also part of, all of a sudden the penny drops 
MINNA exactly 
MERITH: when you've been working, after two years or 
MELKER: yes that's right 
MERITH: it may drop after the first semester at the university 
MELKER: yes absolutely 

What Merith says above gives considerable credit to education, compared to 
how education is talked about by many of the other participants. Merith 
voices this opinion in opposition to the other participants’ talk of students as 
either good or bad. Indeed, through Merith's account, the participants in this 
situation seem to form an understanding of education as a field of transfor-
mation, of becoming. 
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Despite some resistance, it could be argued that teacher education in the do-
main of sustainability mostly becomes a passage point which requires specific, 
static subjects; education becomes a site of confirming identity by being, not 
of transformation and becoming. The ways the teacher instructors view 
knowledge in relation to the available teacher student subject positions tend 
to reflect a rather static idea of the purpose of teacher education and the aim 
of becoming educated. Furthermore, the students are compared to the 
teacher instructors, who are regarded as already fully sustainability literate. 
Sameness rather than difference, and preservation rather than transfor-
mation, seem to be what education and the sustainable citizen come to be 
about, although there is also some room for different accounts of the sustain-
able student subject. All in all this creates a somewhat unsustainable purpose 
of knowledge and education which preserves rather than challenges the status 
quo. 

Concluding discussion 
Teacher education is supposed to be a platform where students can become 
teachers. Teacher education is furthermore a platform that takes part in form-
ing future teachers and citizens in the domain of sustainability. This chapter 
has dealt with the question of who can become educated through sustainabil-
ity education by focusing on elusive and uncomfortable discussions about the 
teacher students in the focus groups. I have focused on discussions in which 
the students were both formed and problematized as active consumers and 
were regarded as irresponsible youth, and on how notions of knowledge and 
education are related to forming the sustainability literate subject. Examining 
these formations is a way to study which subject positions are available to 
teacher education students and can contribute to answering the question 
posed at the beginning of this chapter: Who can become sustainability lit-
erate? This question has been addressed by mapping out various available 
ways of being, and becoming, through education. 

The first answer to this chapter's main question is that the sustainability lit-
erate student and citizen is, for the most part, imagined as someone who con-
sumes in certain ways, is responsible, as shown by, for example, a love for 
nature, knows certain things, and relates to education in specific ways before 
enrolling in the teacher education program. The relationship between the 
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teacher students and their education seems to be perceived mostly as a rela-
tion of being rather than becoming. The students are generally described and 
judged for who they are imagined to be, rather than for who they might be 
able to become through education. In that respect, the sustainability literate is 
someone who does not need education.  

The second answer to this chapter's main question is that the sustainability 
literate student is someone who is just like the teacher instructors. In some 
of the discussions above, the teacher instructors seem to discredit their stu-
dents for not knowing enough and for consuming, focusing on, and engaging 
in the wrong things before and during their education. One interpretation of 
these criticisms is that the students are seen as failures because of their ina-
bility to become (or be) the teacher instructors themselves. An ideal of same-
ness through education is used at the expense of imagining education as a site 
of becoming differently. In some ways it seems as if the teacher instructors 
are failing to meet the teacher student respectfully as an Other (Todd 2003; 
Biesta 2006a; Säfström 2011).  

The third answer to this chapter's main question is that the sustainability lit-
erate student is someone who has an active lifestyle, participates in public 
debates, and consumes eco-friendly goods, often – again – in line with the 
teacher instructors themselves. Similar to earlier studies on desirable subject 
positions in sustainability-related practices, the sustainability literate teacher 
student often seems to be formed in proximity to Swedish middle-class norms 
(see e.g., Bradley 2009; Henriksson 2014). As an example of how these norms 
operate in the dominant environmental discourse in Sweden, Karin Bradley 
(2009, 245) shows that “the more affluent groups tend to buy more organic 
food, recycle and use cloth bags when shopping (…) these lifestyles are rein-
forced, whilst lifestyles implying other ways of economising with resources 
are not acknowledged or supported.” The discussions in the focus groups both 
use and challenge discursive formations of the Swedish middle class as par-
ticularly sustainable and environmentally friendly subjects. The problem of 
the consumer citizen as one of the most accessible subject positions for the 
middle-class is not only that it is a position that uses a lot of resources. It could 
also be argued that by proposing environmentally friendly shopping, cleaning, 
and recycling, feminized subjects (who continue to do most of the housework 
globally) become responsible for dealing with environmental problems while 
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the capitalist system, which generates most of the problems, is left unchal-
lenged. Entirely too much emphasis is placed on the notion that change hap-
pens through individual behavior, change in humans, rather than a systemic 
political change in the distribution of resources and knowledge production. 
The politics of sustainability gets hidden by locating it in the seemingly neutral 
sphere of the home, free from politics. However, as Stacy Alaimo (2000) and 
others point out, the domestic sphere is far from a neutral sphere but is rather 
a space in which gender inequality, and other inequalities too, can be rein-
forced and maintained within what tends to be seen as a strictly private place. 

What do the conclusions of this chapter have to say about the formation of a 
sustainability imaginary in education? Turning first to subject positions, they 
are often formed in line with the current neoliberal dream of citizen-consum-
ers: middle-class consumers of eco-friendly goods, hard-working, happy – and 
sometimes feminized, since these subject positions tend to be located in the 
domestic sphere, where women still tend to do most of the work. I think that 
it is also fair to claim that the available student subjects are, for most part, 
anthropocentrically formed, without much room for nonhuman aspects of 
sustainability. In some ways it may seem impossible to imagine subject posi-
tions for the student as more than human, which can be explained by educa-
tion's raison d'être as a cultivation of the human subject (see e.g., Pedersen 
2010b). Second, the discursive formations form knowledge as certain and 
non-transformative, education as having little impact on knowledge, and stu-
dents as able to go beyond the current instrumental views on knowledge; it 
also presents desirable knowledge as non-instrumental. Finally, the nonsen-
sical is only present in the background, held back most visibly by maintaining 
positive thinking and happiness as a necessity for the sustainability literate. I 
discussed happiness and positive thinking as a collective problem, present in 
the groups, in which many of us are so focused on investing in the future as a 
happy place that no room is left for the nonsensical potential of imagining 
otherwise. 

The balancing act of educating future generations of citizens to become both 
role models and mediators of knowledge is implicated in the discussions 
above about who the sustainability literate teacher student and citizen is. This 
is yet another elusive and uncomfortable aspect of the sustainability imagi-
nary, and it will be analyzed in the next chapter, which zooms in on the role 
of being a teacher instructor for sustainability. 
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Chapter 5 

The balancing acts of teaching 
sustainability in a post-political time 

NILS: what does development mean? For me it means change, a 
neutral expression. But that's not how it is used 
NELLY: what does need mean? Can you talk about… 
NILS: sure, I think that's good 
NELLY: whose need? 

The act of teaching students to balance between their future role as both pub-
lic figures and private persons has been described as a dilemma for teacher 
education (see e.g., Bursjöö 2014; Hasslöf 2015). On the one hand, students' 
experiences are considered valuable as a resource, and on the other hand, ed-
ucation is an institution assigned to serve the contemporary societies' specific 
needs and norms (Åberg 2008, 61). This chapter investigates how three such 
balancing acts are played out in the domain of sustainability teaching by look-
ing at different aspects of a recurring elusive and uncomfortable theme that 
emerged in all of the focus groups. The meaning of neutrality is salient here, 
as indicated in the quoted discussion above. I investigate which subject posi-
tions, discursive formations, and aspects of the nonsensical the sustainability 
imaginary creates through these balancing acts, and how these acts relate to 
the positions of the teaching self. 

In between politics and urgency 
This chapter focuses empirically on understanding the role and responsibility 
of teaching others (future teachers) to take a stance, while trying to maintain 
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a neutral position as a teacher instructor. To illustrate this quandary, I will 
begin by contrasting how sustainable development is described in the latest 
Swedish Government Official Report about teacher education (SOU 
2008:109) with how the teacher instructors in one of the focus groups dis-
cussed this description. To begin with, the inquiry that resulted in the Swe-
dish Government Official Report A sustainable teacher education (SOU 
2008:109) describes sustainable development as part of the current societal 
value system:  

Years ago children learned to fear God and to honor the king – 
nowadays they learn about sustainable development. The differ-
ence might seem significant, but the foundation is the same – 
the school is expected to mediate society’s values to future gen-
erations. (SOU 2008:109, 193 my translation from the Swedish) 

As mentioned above, this specific government-sanctioned interpretation of 
sustainable development as a value that needs to be mediated through educa-
tion was brought up in one of the focus groups. The participants expressed 
criticism regarding how sustainability is framed as just one of many beliefs 
that the educational system is expected to manage and mediate:  

GORAN: conceptualizations such as “before, one believed in 
God, later, one believed in sustainable development, later, some-
thing different will follow” [LAUGHS] 
GISELA: alright [sounding surprised] 
GUNNAR: yes, that was really intolerable 
GORAN: [LAUGHS] that was, I was surprised they could express 
it that way 
GISELA: it's rather that there is nothing else 
MANY: [LAUGHS] 
GISELA: if we don't 
GORAN: right [LAUGHS] 
GISELA: succeed in this  

By laughing together at the “intolerable” expression in the inquiry report, the 
participants seem to establish a common ground with the idea that sustaina-
ble development needs to be taken seriously as an indisputable fact. In the 
participants' discussions, it is clear that sustainable development is something 
other than a belief (as “in God”) that can be exchanged over time. Quite the 
contrary, sustainable development seems to be regarded as an inescapable 
matter of fact – “there is nothing else” – displaying both a widespread concern 
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that sustainable development is an answer to real problems and a response to 
a threat to humanity as a whole. The inquiry cited above, on the other hand, 
seems to present a matter-of-fact understanding of sustainability as a politi-
cally loaded value. What is interesting here is the relation between official 
statements about sustainable development and the perception of sustainable 
development among those who are supposed to teach sustainability. The fact 
that the inquiry quite clearly states that “the school is expected to mediate 
society's values to future generations” (italics added) pinpoints that the au-
thors of the inquiry view this as a political issue.  

It seems to be during the processes of making these political matters teacha-
ble as indisputable facts that the teacher instructors react. Why could that be? 
I suggest that this highlights the balancing act of mediating politically loaded 
issues in legitimate ways within educational practices. This balancing act be-
comes visible as elusive and uncomfortable as the teacher instructors sit to-
gether in the focus groups and discuss sustainability teaching. As illustrated 
in the excerpt above, the role and responsibility of teacher education seems 
to be understood as making sustainability teachable in between educational-
political discursive formations about mediating values and the fearful discur-
sive formations and nonsensical fantasies of the consequences of an unsus-
tainable future. The tension between seeing sustainability as just another so-
cietal and temporary norm and the wish to succeed in creating a sustainable 
path as the only way forward highlights one of the balancing acts of teaching 
sustainability to future teachers. This tension becomes visible as the teacher 
instructors have to make sustainability teachable in a landscape of environ-
mental change. Furthermore, this tension connects to how teaching relates 
to politics. 

A depoliticized profession?  
The future teacher can be considered a contested figure in the public debate 
(see e.g., Åberg 2008; Sjöberg 2011) and in the focus group discussions, as 
shown in the previous chapter. Despite wide recognition of the political im-
portance of teachers and teacher education, the focus group conversations 
revealed that, ideally, the practice of teaching should be regarded as non-po-
litical. In that respect, educating the sustainability literate teacher entails ne-
gotiating the role and the responsibility of teaching teachers to teach. Below, 
I will show how the participants express anxiety and doubt about prescribing 
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certain acts in education over others. As will be evident, the prescription of 
certain sustainability-related acts is considered particularly problematic:  

ANDRÉ: [...] the tension lies between the fact that the school 
cannot be normative [...] and say, “This is how you should act 
and this is how you should live” and that within the sustainability 
sphere there is an outcry “now you have to change” 
ANNA: yes exactly  

What André accounts for here – with seeming discomfort – is a specific type 
of normativity in relation to sustainability issues; the tempting normativity of 
telling the students of education what to do and what not to do to create a 
sustainable society. For André, it seems to be the prescribed doing (saying 
what others should do and how they should live) that is considered problem-
atic when teaching sustainability. The implicit demand for non-normative ed-
ucation (“the school cannot be normative”) seems to stem from a notion of 
ideal neutrality and, more specifically, of the teacher role as ideally neutral 
and non-normative – perhaps even depoliticized. The idea that teachers 
should attempt to bring about change, while remaining somewhat nonjudg-
mental about the students' life choices, seems to cause André discomfort. The 
students' right to make their own choices clashed with the call for necessary 
changes in the sustainability domain. The belief in independent and individ-
ual lifestyle choices as both a right and a solution to environmental change is 
widespread in the contemporary Swedish society and in the focus groups, 
which was shown in Chapter 4. However, the ideal “citizen-consumer” (Mac-
Gregor 2013, 8) can create change through individual lifestyle changes, but is 
unable to bring about changes on a structural level. Above, André seems to be 
skeptical of the possibility of teaching sustainability in a non-normative way 
when any call for change relies on a specific way of viewing the world – with 
political consequences. 

In discussions about the role of sustainability in education, some focus group 
participants further dwell on possibilities and problems of educating teacher 
students to make informed choices and decisions:  

LISBETH: yes, but also that one should eat organic foods, one 
should eat, one should recycle one's garbage, I think it's much 
more interesting to bring up questions like: Are organic foods 
really so good? Is organic farming, are we agreeing completely 
that that's always a good idea? Consequently, I think, I can make 
my own decision about doing this or that, but I think education 
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is about giving them the prerequisite to make their own deci-
sions 

Against the discursive formations of personal lifestyle choices as the given an-
swer to environmental problems (which I discussed in Chapter 4), Lisbeth 
proclaims a critical stance of questioning taken-for-granted axioms – para-
doxically, in order to foster in students the capacity to make their own deci-
sions as individuals. Lisbeth seems to hold that education is about the process 
of becoming an informed subject. It is, however, about becoming informed in 
a very specific sense, a becoming that creates opportunities for the students 
to make their own decisions, presumably as individuals and in relation to the 
highly individualized discourse on sustainability (see e.g. Skill 2008, 276; 
Cakici 2013, 182; Henriksson 2014, 213). Lisbeth's claim that the purpose of 
education is to prepare individuals to make their own decisions could be seen 
as in line with the assumption that decisions are made by rational human be-
ings. On the one hand, education seems to be about becoming differently, and 
on the other hand, about being precisely the ideal citizen-consumer individ-
ual of the post-political era.  

Sustainability education seems to challenge the implicit and seemingly strong 
ideal of the teacher as a neutral and disembodied public figure. Is it wrong to 
drive a car to work if you can choose other means of transport? Most of the 
focus group participants would probably say yes. Is it okay to express this 
stance in the role as a teacher or a teacher instructor? This time the answer 
would probably not be as quick and easy. One of the participants in particular, 
André, finds such claims to be problematic in the teacher role. When he dis-
cusses this problem with his colleagues in the focus group, he remembers a 
situation that played out in his previous job as a middle school teacher: 

ANDRÉ: [...] this is probably out of context but when I worked 
in middle school the amazing book about the cod in the Baltic 
Sea was published. I read it and I felt “there’s no doubt about it, 
I have to talk about it in the classroom,” about the book on cod 
extinction or whatever it's called, that it was endangered. And 
not long after, a parent came, smiling, but still, and asked: “An-
dré what are you doing?” [ANASTASIA LAUGHS] “we are no 
longer allowed to eat cod at home”  
EVERYONE: [LAUGHS] 
ANDRÉ: it felt instinctively problematic  
ANNA: yes, right, right 
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ANDRÉ: am I allowed to do this? What happens now regarding 
normativity? It didn't feel good in the teacher-body, but in the 
André-body it felt great 
ANNA: yes exactly [LAUGHS] 
HANNA: yes 
ANDRÉ: [...] I thought these were the facts. Because I mean I 
didn't look for it but there might be a book [stating the opposite] 
[EVERYONE LAUGHS] because that book I'm not interested in 
reading. Well, we are also human, the three of us sitting here are 
humans with our own values and norms which we’re suddenly 
supposed to drop when we enter as [teacher] instructors and that 
is not working fully 

 Even though this quote describes a scenario André recalls from working in a 
middle school, it also illustrates current dilemmas faced by the teacher in-
structors. This is clearly shown when André ends the quote by referring to 
himself and his two colleagues as humans and teacher instructors with their 
own values and norms which affect them as professionals. The problem for 
André here seems to be when his teaching leads to certain behavior changes 
of his students outside the classroom. More specifically, the problem seems to 
appear when his students change their behavior due to what has been taught 
in the classroom. When a student's parents point out that a certain lesson has 
led to a significant change at home – the family can no longer eat cod because 
of what was said in the classroom – André is forced to reflect on how his own 
epistemological-political ideals have become visible through his role as a 
teacher. The dilemma about whether one should or should not eat cod is at 
stake here, displaying larger issues about education: Is education supposed to 
change us, to make us become differently? Andre’s regretful disinterest in 
books and research that show the opposite side of the “amazing book” he has 
read shows the strong ideal of never taking a stance, and of always remaining 
neutral. The focus group discussions show, however, that sustainability edu-
cation seems to require a visible subject; a situated, embodied position from 
which some sort of assessment of more or less sustainable practices, futures, 
and acts can be done. However, the strong ideal of teachers and teacher in-
structors remaining somewhat neutral in their teaching demands quite the 
contrary: a disembodied teacher, free from social and political attachments. 
Much like the contemporary discussions on climate change, the reachable so-
lutions seem to lie outside conflicts and unequal power relations. The neutral 
ideal assumes, just like the conventional answers to climate change, a homo-
geneous humanity and a disembodied subject. The consensus-oriented ideal 
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of ignoring or hiding political conflicts, displayed through Chantal Mouffe’s 
(2005) and Erik Swyngedouw's (2014) critiques of the contemporary post-
political condition, which I discussed in the introduction, can be considered 
a problem for pinpointing what is at stake and for whom in sustainability ed-
ucation. 

The overall possibility of affecting students’ lives outside the educational 
sphere as a political and ideological imperative did not come across as an en-
tirely positive outcome of sustainability education in other parts of the focus 
groups:  

DAGNY: yes consequently when you see what they [the stu-
dents] write at the beginning of the course and what they write 
at the end of the course, it is obvious that they take it seriously, 
it has affected their way of living, and affects their stance to 
teaching and they see things they haven't seen before, I think it's 
been rather... horrifying sometimes to see how much we've been 
affecting them 
DAN: yes 
DAGNY: how do you view this? I can sometimes feel ambivalent 
towards this: do we have the right to affect them this much? Be-
cause my answer is that we have affected them, of that I'm sure 

The epistemological assumption above seems to be that knowledge should be 
separated from the knower, and from political stances and emotions. 
Whether the teacher instructors have the right to affect the students’ way of 
living and thinking seems to be a critical question for Dagny. Her discomfort 
seems to appear both when educational outcomes stretch into the private 
sphere in unconventional ways and when the students are deeply affected by 
their education. Education that addresses and affects the activities of the pri-
vate and domestic sphere challenges ideas about how far education should 
reach (see e.g. Hjälmeskog 2006). Education as an arena of transformational 
change is not a common understanding in the focus groups, as already shown 
in the previous chapter. On the one hand, the idea of a clear separation be-
tween the public and private spheres tends to ignore the activities and politics 
of the private sphere; on the other hand, the stress on individual responsibility 
and lifestyle choices makes the private sphere an important platform for han-
dling environmental problems. On some occasions, participants in the focus 
groups expressed the hope that schoolchildren will teach their parents about 
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recycling and similar activities. This hope relates to an idea of education as an 
arena for disciplining the citizens of the future. 

Above, Dagny touches upon the question of how norms – what the right way 
to live and to think is – are mediated and negotiated in sustainability educa-
tion, where some norms of the good life are established at the expense of oth-
ers (“it has affected their way of living”). In another focus group Olga and her 
colleagues discuss how to handle this problem in practice:  

OLGA: but don't you become normative or normalizing when 
you select what to present 
OSCAR: yes you do, always, but you always have to make a selec-
tion, I think there is a great difference between entering [the 
classroom] with an opinion, or illuminating different views and 
entering [the classroom] with the idea of making everyone share 
a specific view, and that doesn't mean that I don't show what I 
believe as a teacher so to speak 

As can be seen above, Olga and Oscar are trying to come to terms with how 
to strategically handle the burden and responsibility of teaching sustainabil-
ity. For Oscar, the problem seems somewhat resolved by dividing the situated 
(political) position of the teacher with the selection of which content to teach. 
For him, it seems to be possible to separate the selection of content from one's 
position as a teacher. Although Oscar admits that the content selection is po-
litical in some sense, it does not seem as problematic as it would be to tell the 
students what they ought to do. The problematic part here seems again to be 
about telling someone what to do or not do, which makes certain versions of 
affecting others problematic while leaving other versions unproblematized. To 
clarify the point, teaching always has an effect, but some effects are here con-
sidered more problematic than others. Making the situated teacher invisible 
in favor of teaching content that displays many viewpoints, which seems to 
be what Oscar suggests, did not seem to be as easy for all focus group partici-
pants: 

SANDRA: we usually discuss this, that does one have to live sus-
tainably in order to teach about sustainable development, and 
that's a – that's pretty difficult 
SEBASTIAN: yes 
SANDRA: since we're living in the society that we're living in. 
And actually use a lot of resources. And live at the expense of 
others, strictly speaking, none of us would be able to do it 
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SOFIA: no 
SEBASTIAN: mm-hmm 
SANDRA: teach about sustainable development. But many stu-
dents believe that “well one has do it, one really has to do it,” and 
that would disqualify all of us 
[...] 
SOLVEIG: yes, I tell my students that you take this course now, 
then you can relax. I'm in it every semester [LAUGHS] 

In the exchange above, the teacher instructors seem to be trying to figure out 
how this simultaneously necessary and difficult visibility demand as a private, 
situated subject could be met when teaching sustainable development issues. 
Here, the participants are grappling with how each individual’s way of life is 
conditioned by larger processes in the society. The focus group above seems 
to be pointing out that all ways of living are in fact affected by larger societal 
systems in which it is impossible to carry out an activity, such as teaching, in 
isolation from the conditions surrounding the teacher both privately and pro-
fessionally. Here, Sandra claims that she and her colleagues are living in a 
society in which they get to live at the expense of others, and it becomes clear 
that simply by being in this world, Sandra is already a political being. This 
recognition could lead to what Sandra points out above: “strictly speaking, 
none of us would be able to [...] teach about sustainable development.” In this 
way, one's private actions and activities become important in order to even 
qualify as a legitimate teacher instructor of sustainability issues. The teaching 
seems inseparable from the teacher as an embodied and embedded being. 
Solveig acknowledges towards the end of the quote above that her visibility as 
a private person, required by sustainable development education, prevents 
her from “relaxing” and acting in ways that are unsustainable. One way of 
interpreting what it means to be a teacher instructor for Solveig is that teach-
ing is entangled with how she embodies the subjectivity and responsibility 
that sustainability education seems to demand. This means that what one is 
doing as a private individual becomes necessarily visible, and the seemingly 
neutral position diminishes. Consequently, disembodiment hardly seems like 
an option one can choose or disclaim when making sustainability teachable. 

I will now look more closely into the focus group conversations that were 
grappling with the ideal of the teacher instructor (and teacher) as neutral in 
the making of the future. In the focus group conversation between Gert, Goran, 
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Gisela, and Gunnar, they all resist and challenge the ideal of being objective 
as a teacher instructor simply because they seem to agree that it is impossible: 

GERT: I actually find it hard to believe that one can be objective  
GORAN: of course you can't 
GERT: that is some kind of ideal picture, that one should try to 
be as objective as possible 
GORAN: yes, but is it actually an ideal picture? Is it good to be 
objective? 
GERT: no 
GUNNAR: I can agree with you, but when I'm in the classroom 
here I still feel that I cannot stand there... because this is such 
ideological stuff so I can't make the class into some kind of 
GORAN: political 
GUNNAR: propaganda 
GORAN: no [LAUGHS] 
GUNNAR: propaganda class for my opinions 
[...] 
GUNNAR: but I don't tell them what I think, they notice it any-
way 
GISELA: exactly [LAUGHS] 
GORAN: [LAUGHS]  

Despite the impossibility of the objective, neutral teacher position, in this ex-
ample the opposite of objectivity seems to be connected to ideology and prop-
aganda – things that are assumed not to belong in a classroom of any kind. 
However, education is of course inherently ideological and political because 
of its role as a central institution in any modern or postmodern society. The 
ideal of being non-ideological and neutral as a teacher still seems to remain 
implicit; it seems difficult to claim anything else from the teacher position. 
The problem here is that the neutral position seems impossible when teaching 
sustainability. This impossibility becomes visible as Gunnar ends this excerpt 
by pointing out that regardless of what he is saying in class, his students can 
still tell what he is thinking about specific issues. Judging by their laughter, 
Gisela and Gert also seem to recognize this situation. Although neutrality is 
recognized as an impossibility, it still remains an ideal for the teacher instruc-
tors.  

The impossibility of neutrality is further discussed by other focus group par-
ticipants as they explicitly elaborate on the future as a highly political and 
normative phenomenon: 
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LENNART: but also what one wonders, education for sustaina-
ble development, then you have to do something for the future 
and it becomes really normative, everybody wants a sustainable 
development but it's like there are some things that are good and 
one constructs certain good students or pupils or humans 
LILLEMOR: yes, what teaching should look like 
LENNART: yes, what teaching should look like and what kind of 
ideals are important and whose future we are talking about and 
so on 
LISBETH: yes that's also interesting when we consider that we 
think that education for sustainable development is about some-
thing critical 
LENNART: yes, yes 
LISBETH: critical thinking is a crucial ingredient and at the 
same time it easily becomes prescriptive  
LENNART: yes  

As can be seen in this excerpt, “doing something for the future” seems highly 
problematic to Lennart, Lillemor, and Lisbeth, because talking about the fu-
ture seems impossible without being normative in some way. Since sustaina-
bility issues are discursively tied together with ideas of the future, it seems 
impossible for the teacher instructors to manage sustainable development in 
education without being – contrary to the ideal of neutrality – subjective and 
normative. As I will discuss further in Chapter 7, how the future is imagined 
is important for which realities we can collectively make possible. It seems as 
if sustainable development requires a visible teaching subject – an embodied, 
historically, and locally situated teacher; someone who does something and 
takes a worlding stance in issues regarding the future. The notion of neutral-
ity, as I discussed in Chapter 1, can be linked to the maintenance of the status 
quo and entails an often hidden political dimension of business as usual. The 
call for change in response to climate change, for instance, tends to rely on a 
natural science world view with its own implicit ideas of what a good society 
should look like (governed by experts etc.) – often without questioning the 
deep structures of our society in relation to unequal power relations. 

Below, Lennart opposes the others in the focus group he participates in by 
pointing out conflicts that disturbed the consensus-oriented atmosphere: 

LISA: [...] it's easy to fall into misery or to be problem oriented, 
but I think 
LILLEMOR: yes, I think that happened in the 70s 
LENNART: yes 
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LILLEMOR: namely that it became so moralizing so that people 
didn't want to listen any more 
LISBETH: it has to be easy for people, you shouldn't have to be 
so skillful 
LENNART: it should be easy for the middle-class most of all, 
right? 
LISBETH: yes, or...  

Lennart's provoking point about the middle-class as the implicit target in the 
focus group's discussion about addressing sustainability problems in an easy 
and unproblematic way shows an uncomfortable visibility of underlying 
norms. In balancing between teaching that fosters free informed choices on 
the one hand and correct behaviors for a specific change on the other, the 
teacher instructors seem to be caught in an act where the role and responsi-
bility of teaching others to teach must be negotiated between notions of nor-
mative and seemingly value-neutral claims. This dichotomy can be consid-
ered somewhat false against the background of post-politics (outlined above), 
where the status quo is seemingly emptied of conflicts and political struggles, 
as also suggested by Lennart in the quote above. I suggest that the negotiation 
between normative and seemingly value-neutral claims makes the teacher in-
structors uncomfortably visible as private and situated subjects. This is espe-
cially noticeable where actions and subject positions outside the classroom 
merge with those of teaching inside the classroom. The seemingly strong ideal 
of a necessary depoliticized profession in practice is made problematic in the 
focus group discussions as the teacher instructors try to balance between ide-
als of neutrality and the quest for change. In the following section, I will look 
more closely into how entanglements of facts and values in sustainability ed-
ucation create yet another balancing act for the teacher instructors. 

Troublesome knowledge in between facts and 
values 
Negotiating the legitimate teacher education position in between neutrality 
and specific embodiments draws on the discussion about what sustainability 
knowledge might be. Several of these discussions concerned the negotiations 
between facts and values. At first glance, in many of the focus groups, facts 
seemed to be equated with numbers, information, and things that could be 
plainly described, as something “concrete.” Values, on the other hand, 
seemed to be about telling someone what to do, problematizing something, 
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doing something in the name of the future; values were about ideals and cer-
tain practices such as eating organic food and recycling. However, the seem-
ingly clear separation of facts from values seems quite tricky to maintain. An-
astasia discusses this problem:  

ANASTASIA: [...] you want to give them [the students] some in-
formation so that they can understand what it is about; sustain-
able development in relation to food, what is it? And then that 
needs to be problematized, when it comes to food and sustaina-
ble development, then I feel like it's easy to become normative, 
that there is a right answer. And I think that it might have to be 
a little like that, I must be able to be a little normative when I do 
a presentation on food and sustainable development […] 

In this instance, it is clear that it is tricky for Anastasia to create the separation 
between facts and valuations of those facts when she teaches sustainable de-
velopment in the domain of food. To give a presentation about food and sus-
tainability within the teacher education program requires her to be, as she 
claims, at least “a little normative.” Her desire to first give “information” to 
the students seems not to be enough. It seems that as soon as Anastasia starts 
problematizing what sustainable food is, she feels obliged to give answers to 
the students about what is right and wrong. The notion of value-free knowledge 
seems both present as an ideal and contested at the same time: 

ANASTASIA: I also think about the thing about the cod, how to 
bring it up, now it isn't overfished any more, it's not as problem-
atic since for a long time we avoided eating as much cod because 
it was nearly overfished, and if we want to preserve the cod, what 
do we tell the students? I think you have to be able to say this: 
The cod is almost overfished. If we went to preserve the cod we 
should stop eating it, or? What...? 
ANDRÉ: well that's one way of presenting reality [LAUGHS] 
ANASTASIA: yes [LAUGHS] 
/3 seconds of silence/ 
ANASTASIA: yes 
HANNA: but is that what 
ANASTASIA: show different alternatives of course 
HANNA: sustainable development is about, or is it something 
different? 
ANASTASIA: well to a certain extent it is, it isn't only about 
showing options but they should also be able to make informed 
choices, be critical [...] 
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Anastasia's talk about the overfishing of cod and her wish to give advice in the 
classroom about whether to eat it or not seems, for her colleague André, to be 
just “one way of presenting reality.” They both laugh about this as if André's 
response is somewhat absurd, or as if making normative claims in the class-
room would be absurd. There seems to be a general insecurity about how to 
handle a situation like this in the classroom. Presenting seemingly hard facts 
about the cod population is seen as already bringing along tricky valuations, 
and of presenting reality in simplistic ways. In this way the notion of how 
things are is intertwined with how things ought to be. Instead of creating endless 
opportunities for dealing with sustainability issues, the teacher instructors 
seem pinioned by the impossibility of separating facts from values in sustain-
ability education in general, and in the cod case in particular. How the teacher 
instructors should talk about the cod when teaching is unresolved in this con-
versation. The unresolved problem runs the risk in the long run of creating a 
nihilist approach in which everything is up for question. The problem with a 
nihilist point of departure is that “anything goes,” as if choices about what to 
eat and how to farm can be made in isolation from necessary ethical consid-
erations that involve and affect others' lives. Haraway's (1988, 584) critique 
of relativism as a way of “being nowhere while claiming to be everywhere 
equally” shows why nihilism is not an option. 

Here I would like to make a parallel to the Swedish research field of Education 
for Sustainable Development (ESD), discussed in the introductory chapter, 
which was influential in the focus groups. ESD argues for a pluralist approach 
in which education should make room for different options to be negotiated 
and compared to each other in practice (see e.g., J. Öhman 2008, 22). Against 
the background of André and Anastasia's discussion, this approach seems to 
have certain limitations as a guiding principle for teaching sustainability is-
sues. I would even go so far as to claim that pluralism, despite its ambitions, 
may seem to be a sort of post-political realization in which power relations 
might remain hidden. Erik Swyngedouw (2014, 24 italics added) writes sim-
ilarly that “the past few decades have been characterized by a process of de-
politicization whereby political matters have been reduced to the pluralist ne-
gotiation of a series of techno-organizational activities designed to manage 
consensually established issues and problems (…) but within a social and po-
litical-economic frame (…) that is itself beyond contestation.” The question 
is whether the pluralist approach to education can provide a tool for change 
that the teacher instructors above seem to be searching for. Chantal Mouffe 
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(2005) holds that the liberal democratic focus on dialogue and consensus, of 
which I identify the pluralist approach to be part, hides the conflictual dimen-
sions and deeper unequal structures of the society – the hidden political real-
ity of the status quo. The discussion in the focus group above shows that the 
pluralist approach has limitations. Oscar, from another focus group, seems to 
point to why this might be the case:  

OSCAR: because obviously it [sustainable development] rests on 
[politics] [LAUGHS] consequently there is a questioning of eco-
nomic growth and that's political, it is, and the neoliberal domi-
nance within the whole political field makes it rather sensitive 

For Oscar, here it seems to be the seemingly non-political, non-ideological 
aspects of sustainable development education that makes it difficult to teach. 
The consensus-oriented belief in economic growth, for instance, as a seem-
ingly neutral fact, makes all other stances politically visible and therefore sen-
sitive to bring up in education. In another focus group, Lennart and the other 
participants discuss how this scientific knowledge view is separated from “so-
ciety”: 

LENNART: yes, when it comes to those of us who teach, 'cause 
most often it's biologists or those from biology or biology teach-
ers or those working with biology in teacher education who work 
a lot with sustainable development and have taken the responsi-
bility to do so, and you may ask why that is so because for me it's 
largely about, like, well the political and the idealistic parts that 
I bring in, from my youth, and my life, and that contains, alt-
hough I'm a biologist by training the political and social science 
parts are actually from my private engagement in society, so in 
the biological parts there is some kind of professional role, but 
the other is much more biased towards some kind of will to 
change society or something like that, I don't know, it's a little, 
and then you have the soc... consequently there is a weakness in 
how the social science part is brought in as a professional part in 
everything [but] it's more like a volunteer part that you bring in 
LISBETH: it's not exactly a real area of knowledge 
LENNART: no 
LISBETH: it becomes more an approach or something and that's 
not... 

One of the things Lennart does above is make a clear separation between bi-
ology knowledge and political views incorporating calls for change, which he 
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locates in his lay interpretation of social science. This is probably a rather 
common-sense way of understanding science, as separated from the self's po-
litical and emotional desires. However, as I have discussed earlier, this view 
carries a few problems with my expanded notion of politics. In the example 
above, sustainable development becomes uncomfortable because it is teacha-
ble only when things outside disciplinary boundaries (of biology) are brought 
into the classroom. This seems to be why Lisbeth suggests that sustainable 
development is “not exactly a real area of knowledge.” This problem pinpoints 
the specificity of education as a practice in which the world is divided into 
neat school subjects and disciplines. The problem Lennart addresses above 
may raise the question: Is there an educated way to teach sustainability issues? 
Somehow, due to the insecurity of not knowing, of being a vulnerable subject 
in a web of intersecting power relations, and of desiring a better world, the 
teacher as a figure of knowledge does not seem to fully work. Something else 
seems to be required. What was perhaps once perceived as the inside (biol-
ogy) and outside (society) of the educational sphere is interestingly blurred 
in Lennart's problematization of his own role. Or, to put it differently, the 
attempts to make sustainability teachable show that it is impossible to main-
tain a separation between an inside and an outside.  

Walking the line between facts and values, and negotiating this tension in a 
precise way by seeming neutral, is discussed in another focus group in terms 
of not wanting to cause conflict with parents, colleagues, and educational 
boards:  

GERT: [...] than we are at the interesting question: and that it is 
what do they [the students] actually get to know through the 
teacher education? And then what they actually can mediate to 
their students, because there is some kind of objectivity require-
ment and what does the objectivity consist of? [...] 
HANNA: is that something that the rest of you have reflected 
upon as well? 
GORAN: well, I actually believe that there is a bigger fear of 
bringing up issues [...] about taking a personal stance and acting 
on issues that teachers understand as crossing the border of what 
is moral, or what the policy documents and the legal aspects of 
the teaching role are, that's an obstacle and you cannot just say 
anything, many see it that way anyway [...] you don't want to 
cause conflicts, you don't want to annoy [anyone] and then you 
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skip issues that can be controversial, with parents or with col-
leagues, or with the board and so on, you often hear those argu-
ments  

In Goran’s view, the role and responsibility of being a teacher seems to be 
about walking the line and presenting oneself as objective in order to remain 
legitimate in one’s professional role as a teacher. To transgress the boundary 
of objectivity means to speak one’s mind and cause conflicts with others (par-
ents, colleagues, and educational boards) of importance for maintaining the 
position as a good teacher. Maintaining a consensus-oriented status quo 
seems important to the students and teachers Goran refers to. However, the 
consensus-oriented status quo is based on the possibility of a seemingly neu-
tral, depoliticized idea of uncontroversial environmental problems. Walking 
the line when teaching sustainability issues seems easier said than done, given 
that Gert's question of what teaching objectively really means seems to have 
no easy answer. One way of seeing this problem is to consider that sustaina-
bility issues bring about messy knowledge that challenges conventional defi-
nitions of what knowledge is: what facts are, what a valuation is, and what a 
knowing subject is (see e.g., Gyberg 2003, 89). The messiness seems to have 
implications for the teacher role. The entanglement of facts, values, and 
teacher bodies creates challenges for the role and responsibility of teaching 
sustainability issues where clear-cut boundaries seem difficult to establish 
and maintain. My point here is that every time the un/sustainable future is 
spoken of, a stance has already somewhat been taken, which is also what sev-
eral of the teacher instructors seem to realize. To put it simply, ontology is 
political (see e.g., Mol 1999) and it makes it possible to imagine certain things 
and not others. This point can also be made in the context of the participants’ 
discomfort when trying to separate facts from values. How, when, and where 
one talks about the future in relation to sustainability has worlding effects; it 
creates certain possibilities and makes others harder or impossible. Norma-
tivity, which in Lennart's account above is connected to “doing something for 
the future,” gives a glimpse of the implicit ideal he and his colleagues hold in 
the conversation about neutral knowledge, which seems to be about mediat-
ing things to the students independently of the contextual relation between 
teacher and student and the world they inhabit. It almost seems as if sustain-
ability is not supposed to affect and change the students and make them be-
come differently. 
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Concluding discussion 
Why does it seem so difficult to teach sustainability? This chapter suggests 
that one answer might be because the teacher instructors have to undertake 
uncomfortable educational balancing acts in a post-political landscape of en-
vironmental change. These balancing acts appear to generate conflicting and 
uncomfortable subject positions but also strategies for the self as a teacher 
instructor in the domain of sustainability. Throughout the chapter, I have 
identified three elusive/uncomfortable, and somewhat impossible balancing 
acts that the teacher instructors seem to be engaged in when teaching sus-
tainability.  

The first balancing act is about the tension between seeing sustainability as 
just another societal and temporary norm and the wish to succeed in creating 
a sustainable path as the only way forward. The balance between official pol-
itics and a sense of urgency opens up a number of issues that concern how the 
focus group participants form their understanding of knowledge and the pur-
pose of education within the sustainability imaginary. Here, sustainability is-
sues visibly intertwine knowledge with subjectivity, which can be said to pose 
a challenge to the role and responsibility of teaching. The post-political char-
acteristics of environmental problems as urgent and all-encompassing can be 
read as overlapping with the sustainability imaginary in teacher education, 
built on both urgent, apocalyptic ideas about the future and on discursive for-
mations about what counts as knowledge and what it means to be a teacher. 
The teacher instructors’ ambivalent stances show that the contemporary post-
political framing of sustainability education is problematic when teaching 
sustainability, and it is challenged as the focus group participants are trying 
to understand what it might mean to teach for a sustainable future. Sustaina-
bility becomes somewhat re-politicized when the teacher instructors collec-
tively try to make it teachable. The seemingly strong ideal of neutrality can 
further be explained through the lens of the post-political process of depoliti-
cization in the domain of environmental change. 

A second balancing act I identify is that between the teacher role as an ideally 
neutral and non-normative one while any call for change relies on a specific 
way of viewing the world. This balancing act has do with whether education 
has the right to change those who are subjected to it. If education is not af-
fecting the students, what does that mean for understanding the purpose of 
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education? The teacher instructors seem to agree that, despite the implicit 
ideal of neutrality, sustainability cannot be handled within the realm of 
knowledge as independent of the subject who knows, as if a teacher can step 
away from her/his role outside the classroom. This quandary can be under-
stood further with the help of the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas (Levinas 
and Nemo 1985), who claims that to be, and to live, is political in the sense 
that being is in itself not innocent. Being violently includes some and ex-
cludes others. For instance, existing in the contemporary society as a Western 
subject located in Europe means that everyday practices such as drinking cof-
fee, doing laundry, and taking the bus to work are activities linked to the kill-
ing of Others by means of pesticides, chemicals, water use, and fuel produced 
and used under conditions that cause invisibilized damage and death to Oth-
ers. This violent politics of being in itself demands that we ask ourselves, over 
and over again, about the consequences and ethical obstacles of our (my) own 
being. Furthermore, I would like to claim that education changes those who 
are subjected to it – otherwise it is not education.  

Making visible the violent yet necessary transformative purpose of becoming 
educated might be necessary for becoming accountable for one's situatedness 
and gaze from somewhere. When teaching leads to changes outside the class-
room the teacher becomes visible as a situated, embodied position from 
which some sort of assessment of what sustainability is, can and must be done. 
The seemingly neutral position presupposes detachment from a historically 
and locally specific context, which ignores subjectivity as a relational posi-
tion/process situated in a specific context (Haraway 1988). Teacher educa-
tion scholar Magnus Åberg (2008, 212) holds that the idea of the teacher as 
“a neutral and objective administrator of difference” hides the fact that edu-
cation is situated in a world where norms are repeatedly constructed and re-
constructed. He shows that only specific teacher student subjectivities are un-
derstood as valuable and valid as neutral (2008, 208). These subject positions, 
then, become falsely disembodied as if they would possess omniscience and a 
gaze from nowhere.  

One way of understanding the balancing act of the responsibility of teaching 
sustainability lies in the implicit paradox of the fact that we cannot be individ-
uals in relation to sustainability issues and yet we are individuals according to 
dominant neoliberal discourses in which the rational individual is able to 
choose with a view to creating a better future. Individuality can be considered 
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a surprisingly successful myth in a world of environmental change in which 
we are all connected and dependent. Sherilyn Macgregor (2013, 7) holds that 
“we are witnessing the masculinization of environmentalism” as men have 
come to dominate all spheres of climate politics and socio-environmental 
movements. Her critique might also explain the fantasy of disembodied neu-
trality that seemed both strong and contested in the focus groups. The conse-
quences of climate change and other environmental problems are, as rightly 
pointed out by feminists such as Stacy Alaimo (2010), Sherilyn Macgregor 
(2013), and Donna Haraway (2015), not a question of equally distributed ef-
fects among humanity as a whole. Such all-encompassing ideas rest on insen-
sitive understandings of the many different ways in which different humans 
exist on this Earth. Quite the contrary, the consequences strike very differ-
ently depending on geopolitical location, race, gender, and class, circum-
stances that are easily forgotten though fantasies of threats to humanity as a 
whole (see e.g., Plumwood 2002). 

The third balancing act I identify is the negotiation of the difference between 
a fact and a value. Here, the notion of value-free knowledge seems both pre-
sent as an ideal and contested at the same time. The notion of how things are 
is intertwined with how things ought to be as the teacher instructors discuss 
sustainability teaching in the focus groups. When the participants talk about 
phenomena in the world in connection to sustainability, it is always inter-
linked with talking about how the world ought to be. One reason why this 
balancing act seems difficult is because it appears to be important to maintain 
the status quo as a way to remain a legitimate teacher instructor. Embedded 
in the tension of informed choices and correct behaviors, facts and values, 
and normative and neutral teaching ideals lies the mutually necessary and 
impossible visible subject positions that sustainability education seems to re-
quire.  

What does all of this say about the formation of the sustainability imaginary 
in education? For the formation of subject positions, visible, politicized, situ-
ated, and troubled teacher subjects full of desires became uncomfortably ap-
parent the focus group discussions. The available positions for the teaching 
self show how sustainability complicates conventional understandings of neu-
trality while trying to make sustainability teachable in practice. For discursive 
formations, both strong ideals of neutral teachers and understanding sustain-
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ability as inherently political were used throughout the discussions. The non-
sensical aspects could, arguably, be about a dream of possible and disembod-
ied neutrality. This can be regarded as nonsensical in the sense that neutrality 
as an ideal fails to recognize subjectivity as a necessary relational political pro-
cess in, and outcome of, sustainability education. In other words, sustainabil-
ity education requires an embodied teacher subject, a subject that does not 
seem to feel comfortable in its necessary visibility. This uncomfortable situa-
tion of negotiating between official political values and a sense of urgency, of 
one’s professional role in between ideal neutrality and demands for change, 
and of what the difference between a fact and a value is, opens up the role and 
responsibility of the teaching subject, and of teacher education. The role of 
the teacher in relation to sustainability can be said to be somewhat “impossi-
ble,” and this impossibility should be seen as part of the very condition of the 
teaching profession for sustainability which reaches and teaches for the fu-
ture.  

The next chapter investigates how animals are brought up in the focus group 
discussions, and I show how human-animal relations can be analyzed in detail 
in order to understand further important aspects of how the sustainability im-
aginary is formed in education. 
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Chapter 6 

The possibility of nonhuman animal 
encounters in sustainability education2 

SOLVEIG: I have to admit that it is only “by accident” that I bring 
it [human-animal relations] up. 

It could be argued that animals, however enormous and empty that category 
is, represent an absolute Other in education as an institution of modernity. 
Animals3 displayed on educational posters and in textbooks have long been 
used in order to teach and learn about nature, about the world, and about 
“ourselves.” How education relates to nonhuman Others, such as animals, 
can be regarded as an essential question in a time of dramatic and visible en-
vironmental change. The focus groups touched on a number of different hu-
man-animal relations, which entered the conversations in elusive and uncom-

                                                             
2 Some parts of this chapter has been published as articles in Swedish (Sjögren 

2014a) and in English (Sjögren, Gyberg, and Henriksson 2015). 
3 Lynda Birke (2012) argues for the importance of combining feminist theory 

with human-animal studies. In an attempt to rethink the difference between 
“us” and “them,” Birke points out that the very term “animal” is used as a 
counterpoint to human, although humans in a biological sense should be 
included in the animal category. The binary positions between humans and 
nonhumans has had wide consequences for the understanding of (other) 
animals as inferior to humans. For the readability of the text I will use the 
categories human and animal, although I recognize and acknowledge that a 
more accurate way of writing these broad categories would be human animals 
and nonhuman animals.  
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fortable ways. I will present four dimensions below in which the teacher in-
structors relate to the question of how it is possible to encounter the nonhu-
man Other in sustainability education. Thus, human-animal relations dis-
cussed in the focus groups are analyzed in detail in order to understand im-
portant aspects of how the sustainability imaginary is formed in teacher edu-
cation, even when it only is brought up “by accident” as Solveig indicates 
above. 

“Meating” animals: Reification of domesticated 
creatures  
Meat eating is considered one of the most environmentally damaging prac-
tices in industrialized societies (Naturvårdsverket 2013, 7). Despite this real-
ity, relations to animals in general and meat eating in particular only entered 
six of the focus group conversations on sustainability through the provoking 
image of the dead pigs. However, consumption, which can include meat con-
sumption, and its role in creating sustainability was discussed widely, as I 
showed in Chapter 4. The post-political reality of animal captivity and killing 
as the status quo motivates me to look specifically into how human-animal 
relations in the focus groups are formed in order to create subject positions 
for the self to justify the killing of domesticated animals. Domestication refers 
to “the situation in which people actively force change in the seasonal sub-
sistence cycles of animals to make them coincide with particular human 
needs” (Haraway 2008a, 177). The following conversation shows how one of 
the participants, Gert, forms a subject position for himself through human-
animal relations of eating and killing:  

HANNA: these animal-human relations? 
GERT: yes well 
HANNA: is that something you talk about in your teaching? 
GERT: there are different ways of engaging, partly how we view 
what we eat, for instance when we talk about hunting and such 
things and are condemning it, I eat meat at least and you – well 
there are these Buddhist countries in Southeast Asia where you 
can't kill an animal, consequently you hire a Muslim or a Chris-
tian to do the slaughtering, but you don't do it yourself because 
it'll give you bad karma [...] 
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In this excerpt, Gert's subject position as a meat eater is shaped through the 
Othering of people in the global South and their prescribed unethical treat-
ment of animals. It might also be interpreted as a strategy Gert uses to show 
how his eating can be defended in comparison to how Others kill and eat. My 
methodological choice to use the image of dead pigs together with my explicit 
question might have triggered this defensive approach. When Gert admits 
that he eats meat, he does so by immediately referring to the killing of animals 
in other cultures. Carnivore and animal treatment thus become equivalent to 
how Other humans treat animals badly. Gert does not challenge the using and 
eating of animals per se; instead, he blames bad practices of using and eating 
on humans that are Other to him. This conversation continues below:  

GORAN: the other day there was an interesting item on the 
news, this thing about slaughter, Halal slaughter just to be on the 
safe side so to speak, to be able to 
GERT: that is 
GORAN: sell 
GERT: that's an interesting debate 
GORAN: mm-hmm 
GERT: because there is, there are the strangest arguments voiced 
on this, I've heard those who, ordinary Swedes, who have seen 
how Halal slaughter works and say “well that's great” 

Halal refers to actions that are allowed and suitable under Islamic law. Halal 
meat denotes meat from animals that have been killed according to practices 
determined by Islamic law. In the excerpt above, animal care is brought up 
and understood through a disdain for how Muslims treat animals. Other hu-
mans (other than “ordinary Swedes” that is) are understood through their 
treatment of animals. The slaughtered animals seem to become commodities 
that people can use in good or bad ways, which in turn makes people either 
good or bad. In this way the slaughtered animals can be understood through 
reification, a process through which something or someone becomes an object 
or a thing, separated from its context and history (Haraway 2008a, 175; 
Hedrén 2002, 321). Furthermore, Other people become entangled with ani-
mals in ways that make them seem irrational and immoral, that is, less “hu-
man.” Again, it makes Gert seem like a more sound and ethical meat eater, 
while those people who prefer Halal become less sound and ethical. The fact 
that there are “ordinary Swedes” who support Halal slaughter despite having 
seen how it is done also contribute to Gert and Goran’s position as ethically 
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and morally sound subjects to which others are compared. Seeing is high-
lighted as a crucial sense for forming ethical relations to the animal Other, 
which leaves the non-seeing of millions of slaughtered animals unproblema-
tized. I will discuss ethical possibilities of seeing later in this chapter. 

A recurring relation in the focus groups was that of making animals into food 
and associating animals with meat eating for human purposes. The following 
excerpt exemplifies how animals are often understood as food:  

HANNA: no, I thought questions regarding the human, human 
relations to animals, if that's something you use 
SOFIA: [inaudible] 
HANNA: in education?  
SOLVEIG: in middle school I did that, but here [in teacher edu-
cation] I haven't even given it a thought 
SEBASTIAN: no, here it's much more human-nature 
SOLVEIG: yes, it's humans [LAUGHS] 
SEBASTIAN: I think, and it's in case of, if it comes up it's not, 
now I say what I experienced, it's not discussions about caring 
for animals, but rather about eating in more organically sustain-
able ways 
SOLVEIG: vegetable-based 
SEBASTIAN: vegetable-based so it's more organically sustaina-
ble, consequently they don't argue from the point of the animals, 
there is nothing, this about the freedom of animals 

This is just one example of how domesticated animals seem to become reified 
as commodities in the focus group conversations. To a certain extent, animals 
do not even seem to be part of the “human-nature” relation but seem, in Se-
bastian's account, to be outside that relation. Domesticated animals that are 
eaten are not regarded as animals; rather, in writer and activist Carol J. Ad-
ams' (2010, 66) words, they “permit us to forget about the animal.” Not eating 
animals is, as Sebastian holds, about eating “in organically sustainable ways” 
rather than caring for “the freedom of animals.”  

On a direct question from me, the teacher instructors reflect on the fact that 
animals seem rather absent from sustainability teaching. Solveig mentions 
that there is so much that needs to be covered during the course on sustaina-
ble development, a course that had been downsized after the new teacher ed-
ucation reform. She says about the new course: “it needs to be that, and then 
that, and then that.” Clearly, animals are not or cannot be prioritized in this 
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process of selecting relevant content for the course. Animals seem to become 
present only as “absent referents” (Adams 2010), that is, as meat connected 
to cooking and eating. The absent referent captures and explains how certain 
animals become edible and transformed into meat. Carol J. Adams (2010) ar-
gues that animals become absent as animals when meat production and con-
sumption get linked to cooking and cuisine practices, rather than killing. Ad-
ams argues that the absent referent “permits us to forget about the animal as 
an independent entity; it also permits us to resist efforts to make animals pre-
sent” (2010, 66). The absent referent works literally, linguistically, and met-
aphorically and maintains meat eating as a justified practice. Sebastian's ref-
erence to how their education is more about “human-nature” than the free-
dom of animals displays the possible operation of a “meat norm” (Gålmark 
2005, 83), that is, that eating meat is a taken-for-granted practice. It seems as 
if Sebastian might be critical of the assumption that the topic of animals in 
education is limited to discussions on food (e.g. eating more vegetable-based 
foods is regarded as more sustainable) instead of the freedom of animals.  

It might be possible to understand animals as absent referents by considering 
the image of killed domesticated pigs in a machinery setting, which I intro-
duced in the focus groups. On the other hand, the picture worked as a way of 
including and making animals visible when discussing sustainability. Below, 
the same focus group participants as above discuss the pig image for some 
time. Collectively, they seem to be trying to find out what the image is actually 
displaying:  

SOFIA: but they are dead, or have they been poisoned or what? 
SANDRA: it's probably a large pig farm's normal shed while far-
rowing 
SOFIA: what? 
SANDRA: yes, it is 
SEBASTIAN: pardon my ignorance 
[...] 
SANDRA: while the sow farrows, consequently when you have a 
large production 
SOLVEIG: they’re giving birth 
SEBASTIAN: alright, giving birth, yes, alright 
SANDRA: yes, if you have a large production with perhaps 200 
sows who are farrowing 
SEBASTIAN: yes 
SANDRA: at the same time, at least two of them will die and a 
fair amount of the piglets will die from being lain on and 
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SOFIA: alright 

In this quote, we can see how Sandra, a teacher of biology and science educa-
tion, explains to the others that the image just shows normal death in a “large 
production” of pigs and farrowing. Again, animals are understood as reified 
commodities produced in large industries. Even though the other participants 
are raising some concerns regarding what is in this picture (Sofia asks 
whether the pigs are dead or poisoned, and Sebastian and Sofia in particular 
seem surprised by Sandra's explanation), they seem to accept Sandra's expla-
nation of the normality of why piglets die during meat production. Under-
standings of dead animals as a normal consequence of meat production get 
naturalized in this discussion and so does the eating of pigs – not as animals 
but as meat. Sebastian excuses his initial interpretation of the picture by 
claiming that he is ignorant. By knowing what is displayed in the picture, he 
seems to accept the killing of pigs as a completely normal and unchallenged 
practice. The group's final interpretation of the pig picture makes animals 
into meat rather than beings to care for. 

I will continue with an excerpt where some participants from a different focus 
group are negotiating how animals are viewed in our contemporary society: 

DAGNY: I think mostly about the pig, well, I don't know the con-
text of that picture, but I think more generally about our view 
on, you can feel consequently, isn't is something historical in 
this, how humans view children, it's changed in the last 100 
years 
DAN: yes 
DAGNY: and now we are in, I hope, a time when the human 
view on animals is changing, towards, well, from eating them to 
associating with them, I was almost about to say, consequently 
DAN: and then eat them 
DAGNY: no you have respect for animals in a different way and 
respect for different creatures with other conditions who see 
things differently 
DAN: mm-hmm, let's hope so, I mean meat consumption, if you 
look at meat consumption in Sweden most people don't care 
where the meat comes from as long as it's cheap 
DIDRIK: no, not me 
DAN: yes, but 
DIDRIK: I buy from [a local place] 
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As can be seen in the quote above, Dagny connects the handling of piglets in 
the image to the historical treatment of human infants, much in line with the 
ecofeminist understanding that “how we treat nature and how we treat each 
other are inseparably linked” (Gaard cited in Oppermann 2013, 21). How-
ever, Dagny and Dan seem to disagree on whether we have reached a time of 
respect for animals. Dagny points out that one has “respect for different crea-
tures with other conditions who see things differently” while Dan contests 
this by referring to Swedes' preference for cheap meat. Dagny's initial hopeful 
claim about a new and different time for human-animal relations is quickly 
dismissed by the other participants. Again, this quote reveals a meat norm in 
the focus group conversations about sustainability. As an example of this, Dan 
questions the choices of buying cheap meat, but he does not question meat 
eating as such. It reveals norms that make it difficult to question the fact that 
society, in which education is obviously part, is based on assumptions that 
normalize the ideas and practices that humans should eat other animals. The 
quote ends with Didrik’s proud announcement that he is not one of those who 
buys cheap meat, instead, he buys from local producers. The assumption that 
it is normal for humans eat other animals remains unchallenged, as the topic 
ends with the announcement that Didrik is a different (and presumably bet-
ter) human being as he buys and eats meat that is locally produced.  

Above, I showed how domesticated animals that are killed for eating purposes 
play an important role in forming subject positions for the self in relation to 
Others, as well as for maintaining a norm of eating and killing certain ani-
mals. Indeed, reification seemed to be at work in the focus groups' discussions 
of human-animal relations. Consequently, animals as an absolute Other in 
education become a resource to use and abuse. Important to note here is that 
the domesticated animals are not seen as animals in Adams' sense, but as re-
sources and possessions for human use, with complete lack of agency. How-
ever, the strong reactions to the picture of dead pigs shows an opening for 
encountering and imagining relations to nonhuman animals differently.  

A conditioned care for the individual animal 
In several focus group discussions, the number of nonhuman animals seemed 
to be important for including the nonhuman Other in sustainability educa-
tion. The following discussion captures why it seems to be acceptable to kill 
collectives of certain animals:  
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ANDRÉ: they [ants and spiders] are certainly okay to kill but 
then [someone] has written about [this] among other things, and 
it is also very fascinating, that certain animals we think are okay 
to kill so there we have no moral doubts 
ANNA: no, there are so many ants that it... [SEVERAL LAUGHS] 
it’s hilarious, with those Burgundy snails as well, when the first 
one or two show up early, then you can build a house for the 
snails and watch 
ANDRÉ: yes 
ANNA: but then it gets full and then you throw them away; in 
the preschool yard they are everywhere and they are disgusting; 
[we] throw them out and they break 
HANNA: okay 
ANNA: I have done that myself [LAUGHS] it is a nice develop-
ment [LAUGHS] to start off by taking care of the little snail and 
then 

The situation above provides an example of a relation where teacher instruc-
tors and various nonhuman animal collectives, such as ants, spiders, and 
snails are included. The contrast between the few snails ("one or two") that 
Anna first encountered at the preschool and the increasing numbers that later 
led to a feeling that they are "everywhere" shows the quick transition between 
caring and killing. As Anna points out, when there are snails "everywhere" on 
the school yard, they become "disgusting." In this example, it is the very num-
ber that becomes significant for whose life becomes important in sustainabil-
ity education. It becomes clear that the number is significant to whether 
snails should live or die. Human geographer Jamie Lorimer (2009, 326) dis-
cusses ants and other insects that are encountered in multitudes by humans 
as distrusted because of “their radical alterity to humans in terms of size, ecol-
ogy, physiology, esthetics, and modes of social organization that engenders 
popular feelings of antipathy and distrust.” His account relates to the affective 
properties of insects and other organisms encountered in multitudes by hu-
mans. Furthermore, Lorimer accounts for the possibility of nonhuman agency 
through charisma. He argues that certain nonhuman places and organisms 
can be understood as charismatic by their ability to get noticed. He writes that 
“nonhuman charisma is both too lively and material to be a social construc-
tion and too variable to be naturally determined – it relates to both the agency 
of the nonhuman being witnessed and the social structure in which the wit-
ness in enmeshed” (2009, 324). Here I use the notion of nonhuman charisma 
to be able to read some of the human-animal relations I analyze as relations 
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that nonhuman animals take part in forming. In this way, I see animals as 
potentially agentic in forming the educational human-animal relations ac-
counted for in the focus groups. Furthermore, it is important to distinguish 
between relations that make it possible to care for or abhor (i.e. notice) ani-
mals, and relations that fail to recognize animals outside the realm of reifica-
tion and possession. 

In the quote above, it seems to be when the Burgundy snail is transformed 
from an individual to a collective that something happens with the relation: 
The snail is first met face-to-face and later confronted as a faceless collective 
(see e.g., Butler 2011, 15). It is precisely through Anna’s initial relation to the 
specific, particular snail – that suddenly appeared in the preschool yard – that 
the pedagogical practice creates the possibility to deal with the snail as some-
one whom the preschool teachers can care about. When the factual quantity 
in the room is changed, the relationship is also changed. One interpretation 
of why this happens might be because it brings about a lack of control over 
the Other. 

In the encounter between Anna and the Burgundy snails, it is when the snails 
form an unorganized collective that the ethically possible relationship sud-
denly disappears. When the snail population grows, from one or two to many, 
the relation is changed. This transition can be illuminated with the help of 
the metaphor of the zoo in the modern society. Susan Willis (1999, 672) com-
pares the organization of the zoo to that of a garden. She writes that "[t]he 
brutal reality of the garden is beauty achieved on the basis of exclusion and 
death." The captivity of one animal is considered justified in order to feel and 
to understand that their kin should not be harmed. This logic justifies the idea 
that humans need to see and touch any one animal in order to develop an 
ethical relation and a sense of responsibility toward that species of animal. 

I interpret the transition between the specific and general as occurring when 
the species of snail becomes unmanageable and beyond human control, so 
that care is rendered impossible. It seems as if it is only within the setting of 
manageable control that the animal Other can be cared for. The very relation 
between snails and preschool teachers that is addressed in the focus group 
can be placed in connection with the snail’s factuality (presence, reproductive 
patterns, ecosystem) and cultural discursive formations concerning the snail 
in the preschool (with children’s songs such as Little snail watch out [Lilla 
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snigel akta dig] and the children’s program The Bear's Magazine [Björnes ma-
gasin], whose main anthropomorphic bear character is always in the company 
of a snail). The relation between the Burgundy snails in the preschool yard 
and the teachers and children at the preschool creates double-edged effects, 
where the snails are understood as both individuals – with their cultures and 
houses – and as a collective – an infinite natural resource, which humans can 
use and control. As an infinite resource, the snails also become a threat to the 
educational practice by their uncontrollable growth. The boundary between 
individual and collective has, as can be seen above, possible consequences as 
to whose life is made significant in the pedagogical practice. It seems that as 
long as the snail is delimited into a manageable “zoo setting,” care and re-
sponsibility appear possible (see e.g., Sjögren, Gyberg, and Henriksson 2015). 

As I mentioned earlier, Lorimer (2009) argues that both certain nonhuman 
places and organisms can be understood as charismatic by their ability to get 
noticed. In the focus group discussions, animals were also interpreted and 
arranged based on, among other things, their iconic status:  

SANDRA: I usually go around with two demonstration placards  
SOFIA: yes [LAUGHS] 
SANDRA: and it's like "save the panda." Who wants to come 
along 
SOFIA: yes 
SANDRA: into town now? There are so many people out to save 
SOFIA: everyone agrees on that 
SANDRA: the panda, since pandas are such cute symbols. Later, 
I usually show the other placard; "who wants to join me and who 
wants to save the tick?" 
SOLVEIG: surely, they don’t need saving? [LAUGHS] 

In the contrast between the cute panda and, what Sandra does not think needs 
saving, the tick, we can see how the boundaries of the relations are drawn. 
The panda in the placard above becomes, thanks to its iconic status, an indi-
vidual in the relation. The relation with the tick, which Sandra shows in the 
other placard, is formed in a different way. In the contrast between the two 
species, the panda appears to be an individual worthy of attention, while the 
tick becomes the opposite. Once again, individuality becomes relevant as an 
important condition as to who is worthy of living in this relation. The making 
of the relation has consequences for – and is connected with – practices 
where the tick is shown in commercials for the TBE vaccine and the panda 
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adorns the World Wide Fund for Nature’s (WWF) logo symbolizing a better 
world (see Lorimer 2007 for a discussion of the panda’s status as a “flagship” 
in discussions and practices concerning biological diversity and conserva-
tion). 

As the conversation between Sandra, Sofia, and Solveig continues, they arrive 
at the issue of whether all species are truly worth saving. Solveig answers by 
pointing out that one of the species is threatened with extinction (the panda), 
while the other continues to multiply (the tick). The pedagogical point that 
Sandra wants to make with the help of her placards helps illuminate how the 
relationships between humans and animals create different kinds of bounda-
ries affecting who is considered worthy and who is not. The role of individu-
ality raises further questions about the possibility of ethical relations with the 
more than human world through education. Lori Marino, Gay Bradshaw, and 
Randy Malamud (2009) draw attention to the brutal logic of the zoo: learning 
to care for certain species requires captivity and sacrifices of individual ani-
mals in order to save a species consisting of a collective of animals. A premise 
of the zoo is that "prolonged suffering of confined animals balances out the 
effort to save their counterparts in the wild" (2009, 27). The individual animal 
plays an important role in creating possibilities to care, although it is a very 
violent and exclusive way of caring for the animal as Other. Despite my strat-
egy of reading the quotes with both generosity and suspicion, I could not find 
much hope for imagining otherwise while caring for individual, charismatic 
animals, with the exception of one quote, which I will discuss shortly. 

A moment of care for charismatic animals 
Individuality, as I described above, was criticized in certain focus groups as a 
double standard. Some of the participants pointed out that the teacher stu-
dents were being hypocritical when they were inclined to care about a specific 
nonhuman individual rather than a collective of animals or animals in gen-
eral. The discussion below follows the presentation of the images that I intro-
duced to the participants in order to stimulate discussion: 

OLGA: […] there are few things that have upset our students as 
much as a visit to the [agricultural school] where a group in one 
instance was there when they found a small piglet that had died 
because the mother had lain upon it, and I can’t tell you how long 
they talked about it 
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OLOF: what are you saying?  
OLGA: about how incredibly dreadful it was and the animal wel-
fare they have there is still very 
OVE: exemplary, sure 
OLGA: yes, exactly. And then they all eat meat, but they don’t 
really seem to make the connection; rather, it was just, it was 
more of a discussion on maternal instincts that followed. It was 
such a dreadful incident that… [said with sarcasm] 

The participants in the excerpt above criticize the very transition between the 
killing of a collective and the care for an individual, similar to what I discussed 
in the previous section. In Olga’s reference to the teacher students, her criti-
cism comes from the fact that the students did not show concern for some-
thing with which they were not standing face-to-face. I am thinking here of 
the pork chop or slice of bacon on the plate, suggested by Olga’s comment, 
which seem to be far away from the little piglet that the teacher students en-
countered during their field trip to the agricultural school. The fact that the 
students did not manage to make a connection between the meat on the plate 
and the piglet that was crushed to death can be seen as related to a sort of 
temporary charisma. When a concern arises within the relation because of 
the little piglet’s material and discursive position, a limited responsibility is 
possible. That responsibility does not embrace all the pigs that are born, live, 
and die under industrial conditions. The "meat norms" (Gålmark 2005, 83), 
which make the eating of nonhuman bodies into a non-issue and which see 
nonhuman animals as naturally granted resources, are undeniably linked to 
the issue of who gets to live and die. Care, in the case of the study visit to the 
agricultural school, seems to be possible because of how the pigs suddenly 
resemble us. The discussion about maternal instincts that was prompted by 
the encounter of the piglet strengthens this interpretation. As Lorimer (2009, 
326) argues, “there is a powerful axis of anthropomorphism at work that ori-
entates people’s ethical sensibilities. For many people, the organisms they feel 
the greatest affection toward are those that most closely approximate an ana-
tomical or social behavioural norm.” The piglet is not understood as an Other 
here, but instead as one of us (see e.g., Wolfe 2008). The pig appears as a 
present referent, as an animal worthy of living. I have modified the concept of 
the present referent based on Carol J. Adams' (2010) notion of the absent ref-
erent (described above). Several examples from the focus groups show that 
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human-animal relations could sometimes go from an absent to a present ref-
erent. The norm of ignoring animals' lives could then be questioned, albeit 
just for a moment. 

What the example above shows is that relations are flexible: They are not 
based on intrinsic essential qualities of the species, but rather on how they 
are arranged (materially and discursively) and what they create in specific 
contexts and situations. However, it also shows the particular being’s signifi-
cance for the possibility of an ethically responsible relationship to be formed. 
It is thereby in the specific, particular encounter where an encounter that 
"resists codification" (Todd 2008, 9) might be possible. The encounter that 
occurs beyond reification, codification, and appropriation happens beyond 
the compelling framework of knowledge. Thus, knowledge is not a require-
ment for enabling an ethical relationship to the Other. Rather, knowledge and 
the need to know, categorize, and organize pose an obstacle, sometimes an 
insurmountable one, to entering into an ethical relationship with something 
fundamentally different from oneself. The example with the pig cadavers in 
the photo – which become present by going from being products in a factory 
to being once more associated with living creatures that can suffer (see Wolfe 
2008, 120) – shows, however, that a lack of knowledge also runs the risk of 
causing devastating consequences for certain beings in this relation.  

The next interview excerpt contains another discussion based on the pig im-
age: 

GERT: I usually talk about this sort of thing [points at the image 
of the pigs] 
[…] yes when it's about how we use animals, like how we travel 
around in other cultures, for example, when you travel to China 
and you order a duck and then the duck is brought in and the 
head is still there, so you really get to see what this thing really 
was 
GORAN: you can’t cheat then and say that [LAUGHS] 
GERT: no, but we have a completely different understanding. 
We don’t want to see what it is; rather, it is a bit like there is 
some meat factory somewhere where meat grows; the fact that 
it involves animals is not at all part of [our mental picture] 

The excerpt above contains at least two significant human-animal relations: 
the one between Gert and the pigs in the image, and the one between Gert 
and the duck on his plate. In both relations, Gert is compelled to respond to 
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the Other’s situation. Kathie Jenni (2005, 1) holds that "[w]e respond in dra-
matically different ways to suffering we see." The image of the pig, which 
many participants find disturbing, seems to make the pork on the plate pre-
sent, that is, it goes from being something other than itself to once more be-
coming what it once was. In that respect, the ontology of the pig body is shift-
ing. Thus the meat on the plate is given a "face" to which Gert must respond 
in some way. The duck’s face on the plate, in a literal sense, makes it impos-
sible for Gert to disregard the fact that what is about to be eaten has been 
someone. The sudden presence of animals in the relation made it possible for 
a response to  emerge. Once more, I hold, with inspiration from Sharon Todd 
(2003, 9), that the aforementioned relation in which Gert is part can be re-
garded as one of the temporary "relational moments which resist codifica-
tion." In other words, acknowledging the agency of the nonhuman world, that 
nonhuman nature can “talk back” (Alaimo 2008, 242), makes it possible to 
encounter the unknown. The pigs in the bulldozer and the duck on the plate 
create elements in the focus groups where Gert and his colleagues respond 
and thereby become someone else – someone who responds. One way of un-
derstanding these relations is to consider that the pigs and the duck assembled 
enough charisma to affect the focus group participants. 

However, it is not unproblematic to be confronted with those elements that 
do not lend themselves to being discursively ordered within previous experi-
ences and encounters. In the discussion below, some of the participants in 
one focus group talk about the image of the pigs as problematic: 

HANNA: you brought up an image there 
NANCY: I brought up an image here and this is what I thought: 
I could consider using all these images, but I don’t think I would 
want to use this image with the pigs, especially not when intro-
ducing sustainable development because I think that it is so neg-
ative, it is so extremely negative and it would be such a bleak 
introduction to sustainable development. It is such a negative at-
titude so I don’t think that I would use that image, at least not at 
first, it was just that 

Nancy’s reaction to the image with the pigs shows the dilemma of making 
room for the unexpected aspects of sustainable development as a teacher in-
structor. The dilemma here refers to the students’ possible reaction to the 
death of the pigs. Nancy speaks of this as a "bleak introduction" to sustainable 
development. The present referent that emerges in the encounter with the 
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image of the pigs challenges the teacher instructors by restructuring the rela-
tionships and creating something new and different – something nonsensical 
– the possibility of pigs as subjects that then challenge the seemingly natural-
ized order of human-animal relations. The "negative attitude" about which 
Nancy is concerned clearly has the potential to challenge the prevailing view 
of how pigs live and die, and of their well-being in our society. As Sara Ahmed 
(2010) has noted, the revolutionary subject is only possible through presum-
ably negative feelings of unhappiness and discomfort that force us to question 
the status quo of our current situation. The dead pigs in the picture, in rela-
tion to the participating teachers, create both openings and closings for re-
sponding to the Other. The sudden presence of the duck on the plate chal-
lenges something that has been taken for granted, something the relationship 
with an absent, headless duck does not do. The present referent makes possi-
ble a moment of responsibility for the animal Other as an individual. At the 
same time it makes it difficult to craft responsibility for a collectives' health 
and well-being. This problem can be seen as connected to the problematic 
logic of the zoo, which entails caring for one or two animals in favor of the 
greater collective of an endangered species: One suffers for many, or many 
are ignored in favor of an individual. Certain charismatic animals, then, en-
gender care for the nonhuman Other, although the collectives could not en-
gender such care. 

The fear of losing control  
Control, or possession, is yet another way in which the focus groups handled 
human-animal relations in their discussions. Using two different examples I 
will show what control, and loss of control, enable in terms of human-animal 
relations. I will first turn to a focus group in which a frog is compared to a 
water lily. This discussion came up after I posed a question to the group about 
whether they speak about human-animal relations in their teaching: 

GERT: I also talk about, a lot about having illustrative examples 
for how it works in reality 
GISELA: [CLEARS THROAT] 
GORAN: and that is, we can imagine the construction of a high-
way; first we have an anthropocentric viewpoint, we have two 
alternatives for its location: the first alternative means that the 
highway will cross a dam where a frog lives, the frog lives only in 
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that place, the other alternative where the highway is supposed 
to cross is over a different dam, where there is a water lily 
GISELA: [CLEARS THROAT] 
GORAN: that only exists in this particular place, and the ques-
tion then is where do we place the highway? The anthropocen-
tric has an easy choice, it is either the animal or the plant, de-
pending on which one we value more, we either choose to cross 
over the frog or the water lily depending on which one we dislike 
most, but for the biocentric this choice does not exist because it's 
an impossible choice, it's impossible to choose between the two, 
they are of equal value 

In this example, Goran seems to be trying to teach human-nonhuman rela-
tions in an educational context by offering the students a choice between two 
distinct alternatives; either they can choose an anthropocentric or a biocen-
tric approach to deal with the life and death of nonhuman Others. The notion 
of choice creates understandings of human-centered control as if humans can 
control and master the nonhuman world. As can be noted, both the frog and 
the water lily are here understood as passive objects as they are described as 
if they “only exist” at this particular and controlled place – and it is thus up 
to humans to make the choice about whether they both should live or die. In 
the example, these nonhumans are not only made into easily manageable 
choices of either/or, they are also taken out of their context as a thought-pro-
voking example of ethics – deterritorialized and stripped of their respective 
contexts. Gisela's repeated throat clearing might be read as a critique or re-
sistance to Gert's simplistic reasoning. Control is rendered here through sci-
entific distance, enabling a rational choice, and control of the lives of nonhu-
man animals and plants. 

The focus group above continued their discussion by talking about a particu-
lar rare snail. The discussions about a rare snail species provides an example 
of loss of control in relation to nonhuman animals:  

GORAN: but, that exists in reality here nearby, when you built 
the highway up to [a Swedish town] you departed from there, the 
area there, in [a biosphere area in Sweden] there was a land snail 
by the name [Threatened Snail Species] and you ran down, with-
out discussion, built a highway straight over it, the only snail of 
that kind in the country  
GERT: mm-hmm 
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GORAN: and that means that one population ends up east and 
one west of the highway, and how fun is that if you are a land 
snail that is so uncommon? 
GERT: mm-hmm 
GORAN: and has to cross the highway [LAUGHS] and that 
clearly doesn't work, that's interesting 
GERT: mm-hmm 
GORAN: how we 
GUNNAR: are there two species now, or? Breeds? 
GORAN: actually it's a different time frame, the highway won't 
exist until new species develop 
GUNNAR: snail 
GORAN: but they are two populations, what did you say?  
GORAN: the snail is waiting, eventually it will come out 
GORAN: yes [LAUGHS] after a few generations 
GUNNAR: when the oil has run out 

In this example the snail is far from passive and controllable. The snail in the 
nearby neighborhood is described by Goran as acting outside the realm of hu-
man control and with the development of both the highway and peak oil. Dis-
cussing the snail as a real and present being with agency challenges modern 
understandings of control over nature with its impossibility of clear-cut 
boundaries between the human and nonhuman world. The local snail's inter-
connectedness with the local-global developments of peak oil blurs and com-
plicates the scale between local and global through which sustainability is im-
agined.  

Concluding discussion 
This chapter addresses the question of the possibility of nonhuman encoun-
ters in sustainability education. As a way of doing that, this chapter has fo-
cused specifically on elusive and uncomfortable educational relations involv-
ing humans and animals. I have focused on human-animal relations because 
animals, both as symbolic and embodied beings, have been shown to be cru-
cial for understanding fundamental mechanisms in our society, including un-
derstanding ourselves in relation to other humans (Pedersen 2007, 16; Der-
rida 2008; Oakley 2011; Birke 2012). Educational scholars argue that the han-
dling of animals in concrete classroom situations can illuminate how ideology 
operates (Pedersen 2007) as well as how scientific literacy is enacted (Solot 
and Arluke 1997). According to Jan Oakley (2011, 8), “many forms of human, 
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animal, and environmental injustice are intertwined.” I examined the han-
dling of symbolic, discursive, material, and fantastic encounters with nonhu-
man Others in education and I argued that the processes through which the 
relations are challenged, negotiated, and legitimized are of considerable im-
portance to understanding which versions of sustainability appear reasonable, 
and who it is that can be included in sustainability education. I further argued 
that what is included and excluded is significant for which beings become 
important in education for sustainable futures. In other words, it is significant 
in addressing the question: Sustainability for whom? I analyzed elusive and 
uncomfortable human-animal relations in the focus groups and I related these 
to the political, ontological, and ethical questions of possible becomings.  

The first dimension I identified is that of seeing animals as meat. Here, ani-
mals are reified and made into resources for human use and abuse. Through-
out this dimension, animals remain an absolute Other to the teacher instruc-
tors of sustainability. I provided examples of how human-animal relations 
form, reinforce, and challenge understandings of nature as part of the sustain-
ability imaginary in education. Seeing animals as meat seems to make it ra-
ther difficult to form an ethical relationship to the Other.  

The second dimension I identified is the conditional care for one or two ani-
mals, and I discussed why collectives of animals seem so difficult to care for. 
By relating care of the individual animal to the sustainability imaginary and 
the question of sustainability for whom, the inability to care for the multitude 
and that which is radically different from the humanity of the teacher instruc-
tors must be rendered problematic. Some of the empirical examples from the 
focus groups demonstrated moments when the educational relations and 
boundaries seemed negotiable and possible to change, while others displayed 
a reproduction of the norm of killing and/or eating certain animals. One im-
portant point of discussing these examples is to show that the boundaries of 
the relations are significant for the painful, and political, question of who gets 
to live and who dies through the imaginaries of sustainable futures.  

The third dimension I identified is that moments of care seem possible when 
animals resemble us, or when we are forced to see animals as beings. In this 
way, only individual animals seemed worth caring for. I showed that it is im-
portant to zoom in on the details through which something or someone gets 
to be – to become a subject. The empirical examples that have been analyzed 
above show how the relations between the teacher instructors and nonhuman 
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animals can be important for understanding the politics of imagining sustain-
ability in education. As both Emmanuel Levinas (1985) and Donna Haraway 
(2008b) point out, being occupies a crucial political dimension, which recog-
nizes ontology as political. Cultural studies scholar Cary Wolfe (2008) shows 
that the model of the subject dominating liberal democratic thought is based 
on the logic of sameness rather than difference. Those who are not granted 
agency in the liberal sense, such as disabled people and nonhuman animals, 
gain rights only based on the arguments that they are "diminished versions of 
us" (2008, 118) instead of being recognized for having unique forms of sub-
jectivity. Those that do not qualify as species worthy of being preserved (such 
as domesticated slaughter animals) are not even regarded as animals, but rei-
fied as commodities. The possibility of ignoring the everyday lives of pigs 
makes any opening for ethically responsible human-animal relations difficult. 
Derrida (in Wolfe 2008) teaches us that the visible can produce blindness by 
making the seeing subject unable to grasp the non-visible. Lorimer (2009) 
holds similarly that the human physical appearance and senses create limita-
tions “that disproportionately endow certain organisms and places with eco-
logical charisma.” Thus, knowledge and what we can know can be seen as 
both a possibility and an obstacle for creating ethical relationships involving 
humans and animals. As Lorimer (2007) points out in his analysis of nonhu-
man charisma, there are many species that, for various reasons, will never 
reach the status of symbols/icons. This means that they will continue to be 
excluded from discourses of diversity and conservation. 

The fourth dimension I identified is how control and loss of control lead to 
the formation of different human-animal relations. I have identified and pro-
vided examples of relations I claim are significant in crafting what and who 
becomes possible to imagine within sustainability education. The realm of 
these relations has consequences for the kind of knowledge, subject positions, 
and nonsensical aspects that are considered important in education for sus-
tainability. Here is where it is important to highlight and study relations that 
create inclusions and exclusions, with consequences for who gets to live and 
who dies. Controlling the nonhuman world has been discussed as a modern 
condition of social organization (Calvo 2008, 33–34; Haraway 2008a, 158). 
It can also be seen as a highly problematic condition exemplified by, for ex-
ample, the organization of the zoo (Samuelsson 2008, 223–225). Controlling 
nonhuman life is furthermore a significant part of the zoo setting with its co-
lonial roots of categorizing and displaying of otherness (Marino, Bradshaw, 
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and Malamud 2009, 25). Erika Calvo (2008, 34) writes that “[i]n societies 
structured around relations of human domination, the complex and highly 
diversified nonhuman animate lifeworld is homogenized as ‘nature’, as 
‘Other’ to the human.” In order to imagine otherwise – more inclusively and 
less violently – educational theory and practice need to continue rethinking 
what it means to be a subject outside the controlling realm of the human an-
imal. In order to open up the possibility of imagining otherwise and further 
including the unknown, education for sustainability needs to move away from 
a relationship to nature as the Other, characterized by reification and posses-
sion and caring only for charismatic nonhuman animals. 

Even if human-animal relations are only brought up “by accident,” as Solveig 
indicates in the introduction to this chapter, why can focusing on these rela-
tions help me say something about the formation of sustainability in educa-
tion? As I have shown above, these relations seemed both elusive and uncom-
fortable in the focus group discussions. For instance, the image of the dead 
pigs helped to denaturalize and re-politicize the nonhuman world as a distant 
resource for human use. My choice of stimulus material offered those partic-
ipating in the focus group the means to visually encounter an everyday situa-
tion for pigs in our society, where the lives of many pigs are produced in in-
dustrial complexes. The elusive and uncomfortable conversations that I ana-
lyzed appeared, for instance, as the participants related this image to sustain-
ability education. In the case of subject positions above, animals were often 
reified, that is, understood in terms of resources for humans to use and abuse. 
Swedes and Christians were, in some groups, understood as better meat eat-
ers than people from other cultures. The conversations also reflected the view 
that animals can only become subjects when they resemble us, or when we 
are forced to see where meat comes from. Only individual animals are granted 
charisma and seem worth caring for. For discursive formations, there seemed 
to be a desire to control animals as nature and as something Other than our-
selves, as a reified resource. But there were also openings to imagining other-
wise with nonsensical fantasies about life after humanity. Here, the nonsen-
sical evoked a future after peak oil and a life after humanity by the use of sce-
narios of nonhuman animals as both controllable and uncontrollable. Fur-
thermore, animals can be regarded as subjects through the nonsensical sphere 
of losing control and of seeing suffering and of recognizing that humans, too, 
are animals. 
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In the focus group discussions about sustainability, human-animal relations 
seemed for the most part to create an understanding of education as a project 
for an anthropocentric future. However, the ecological crisis requires respon-
sibility that goes beyond the individual encounter and control of others (Har-
away 2008a, 158). The current crisis entails, undoubtedly, the "faceless" Oth-
ers whose lives and health affect us. As Donna Haraway (2015) has noted, the 
mourning of those ecosystems and species that we have lost needs to be an 
important part of how we deal with this crisis. 

How the unknown Other relates to ideas of the future in the discussion will 
be analyzed further below, in the last analytical chapter, which focuses on 
how different notions of the future are handled in education. 
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Chapter 7 

Imagining the unknown future 

NORA: […] the strange thing about our teacher education, 
which we will never be able to solve is that we educate for a fu-
ture that we have very few ideas about […] 

Environmental change concerns the future. Similarly, education often entails 
both hopes and fears of the future, and to become educated is to be involved 
in that which is yet to come. The contemporary political debate in Sweden, 
for instance, tends to envision a future full of despair, unless the Swedish 
schools manage to improve students' results in international comparisons 
(such as the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment, 
PISA). Clearly, education is seen as a key institution in the making and secur-
ing of the future. The images of the future that are produced and circulated 
in, and through, education have affects far outside the walls of educational 
institutions. More importantly, they affect who and what gets included in the 
making of the future (see e.g., O’Neill and Smith 2014). This chapter looks 
into how the role of the future in sustainability education is imagined in the 
focus groups as an elusive and uncomfortable topic. I pose questions about 
what kind of futures are imagined and how these futures are handled in edu-
cation, in order to further understand what sustainability is and whom it is 
for in education. 
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The limits to knowledge of the future 
In recent years specific calls for “more” and “better” knowledge through edu-
cation have become an important matter of concern, emphasized for instance 
by global and national initiatives in response to calls for strengthened 
“knowledge societies” (Hargreaves 2003). A recurring discussion in the focus 
groups concerned how teacher instructors can handle unpredictable, un-
knowable, and possibly unsustainable futures when knowledge is limited. 
When it comes to future-oriented concerns that are hard to fully know – such 
as concerns raised under the umbrella term of “sustainability” – I will suggest 
that the teacher instructors dealt with these either as unpredictable or un-
known elements of the future. Furthermore, these elements lead to different 
strategies for making sustainability teachable. The mutual existence of unpre-
dictability and the unknown in sustainability education can be illustrated by 
a warning example featured in a course reading used and discussed by partic-
ipants in two of the focus groups (Group D and Group N): 

The question we face is not what we need to do, because that 
seems rather clear to those who are analyzing the global situa-
tion. The challenge is how to do it in the time available. Unfor-
tunately we don’t know how much time remains. Nature is the 
timekeeper but we cannot see the clock. (Brown 2009, xiii–xiv) 

These are the words of American environmental scientist Lester Brown, who 
has set out to formulate different versions of “Plan B” for humanity. Brown's 
plan takes as its point of departure what he calls the failed Plan A, explained 
in terms of business-as-usual. Plan B is about finding solutions and alterna-
tives to the current unsustainable development. Brown's books contain famil-
iar themes, such as the rapid increase of the human population, peak oil, en-
ergy use, food management, climate change, and collapsing fisheries, to name 
a few (see e.g., Brown 2008; Brown 2009). The quote above illustrates both 
unpredictability and the unknown, and their relation to each other. The un-
predictability relates to the fact that we do not know how much time we have 
in order to make things right for the planet, while we still know that we need 
to do something. Unpredictability is handled by the conviction that we hu-
mans can make things right and take control of the future. The unknown, on 
the other hand, is indicated in the last part of the quote: “Nature is the time-
keeper but we cannot see the clock.” Here it is impossible to view and exam-
ine the breadth of the problem, and it is also impossible to know who can and 
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should take responsibility for resolving it. Here, the agency of the nonhuman 
world, in terms of an unknowable nature, cannot be controlled and calculated 
while it also makes the role of the human species highly dubious. The quote 
above echoes the themes that are of interest in this chapter: how teacher in-
structors make aspects of unpredictability and the unknown teachable in sus-
tainability education and what the different modes can tell us about the pur-
pose of education.  

Handling unpredictability 
Here I will explore how unpredictability influences the kind of futures that 
can be imagined and how it is handled by the teacher instructors. The role of 
technology – here exemplified by nuclear energy – was brought up in one of 
the focus groups as contributing to an unpredictable future:  

GERT: [...] we know that what they say will happen won't hap-
pen, and there are some really simple examples you can present 
to the students: for example why it's not going to happen, and 
that is the foundation of our economic system, how it works is 
pretty sick 
[...] 
so I usually tell them, we know that the human economy will 
function for about 300 years, it's their lifespan, so when you tell 
people that nuclear power is unproblematic because we'll be able 
to take care of the waste by setting aside a certain amount of 
money, when we open the nuclear power station the money will 
grow, together with the waste, we'll be able to take care of the 
waste for eternity, we're talking about hundreds of thousands of 
years, and then we know after 300 years we've lost control over 
everything, what is sustainable with that you might wonder 
GORAN: no it would be very unlikely that our economic system 
will last longer since no others have 
GERT: no usually everything falls apart and then we find some-
thing new and we go again 
GORAN: it's just when you’re in the middle of the downfall you 
can't see it, I guess 
GERT: no 

By comparing the lifespan of an economic system with the management of 
nuclear waste, Gert seems to be imagining a society spinning out of control. 
A contributing factor to this seems to be a deterministic idea of how systems 
collapse after a certain period of time. The impossibility of planning for the 
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future is visible here, not unlike the management of risks of later modernity 
as discussed by Ulrich Beck (1992), and further developed by Stacy Alaimo 
(2010). Technology as unpredictable, which is apparent in the discussion 
above, creates both doubts and reassuring images of one of the most im-
portant rationalities of the modern society (Gyberg 2009, 177–178). Technol-
ogy, with its close connections to scientific knowledge, can be seen as part of 
a society characterized by risk (Beck 1992, 155). Storing nuclear waste in or-
der to make nuclear energy safe and sustainable makes the uncertain future a 
threat. However, Gert seems to claim that we can know that our expectations 
and estimations will not come true, which is within the realm of the unpre-
dictable. Despite losing control and living in collapsing systems, humanity is 
imagined to be in some kind of control because of our ability to, in Gert's 
words, “find something new and we go again.” Understanding technology in 
this way can be said to be in line with contemporary understandings of the 
Janus face of technology. This means that technology is recognized as having 
unpredictable and possibly unknown consequences, and as developing mo-
mentum to which humans need to adjust (Gyberg 2009, 182). On the other 
hand, the trust in a renewed development seems to stay intact in Goran and 
Gert’s discussion, as they seem convinced that we will be able to “find some-
thing new.” 

A problem with the unpredictable future is that it seems to cast doubt on the 
promise of scientific findings. Mats, from another focus group, discusses how 
scientific development creates both positive and negative effects:  

MATS: [...] so I want to get back to this, that I think what we 
want with sustainable development in education and in educa-
tion as a general metaphor is to avoid the obviously unsustaina-
ble [LAUGHS] given, so to speak, our social, technological 
frames; I mean the agriculture we had in the 1700s was unsus-
tainable and then we discovered the mineral theory and got arti-
ficial fertilizer, suddenly we got a new sustainability in agricul-
ture and we got other environmental problems […] 

By an almost deterministic notion of positive and negative aspects of new dis-
coveries, Mats discusses the unpredictability that occurs when realizing that 
new discoveries bring problems with them. Despite the surprise element in 
these discoveries, Mats’ discussion is still an answer to the question of where 
we are going. The unpredictability that can be identified in his discussion is 
handled by believing in recurring discoveries that seem to constantly create 
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new problems and possibilities. Science and scientific development become 
means of handling unpredictability, and they contribute to maintaining faith 
in humanity's ability to continue on the path of discovering and conquering 
the nonhuman world. Analytically, I understand unpredictability as related to 
the question of in which direction we are going (as something that can be 
estimated by calculations and predictions), and unpredictability can be han-
dled with the help of knowledge. 

To continue, I found that the focus group participants used different strate-
gies to make the unpredictabilities manageable and the education meaning-
ful. For example, despite fearing the unpredictable future, it is assumed in 
one of the focus groups that education can claim legitimacy only if it holds on 
to the idea that education can affect and change the future:  

GERT: you can't stand there like the guy with the placard “the 
world will end tomorrow” [LAUGHS]  
GISELA: [LAUGHS] but otherwise there is no point in teaching 
it, if you don't want to bring about some change through educa-
tion  

In this exchange, keeping up good spirits seems to be considered part of teach-
ing and of educational work. Gisela's comment shows the close connotations 
between education and the future, which makes it necessary to manage un-
predictabilities by making environmental change manageable and teachable. 
Gert and Gisela laugh at the imagined placard guy, which might suggest the 
unlikelihood of embodying this figure while teaching sustainability: If the 
world is going to end tomorrow, why do we need education? Another aspect 
of not losing hope – and of making educational practices as well as education 
meaningful – is displayed in the next excerpt in which knowledge about vul-
nerable places is discussed. This discussion follows from the presentation of 
the images and in particular the Nature-Culture images depicting a tsunami 
wave:  

MELKER: […] the vulnerable places 
MAJ: mm-hmm 
MELKER: that in school one could work not only with the vul-
nerable but with adaptation capacity, consequently how do we 
prepare for the worst? And year four could go to the fire station 
and [look at] the municipality and the municipality’s policies for 
how they handle vulnerability and risks, wherever we are, and 
then one could add a global perspective 
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MAJ: mm-hmm 
MELKER: something like this: where are the most vulnerable 
places where threats and risks and, because that's also a way like 
I said, consequently knowledge prepares us  
MERITH: mm-hmm 
MELKER: knowledge gives insights into how we relate to our 
surroundings and here in this case, threats and risks, for every 
place in the whole world has some kind of threat and risk level, 
right, so it can give an insight into precisely this thing about vul-
nerability, and how one can be protected then 

How do we prepare for the worst thing that can ever happen? One answer to 
that question is of course that we cannot ever prepare for the worst thing to 
come, precisely because that thing is unimaginable. For Melker, holding on 
to the idea that knowledge can save us seems to be one way. The answer to 
how we can prepare for the worst things to come seems to be through 
knowledge and insights in order to be “protected.” In this way, the worst thing 
becomes something manageable that can be imagined, traced, resolved, and 
made teachable. Managing the unpredictabilities in this way makes education 
and teaching activities that seem meaningful and important for the future. It 
can be said to serve a psychological function which “allow[s] us to maintain 
ourselves psychologically while an apocalypse gallops toward us” (Alaimo 
2012, 559).  

In my analysis above, unpredictabilities represent an understanding of epis-
temology linked to the possibility of human control but also a potentially 
problematic separation of humans from the nonhuman world. The whole idea 
of managing and controlling processes in nature in order to sustain humanity 
risks making sustainability into “an environmentalism without an environ-
ment, an ecology devoid of living creatures other than human beings” 
(Alaimo 2012, 562). In other words, putting forward unpredictability means 
risking reinstating human-centered discursive formations and an epistemol-
ogy in which it is possible to know which futures we are approaching, stances 
that might have contributed to getting us to this alarming stage in the first 
place. 

Grappling with the unknown  
The unknown in relation to the question of whether it is at all possible to 
know where we are going, is another way of imagining the future in the focus 
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groups. Below, I explore what kind of futures the unknown makes possible 
and whether and how the unknown is made teachable in education by the 
teacher instructors. The discussion below follows the display of images and 
more precisely the Nature-Culture theme: 

GISELA: [...] we mustn’t forget that, it's both the humans and 
nature that will determine our future 
GERT: yes, I think like this sometimes; I have said to the stu-
dents a few times that we're actually omnipotent, we believe in 
ourselves way too much, we believe for example that we're able 
to extinguish all life on Earth, but I actually don't think that's 
possible, there are way too many strange life forms that don't 
work exactly the same way we do that always will have a chance 
to survive even if we kill everything living, such as sulfur fixing 
[organisms] and [LAUGHS] a number of strange [things] 

Contrary to the belief that humanity can manage to extinguish all life on 
Earth, Gert talks about how he tells his students that this is an impossibility 
precisely because there are things living on this Earth that we – humans – 
cannot know or control. Despite our best try, according to Gert, humans can-
not extinguish life on Earth because of the existence of nonhuman organisms 
and agency that are impossible to control. Recognizing the agency of the non-
human environment in co-creating the future shows a potential ethics of 
downplaying human impact when trying to change the path towards the fu-
ture. However, anthropogenic agency is also recognized in Gisela's account 
for “both the humans and nature.” The overlap of human and nonhuman bod-
ies with the environment might require more humble understandings and as-
pirations for our common future in the Anthropocene. This insight can make 
the nonhuman environment into an unknown element – which cannot and 
should not be mastered – when making sustainability teachable in education. 
The unknown requires recognition of the future as more than human or only 
other than human, and seems to require epistemologies that take into account 
that the future is not in the hands of humanity alone.  

Whether teacher education, and the educational system as a whole, is 
equipped for such inclusions is a question raised by how the role of the un-
known is perceived in one of the focus groups.  

OVE: consequently the total relativism of knowledge must also 
be contested somehow 
OSCAR: sure 
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OLGA: yes, but what 
OVE: these models that we have about the atoms and electrons 
and so on, it is, they work pretty well today but tomorrow there 
might be something completely different, how do we motivate 
the students to learn our models and 

The role of the unknown is here highlighted by Ove's claim that the models 
we have of the physical world can be completely different tomorrow. This 
short quote shows how there seems to be an assumption that scientific models 
should last over longer periods of time, but when they are discovered to be 
faulty or wrong they become hard to handle in education. The assumption 
here seems to be that education should provide the right answer and stable 
models, rather than an opening for the unknown. Knowledge is ideally as-
sumed to be something stable. Yusoff and Gabrys (2011, 518) argue that con-
temporary climate science, with its focus on predicting the future “chal-
lenge[s] us to recognize the changed conditions of knowledge production.” 
Knowledge production as speculations about the future indeed forces us to 
incorporate the unknown as a condition for knowledge. It seems as if the un-
known becomes particularly problematic when the aim of education is about 
teaching specific models rather than viewing models as one way of under-
standing the world. Showing how different models contribute to different un-
derstandings of the nonhuman world seems to be out of the question. Ove 
seems to see the threat of relativism as a problem when models of the world 
might turn out to be totally different tomorrow. It becomes apparent that ra-
ther than seeing the unknown as a ground for nihilism, and seeing knowledge 
in terms of static models of the world, more complex epistemologies and eth-
ics are required. Making room for the unknown seems to be a difficult task if 
knowledge is equated with facts akin to models that students should learn 
rather than understand in a specific context. The difficulty of making room 
for speculative predictions shows how the teacher instructors are struggling 
with incorporating elements of the unknown into the current educational dis-
cursive formation of stable knowledge.  

The problem of teaching the truth in relation to an issue such as climate 
change raises an important question: if the knowledge practices that teacher 
education relies on in order to proclaim sustainability are largely changeable, 
how can a teacher convince students of the importance of this issue? David, 
one of the teacher instructors, talks about a dilemma that arose when his stu-
dents asked him about the truth about climate change: 
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DAVID: [...] many students ask, “But what is the truth, then?” 
Well, but there is no truth if I represent what climate change, it 
is what we, what our knowledge says today, I can guarantee that 
in three years, two years, when the next report is released, then 
nothing I said two years ago will be exactly the same number […] 

As can be seen above, David points to a challenge that he has encountered in 
his teaching, connected to the changing knowledge about climate change. Da-
vid's comment about unreachable truths in the case of climate change points 
to the difficult question of what it means to actually know something. Admit-
ting that the truth is changeable and not static seems to be causing a practical 
dilemma in David's teaching; how can one teach the urgency of sustainability 
and yet admit that the truth about an alarming issue such as climate change 
is constantly changeable? What becomes clear in this example is that 
knowledge about climate change is possible through a certain unknowability. 
The nonhuman world is not “out there” to be discovered but rather an active 
part of, and in, us (see e.g., Alaimo 2012, 563–564). It seems as if knowledge, 
in relation to climate change, lies closer to the unknown than the unpredict-
able. Whether the educational practices can deal with this, however, is a dif-
ferent question. What conceptions of knowledge in relation to sustainability 
lead to the – in many cases – practical discomfort in teaching issues that seem 
to be hard to fully know? One answer could be that the discomfort rests on a 
conception of knowledge that might be unfit for dealing with sustainability 
issues, a conception that seeks the known and that which can be calculated 
and estimated.  

As can be seen above, the role of knowledge production as we know it is ques-
tioned and there are no known answers to the question of whether it is at all 
possible to know where we are going. In other words, the unknown challenges 
the role of contemporary knowledge in the making of the future. As will be 
evident below, recognizing and grappling with the unknown future can as-
cribe agency to nature and make the objectives of education into a non-an-
thropocentric query. One way in which the unknown could possibly be dealt 
with seems to be by enforcing worries and anxieties about the future. Several 
of the participants in the focus groups talked about the necessity of crafting 
productive fear in sustainability education. These discussions stand in con-
trast to the mutual wish for happy and positive students, which I explored in 
Chapter 4. Mats, to name one of them, suggests that “more worries” could be 
a productive path for change through education:  
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MATS: but I'm not afraid of worries, maybe we should have more 
worries 
SOMEONE: [LAUGHS] 
MAJ: yes, but 
MATS: yes, seriously! 
MAJ: yes 
MATS: [...] you could say that unless there is a strong reason for 
getting involved and changing something it is actually pretty 
plain sailing 

For Mats, the only way to get students seriously engaged in sustainability is-
sues is to make them worried. The threat of the unknown can thus be used in 
education in order to regulate the feelings of the learning subjects, to shock 
the students into getting worried. Here worries are seen as productive. Con-
trary to Mats’ belief in worries, his colleague Melker wants the students to be 
able to solve the problems of the future:  

MELKER: […] I think that in sustainable development as it is 
written here [in the poem “More of Everything”, provided as 
stimulus material to the focus group participants], environmen-
tal degradation, maybe that's more imposing guilt upon 
MAJ: mm-hmm  
MELKER: and creating worry instead of creating the good stu-
dent's ability to act in society with tools to, how we can solve the 
problems? 
[...] to give the students the ability to act in society 
MAJ: mm-hmm 
MELKER: to solve the problems 

It is obvious that Melker does not seem as certain as Mats above about 
whether worries can actually be considered productive in order to encourage 
people to strive for a more sustainable future. For Melker, it seems to be more 
important that the students will be able to solve problems in society. Melker 
and Mats seem to imagine different approaches to the future as they talk 
about the educational potential of worries. For Melker, the unpredictabilities 
of the future seem to be manageable, and sustainability-related problems are 
seen as solvable. His epistemological stance can be expressed with Alaimo's 
(2012, 561) contention that “[h]uman agency and master plans will get things 
under control.” For Mats, on the other hand, the future did not seem calcula-
ble in the same way. In referring to worries, Mats did not seem to believe in 
a vision of the future as calculable. However, worries can potentially be prob-
lematic as they tend to fix positions in ways that do not include the possibility 
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of imagining otherwise (Neimanis, Åsberg, and Hedrén 2015). Turning to 
Sara Ahmed (2010), we might think of the possibility of imagining otherwise 
as a rather unpleasant experience. Ahmed (2010, 169) writes, for instance, 
that “revolutionary consciousness might be possible only as a willingness to 
be stressed.” I interpret revolutionary consciousness as the ability to imagine 
otherwise and that what she is pointing to are the possibilities that being un-
comfortable, stressed, and unhappy hold for re-politicizing what was once 
seen as the status quo. 

Teaching the students hope, then, becomes a way of having faith in the future. 
The importance of holding on to visions, despite what awaits us, is discussed:  

GORAN: [...] but the only thing we can know is that none of 
those [different scenarios of the future] will be fulfilled, that we 
know for sure, it's not going to happen that way and then I think 
the important thing is to focus on the vision, that can lie within 
these scenarios of course, and if you work like this, what is it that 
we want to achieve, what is, how do we want to create the good 
life, and then I think it is important to start reflecting, what is it 
that we have to remove, what do we have to add in some way in 
order to proceed the way forward which is the only way, well 
there might be many ways, I think that’s the important thing in 
this context 

Despite the recognition of the unknown (we know that we cannot know), 
Goran proposes the importance of focusing on visions of imagining otherwise. 
Realizing that the sustainability area evokes the unknown, we dubiously focus 
on dreams and imagination “in order to proceed the way forward which is the 
only way,” again reinforcing one possible scenario of the future which down-
plays the role of the imagination to take us somewhere else completely. One 
could even argue that Goran proposes that dreams are necessary in order to 
make the teaching meaningful. Also, dreams and imagination are powerful 
means of shaping realities and creating possibilities to become otherwise 
(Yusoff and Gabrys 2011, 522).  

Both unpredictability and the unknown seem to be implicit in the futures 
formed in teacher education. It is important to clarify the difference between 
these modes in order to investigate the extent to which education can handle 
them and include and make room for subject positions and agency that lie 
outside the realm of the human world. The analytical categories of unpredict-
ability and the unknown have been developed with inspiration from Stacy 
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Alaimo's (2012) critical essay Sustainability This, Sustainability That: New Ma-
terialisms, Posthumanities, and Unknown Futures, where she asks whom the 
contemporary sustainability discourse in education and academia cares for. 
Alaimo holds that sustainability invokes a human-centered future and an epis-
temology that is linked to technological fixes and management plans, creating 
the ecological problems as “out there, distinct from one's self” (Alaimo 2012, 
561). Her critique is similar to my definition of unpredictability above. She 
turns her hope to the unknown, which requires epistemologies and ethics that 
refuse to separate humans from the very stuff of the world. 

In my analysis above, the unknown is less easily made teachable in the discus-
sions, compared to unpredictability. The unknown seems to have the poten-
tial to open up for complex epistemologies outside the realm of human con-
trol and human-centered futures. Despite the presence of the unknown, the 
teacher instructors seem to have few strategies to deal with the unknown in 
practice in order to make it teachable. This might suggest that other more 
speculative modes of imagining the future have a role to play in sustainability 
education. By analyzing what worries and hope make possible in terms of im-
agining the future, I showed that worries can be considered one way of creat-
ing an opening for the unknown, although, as mentioned above, worries can 
potentially be problematic as they tend to fix positions in ways that do not 
include the possibility of imagining otherwise. However, both worries and 
hopes can be considered investments in the future as an essential component 
of education.  

The next section will focus more specifically on the role of education in trying 
to handle the future as doomed, and it will explore further strategies for deal-
ing with the unknown. 

Imagining a doomed future: Consequences for 
education 
The notion of an unpredictable, unknown, and doomed future is discussed in 
different ways in the focus group conversations. By imagining a doomed fu-
ture, the teacher instructors seem to be dealing with the question of what the 
point of teaching for a future is if both the teaching and learning subjects, as 
well as the planet they live on, are doomed. Below, I look into how the idea 
of the doomsday is envisioned in the focus groups.  



Imagining the unknown future 143 

Sometimes sustainability issues seem to open up for possible – even likely – 
scenarios of the extinction of the human race. Some of the focus groups dis-
cussed how education should deal with this pressing scenario in a manageable 
way. This tension can be explained in terms of the urgency to do something 
and the worry that these actions will not be enough. This tension is interest-
ing because on the one hand, unknowability is a crucial condition of educa-
tional relations (Britzman 2010), and on the other hand, becoming knowl-
edgeable is a prerequisite for education. Dealing with a doomed future is con-
sidered both important and difficult: 

OSCAR: there has been a lot of debate about how this shouldn't 
be atrocity propaganda, so now it's getting so incredibly cuddle-
some especially in the schools 
OVE: yes it's a little 
OSCAR: sustainable development becomes like a quick fix 
OVE: yes that's right 
OSCAR: if we only do this and that and if we have wind power 
plants it will be alright 
OLGA: it will be alright, yes 
OSCAR: consequently  
OVE: yes 
OSCAR: it's actually an enormous threat to the survival of hu-
manity that lies upon us 
OVE: yes 
OSCAR: and that's important, you can't get paralyzed by that 
threat, right, there are lots of positive things too, but it's im-
portant that we don't... so these issues shouldn't lose their seri-
ous side either, right 
OVE: no 
OSCAR: it's an intricate balance between these two 

Oscar describes the balancing act between taking the sustainable develop-
ment issues seriously – by emphasizing possible human extinction – and en-
visioning them as problems that can be fixed. Taking seriously the survival of 
the human species is here contrasted with quick fixes such as wind power and 
“cuddlesome” education in schools, in which the problems are considered 
highly likely to be managed and resolved. A way of managing a doomed future 
seems to be to negotiate teaching on a continuum between fear and the will-
ingness to act. Turning to Graham Dawson (1994, 22), the formation of col-
lective imaginaries creates a perspective for the self through which “trou-
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bling, disturbing aspects may be managed, worked through, contained, re-
pressed.” The unpredictable aspects can be managed and fixed, as I discussed 
above, whereas it is impossible to know the unknown future. In this example, 
the notion of a possible future becomes a possibility if it is handled as a serious 
and important matter of concern in education.  

The doomsday is envisioned differently in different parts of the conversations 
in the focus groups, as well as differently in different groups. The future apoc-
alypse could mean everything from peak oil (Group D) and the food crisis 
(Group M) to doomsday predictions of the Maya calendar (Group G) and hu-
mans trying to extinguish all life on Earth (Group G). Science fiction narra-
tives and radio programs are brought up on these occasions. When the notion 
of the doomsday is brought up, it is not uncommon for the participants to 
start laughing: 

MAJ: there I think the time perspective that you talk about, both 
to have a historical understanding and that it is changeable, but 
the question is how long the time perspective should be, because 
of this thing about creating anxiety or despair or resignation in 
the students when you work with it, that's dangerous, because 
that's something different, I listened to Filosofiska rummet 
[“The philosophical room,” a Swedish radio show that discusses 
philosophical topics] yesterday evening, they were talking about 
the time perspective, and one person said “well in one billion 
years it won’t matter what we do, right 
MERITH: [LAUGHS] 
MAJ: everything will disappear” so like don't do [LAUGHS] so 
there is everything […] 

The laughter in this situation indicates how the notion of the final doomsday 
can be uncomfortable to deal with for the participants; it seems both hard to 
imagine and hard to grasp. The situation suggests that, in order to see their 
sustainability teaching activities as meaningful – or at least not meaningless 
– the teacher instructors could not allow themselves to accept the notion of 
the doomsday as real. The psychological function of denying what seems to 
be an unavoidable future of catastrophic dimensions has been analyzed by 
Slavoj Žižek (2010, 328 italics in original) as a paradox between knowledge 
and belief as he holds that “we know the (ecological) catastrophe is possible, 
probable even, yet we do not believe it will really happen.” This psychological 
function can be understood as a continuous struggle for a subject to form a 
whole out of a fragmented reality (see e.g., Dawson 1994, 34) and to remain 
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functional in a dysfunctional system. The laughter in the quote above can be 
read as Maj’s and Merith's way of forming themselves as functional teacher 
subjects in relation to a devastating topic that makes human life (including 
teaching activities) seem pointless. Laughter, even humor, was used when 
talking about the end of the world in other focus groups as well:  

GORAN: 2012, isn't it? 
GERT: what? 
GORAN: yes it is 2012, the last 
GERT: yes that's right, but it 
GORAN: the last year 
GERT: that Maya counted like that, I recall it was because of, the 
series of numbers was completed then, that's why they stopped 
counting there 
GORAN: you don't have to count any longer then? 
GERT: no [LAUGHS] 
GORAN: no, okay [LAUGHS] 
GERT: it seems [LAUGHS] 
GUNNAR: it will probably be alright 

The focus group quoted above was conducted in early 2012, 10 months before 
the Maya's prediction of the end of the world. By referring to the Mesoamer-
ican Maya calendar, a non-Western, pre-modern system of calendars, the par-
ticipants are able to talk about the doomed planet in words that make the 
apocalypse an issue they can laugh about. By using references to previous civ-
ilizations, unlike our own, the teacher instructors create nonsensical images 
of how the doomed future might become. The doomsday becomes both pos-
sible to talk about, and a fictional and unlikely scenario. As Gunnar says “it 
will probably be alright,” he creates a reassuring end to the topic, suggesting 
that the colleagues and their students have nothing to worry about. These ex-
amples from the focus group demonstrate how the notion of the unknown 
future is present in the conversations. It becomes present by the use of that 
which could only be imagined outside the realm of modern knowledge pro-
duction, that is, the nonsensical. Other ways of envisioning disasters had to 
do with topics such as the destructive phase of our current economic system 
and lifestyles (Group G and Group D). 

How is it possible to imagine otherwise? The next quote displays the use of 
science fiction as a strategy to estrange oneself from one's context: 
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GERT: this image is interesting to me [pointing at the Human-
Machine-Animal page of the image series] 
HANNA: it's the Animal-Human 
GERT: to solve everything, the one that's biomechanics, you can 
call it [pointing at the humanoid machine image] or is it only 
mechanics? Never mind, I usually say that the solution to all our 
problems lies in the science fiction series Star Trek, and espe-
cially Star Trek Voyager, on the ship where they create a replica-
tor, you just charge it with elements and say: “a cup of tea, 
please” and it arrives [SEVERAL LAUGHS], everything just ma-
terializes, and if we invent it all our problems will be solved ex-
cept for an initial garbage problem 
HANNA: do you use science fiction in your teaching? 
GERT: yes, science fiction is actually a way to free yourself from 
different emotional connections to things and try to see them in 
a sober light, to remove yourself from your context and see 
things in isolation 

It is possible to argue that the sequence above is an example of bad interview 
technique on my side – at least I remember thinking exactly that when this 
interaction took place – because what could Star Trek possibly have to do with 
sustainability education? However, I think Gert's and my interaction above 
shows a moment of imagining otherwise which might have been possible be-
cause of what the images and the collective processes of the focus groups 
made possible. Yusoff and Gabrys (2011, 520) argue that “[t]he utopian po-
tential of SF [science fiction] is its ability to imagine an outside to scientific 
knowledge, while maintaining a dialectic relation to it, thus making us aware 
of our epistemic limitations.” This exchange shows why imaginaries are so 
important to take into account. The irrational, the unknown – the nonsensi-
cal – which challenge established ways of understanding the world – need to 
exist  in order to imagine a future in education.  

Indeed, there were also moments of imagining the unknown. In a discussion 
previously analyzed for a different purpose in Chapter 6 (pp. 124-125), the 
focus group participants were fantasizing about a local site after humanity 
ceased to exist. In this discussion, they imagined the life of a local snail after 
the oil had run out. This imagined future that goes beyond the life of humans 
is far from Alaimo’s critique of sustainability, where the illusion and belief in 
human master plans are assumed to get things under control. Instead, it 
shows the agency and life of local snails and their possible futures. It can still 
be argued that the participants account for the future of the snail in a way that 
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maintains a separation of human and nonhuman life, as if the snails will con-
tinue to live independently of the ecological disasters. However, until the im-
agined oil peak – nonsensical to the capitalist system – the life and develop-
ment of the snails are highly entangled with the life and activities of the hu-
mans who share the same geographical space with the snails.  

In my analysis above, the teacher instructors' imagining of a doomed future 
seems to open up for some possibilities to include the unknown. Through 
laughter, fictional scenarios, and science fiction references – indeed the non-
sensical – the teacher instructors were able to glimpse the unknown. This 
conclusion can be viewed as suggesting that in order to handle the doomed 
future, it is necessary to deal with the unknown. Imagining a doomed future 
seems to have consequences for the role of education as an activity – and in-
stitution – whose objective is to foster humans. However, turning to opti-
mism as a way to maintain the status quo is another strategy that I identified 
in the focus groups. This strategy seems to lead to portraying the future as 
both predictable and knowable. 

Optimism and the status quo 
Optimism, as an investment and faith in the future to come, can be seen as 
both a necessity for the idea of education and a potential problem for imagin-
ing otherwise. Sara Ahmed (2010) argues in her work on happiness that both 
optimists and pessimists share a necessary investment in the future, of that 
which is yet to come. Along these lines, some focus group participants also 
recognize that dealing with sustainability as an issue of the future is more 
complicated than dividing it into a question of either optimism or pessimism, 
rather than seeing the dialectic relation between the two. Lisbeth is one of 
the participants who questioned this dualism by critiquing the images I had 
selected under the headline Doomsday-Future Optimism:  

LISBETH: and then it is this thing about optimism against pessi-
mism as well, it is something we have talked a little bit about that 
we have had periods of that here, when we were talking about 
the environment while teaching and just created future pessi-
mism, talked about all the environmental problems and then it 
became so incredibly optimistic, and if it is too pessimistic you 
can't do anything about it because there is no point, and if it's too 
optimistic it's going to be alright anyway, and it's too, that polar-
ization is not exactly constructive, it's not fruitful but rather it's 
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about finding that consequently it's both, and in the same situa-
tion you can see different possible paths to take and you have 
something that you need to do in order to take one path or the 
other  
LISA: active optimism 
LENNART: that's right 
LISA: [not audible] [LAUGHS] 
LISBETH: yes, definitely, this thing about there being different 
paths to take, but there is also this need to make the world sim-
pler when you describe it, I think that's what the guy from Gap-
minder means it is, in everything that is going on there is also a 
lot of positive 
LISA: a lot of positive things but also 
LISBETH: at the same time 
LISA: it shows the power to change 

Of importance here for knowledge in education is Lisbeth's recognition of the 
“need to make the world simpler when you describe it.” In my interpretation 
this means making the world graspable, understandable, and knowable in or-
der to act upon it and be part of it. One could argue that making the world 
simpler and more certain is a condition for knowledge production, but it 
could also be argued that the imperative of knowledge production should be 
to complicate the world and question what we take for granted. As indicated 
above, teaching sustainability could be described as a balancing act between 
optimism and pessimism. A too-strong belief in either one of them would not 
be fruitful for making sustainability teachable and, arguably, meaningful. Two 
of the focus groups, Lisbeth's group (L) and Group S, brought up the use of 
Gapminder as a strategy to counter the negative feelings of not being able to 
do anything. Here, I would like to explore what role Gapminder might be 
playing in forming the sustainability imaginary in education. Gapminder is a 
Swedish foundation initiated by a professor of public health, Hans Rosling. 
Gapminder’s goal is “to fight devastating ignorance with a fact-based 
worldview that everyone can understand” (Gapminder 2015) by presenting 
visualizations on world health statistics to a wide range of audiences, includ-
ing, for instance, YouTube and Twitter users. Teachers are one of Gap-
minder’s target audiences, which might explain why this organization seems 
so appealing to some of the focus group participants. There is indeed a salient 
promise of knowledge at the heart of Gapminder's message. The world is nei-
ther unpredictable nor unknown. By browsing their colorful website of videos 
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and visualized statistics presented with a hopeful message, it is clear that Gap-
minder has an anthropocentric, optimistic, development-focused world view 
with a promise to the audience that things are getting better for everyone. Of 
importance for this world view is that we trust and know (believe in) the 
world through statistical facts. For example, a so-called chimpanzee test is 
described where Professor Rosling uses chimpanzees as the reference group. 
Rosling uses bananas to represent different answers in order to get a random 
outcome to compare with his students' results, and to find out how much his 
students know about the reality of health improvements in Asia. The “surpris-
ing result” is that the students score lower than the chimpanzees and that 
Rosling's professor colleagues’ scores are similar to the chimpanzees’, proving 
the foundation’s argument of widespread ignorance. One of Gapminder's 
most pronounced missions is to stop people from being “ignorant” about the 
world. Even though Gapminder helps us question stereotypical understand-
ings of developing countries as inherently poor and underdeveloped, it also 
puts forward a large emphasis on knowing the world through statistical facts 
and on staying optimistic. As I show above, “facts” have a limited effect for 
making sustainability teachable and for ethically encountering the unknown 
Other. On the other hand, the use of facts may indeed serve as a strategy for 
making stories of the world appealing and optimistic and for making educa-
tion meaningful. If we only know the facts correctly, things will be alright, it 
seems. What transformative affects might Gapminder offer? 

SANDRA: so that you don't end up in the corner [thinking] that 
there is no point in doing anything [...] in these kinds of courses 
with complex issues, consequently that you don't get stuck in 
[thinking] that everything is miserable so that [not audible] 
SOLVEIG: there, Hans Rosling is someone to hold hands with  

Clearly, there is an appealing comfort in tuning in to the world of statistics 
and production of facts when dealing with “complex issues” that make things 
“miserable.” But I will also argue, with the help of Sara Ahmed, that Gap-
minder is lacking as a companion to sustainability education in its inability to 
imagine otherwise. What Gapminder is offering is a belief in a bright, hopeful, 
and known future where things will get better for everyone. There are few 
words in their material about the effects of global capitalism, of capital accu-
mulation, and of destructive mechanisms of reification of humans, nonhu-
man animals, and other parts of natureculture. These issues are silenced or 
ignored in favor of providing a message about a happy future to come. 
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Visualizing, talking about, and teaching about the future surely require some 
kind of visual images, some invoked imagination, which obviously means that 
particular ways of conceptualizing the future are put forward at the expense 
of other images that are marginalized (see e.g., O’Neill and Smith 2014). An-
dré, in one of the focus groups, asks what an image of the future might look 
like:  

ANDRÉ: [...] and then it's the future, consequently what does an 
image of the future look like? It's difficult to take such a picture 
if you have something called future optimism [referring to the 
image Doomsday-Future Optimism] which I on the one hand 
think is central to education, which should also talk about teach-
ing, about the future and its possibilities 

How can you create an image of the future? What does it mean to do so? Evi-
dently, André sees the future as a central part of education and of teaching. 
The problem of making the issues of the future teachable seems to lie in the 
inherently unpredictable and unknown aspects of what is yet to come. It 
could be argued that the future is an absent present in education: we need it 
in order to legitimize education and make it meaningful, but we also cannot 
talk about it because then it becomes apparent how political the future is. Even 
invoking a future with a so-called gaze from nowhere is evidently not a future 
for everyone. Because really, whose future are we talking about? If we are 
really to imagine something other than the status quo we need to take seri-
ously the ethical question of who matters, the ontological question of who 
gets to be, and the political question of who gets to be included in the quest 
for sustainability. As my analysis above indicates, the current discursive for-
mations are not equipped for these salient ethical, ontological, and political 
questions of, ultimately, who gets to live and who dies when creating sustain-
ability by means of education. 

Concluding discussion 
This chapter began by exploring two modes of understanding the relation be-
tween the purpose of education and the future, unpredictability and the un-
known. I have shown that the two different modes create rather different pos-
sibilities for including the nonhuman world in education and for the possibil-
ity of creating a “generative space of unknowing” (Yusoff and Gabrys 2011, 
517). Unpredictability seems to be handled within dominant discourses of 
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knowledge and education. Here, very few things are at stake. It seems possible 
to maintain that the future can be calculated, by holding on to epistemologies 
that separate humans from nonhumans. Grappling with the unknown, on the 
other hand, seems to take place outside the realm of current educational dis-
cursive formations on epistemology and knowledge with the help of fantasies 
and imagination. There are moments where space is given to the unknown, 
but with a great deal of laughter and the use of, for example, nonsensical jokes 
and fiction. The potential of the unknown seems to lie outside the realm of 
rational, calculable knowledge; that which cannot be searched for. It is 
through the passive encounter, which is not actively searched for, that one 
can enter into a direct, ethical relation (see Buber 1970). This passive encoun-
ter lies, in my reading, outside the realm of the known. Not knowing does not 
mean ignoring or neglecting relations to the Other; rather, it acknowledges 
the importance of ethical relationships to what we will never be able to fully 
know (see e.g., Todd 2003; Biesta 2006a; Säfström 2011). Acknowledging un-
knowing as an important part of different modes of knowledge might be cru-
cial for developing respectful and humble relations to various Others, includ-
ing nonhumans, in sustainability education. Therefore it is of importance to 
investigate which role the unknown can play in education and what the un-
known might make possible. 

This chapter displays implicit ideas about education's role in society. Living 
with the imaginaries of a future doomed humanity makes educational aims to 
foster humans for the future somewhat irrelevant. The teacher instructors 
seem to be dealing with this dilemma by trying to downplay the threat and 
limit fear or by decreasing the stress on the possibility of doing anything at 
all. The gap between being resigned to a doomed planet and installing wind 
power plants, for example, seems to lead to strategies such as reassuring our-
selves that something can be done (by means of knowledge and learning) or 
by making fear productive (by creating unpleasant visions of the future). 
However, these strategies create little space for the transforming effects of 
the unknown.  

It could be assumed that the focus group participants, grappling with the pos-
sibility of a doomed future, would find their work as teacher instructors to be 
rather pointless, as Nora might be indicating in the introductory quote of this 
chapter. However, the focus groups discuss these issues in different ways that 
seem to make their work meaningful. These strategies include reinstating the 
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idea of knowledge as predictable and the future as predictable and calculable. 
But there were also examples of attempts to include the nonsensical un-
known, under certain restrictions. Education as a social institution invokes 
promises and threats about the future. Nevertheless, the realm of education 
invokes a human future, and the question of whether education can include 
nonhumans can be considered as central to the question of whom education 
cares for (Pedersen 2010b; Pedersen 2010a). Clearly, it seems to be difficult 
today to include the unknown and to form ethical relations to the nonhuman 
Other. 

Imaginaries of a doomed human species are, as shown above, present in the 
focus group conversations. However, the promising possibility of taking the 
sustainability issues seriously also indicates an understanding of humanity as 
universal (“threat to the survival of humanity”), and the threat to humans as 
universal. This assumption of sameness ignores the different economic and 
geopolitical conditions through which people are of this world (see e.g., Har-
away 2015, 161). Assuming that we all are the same, and under the same 
threat, makes the future question into a question that we might not need to 
deal with today. Certain groups of humans – especially in the global South – 
already live under conditions that make it hard to imagine the idea of a possi-
ble bright and sustainable future. The notion of a future threat to us all is thus 
far from inclusive of Others from both the diversified human and the un-
known nonhuman world. 

Above, I investigated references to the Gapminder Foundation, which was 
explicitly mentioned in two of the groups, and discussed the potentials and 
problems of education turning to optimism as an investment in the future. 
Holding on to the current status quo seems important here. This could sug-
gest that it is easier to imagine the end of the world than an alternative future. 
Or, perhaps in the words of Mark Fisher (2009, 1) “it's easier to imagine the 
end of the world than the end of capitalism.” Holding on to the status quo as 
a way to stay happy has also been analyzed by Sara Ahmed (2010) who de-
scribes the revolutionary subject as potentially uncomfortable and unhappy. 
Ahmed (2010, 165) helps us understand why: “The silly or ridiculous nature 
of alternatives teaches us not about the nature of those alternatives but about 
just how threatening it can be to imagine alternatives to a system that survives 
by grounding itself in inevitability.” It is by investing in the future, in relation 
to the known now, that we risk reinstating a faith in seemingly depoliticized 
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versions of the future and maintaining the status quo. After all, the unknown 
risks transforming us completely as subjects, for instance, by the extinction 
of our species. As pointed out by Freud (cited in Bernstein 2008), it is in times 
of war (taken as a metaphor in this context), when the future is highly un-
known, that we are able to grasp what it means to not exist. Indeed, there is a 
psychological factor in our inability to believe in our own death, both as indi-
viduals and as a species. Here the contemporary reassurance and trust in hap-
piness and that things are going to be alright contribute to our inability to 
imagine radically different futures. What would happen if we were to stop 
believing in happy endings; might that lead to the possibility of letting go of 
what we now know (capitalism, carnism, over-consumption, exploitation) in 
favor of something that we cannot know and imagine today? And, again, in 
doing so, what would the consequences be for education? Sara Ahmed (2010, 
176) argues that “optimism has been confused with neutrality,” which I find 
to be a useful claim to counter the emphasis on reassuring ourselves that 
things will be alright and to potentially open up for something else. The future 
might indeed be alright for some, “the millionaires don't go down with the 
ship” (Plumwood 2002, 2), but certainly not for all, and in this realization lies 
the political core of teaching sustainability.  

Finally, what does all of this say about the sustainability imaginary in educa-
tion? The subject positions formed above portray a universal humanity which 
is universally threatened, but also an insignificant humanity that grants 
agency to the nonhuman world and forces. In terms of discursive formation 
it is, in case of the unpredictable, human centered, and trust is given to 
knowledge as a solution and savior. Optimism, through the use of, for in-
stance, statistical facts from the Gapminder Foundation, seems to be one way 
of maintaining knowledge as certain, predictable, and necessary.  But the role 
of knowledge is also undermined. In the case of the unknown, more room is 
given to speculations and the fact that the future is not in the hands of hu-
manity alone. Lastly, the nonsensical plays a great role for what I have ana-
lyzed above. The nonsensical is displayed through fantasies of a society and 
world spinning out of control, of a life after humanity, extinction of the hu-
man race by the use of per-modern beliefs, science-fiction–inspired scenar-
ios, and fantasies of planetary extinction. Through these nonsensical fantasies 
it seems possible, at least for a moment, to imagine otherwise. As I have ar-
gued, if we really are to imagine something other than the status quo we need 
to take seriously the ethical question of who matters, the ontological question 
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of who gets to be, and the political question of who gets to be included in the 
quest for sustainability. 

Having said that, I will now turn to the final conclusions of this study.
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Chapter 8 

Conclusions: The politics of imagining 
environmental change in education 

LISBETH: we can have extravagant policies but then it's up to 
the individual to interpret them, and there comes the problem 
of what you associate with the concept of education for sustain-
able development and how, is there any, not rule, but something 
about how broad you can be, or anything about limitations that 
we can agree upon [...] 

Teaching sustainability seems to be about handling the unknown. As indi-
cated by the teacher instructor Lisbeth above, sustainable development is a 
widespread notion that both seems open to interpretation and at the same 
time is strictly situated and embedded within the contemporary society’s lim-
its on what may be considered rational and reasonable. That sustainable de-
velopment cannot mean just anything is clear, even when “it's up to the indi-
vidual to interpret [it]” in a setting of Swedish teacher education focus groups. 
Based on the theoretical assumptions of this study, I see these interpreting 
individuals as situated and embedded in a collective field of natureculture. A 
basic assumption in this study is also that education is supposed to change 
those who are subjected to it. This transformative process is necessarily vio-
lent: it transforms the subject and makes it become differently with an un-
known outcome (Todd 2003). Furthermore, the feminist posthumanities im-
perative of this study makes it important to ask whether this transformation 
of the subject should be regarded as pertaining only to humans in education 
that addresses environmental change. And if the different entangled subject 
positions of sustainability education really become more than human, what 
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does that do to education's raison d'etre as an institution that supposedly 
forms, disciplines, and educates humans? I have argued throughout this study 
that human entanglements with the environment pose a number of chal-
lenges to the question of what sustainability education seeks to sustain, and 
for whom. Therefore, the question that will guide this final chapter is as fol-
lows: Is education relevant for addressing environmental change? 

The focus of this study has been on teacher education, and more specifically 
on teacher instructors in Sweden. The aim has been to investigate how sus-
tainability is formed in education and to explore how these formations relate 
to ideas of what education is, and whom it is for. Furthermore, by critically 
asking what today's sustainability education seeks to sustain, and for whom, 
this study seeks to contribute to re-politicizing sustainability in education. In 
this concluding chapter I want to specifically discuss the overall problem of 
what it takes for education to make itself relevant and meaningful in the con-
text of environmental change. Special attention will be given to how the un-
known and the role of the Other in education were brought up throughout the 
analyses in previous chapters, and by returning to and expanding on some of 
the main identified challenges that sustainability seems to pose to education, 
I will also discuss what a re-politicization of sustainability might mean. 

Tracing the sustainability imaginary in education 
Whichever concept one prefers to use, sustainability or sustainable develop-
ment, none of the participating teacher instructors in this study gave a direct 
answer to how they define sustainability in their teaching. Vague references 
to the definitions in the Brundtland Report, repeated claims about the prob-
lem of defining sustainable development, and references to courses and 
course modules were the usual ways of responding to the question of defini-
tion. Furthermore, it was not immediately possible to locate sustainable de-
velopment within the recent reform process of Swedish teacher education. 
To trace the definitions and delimitations of the concept when making it 
teachable, I used stimulus material in the focus group interviews, such as a 
poem and images that were rich in meaning. Not all social categories, con-
ventions, and norms included in imaginaries are necessarily sensical or fac-
tual, and using visual images has been a way to capture what falls outside of 
these descriptions. The images, with their excess of meaning, were helpful in 
opening up the discussions on the contradictory and conflictual aspects of 
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contemporary human meaning-making about sustainability in education. I 
have argued that the formation of imaginaries is a collective and social process 
that is at the same time also contextualized and situated in specific individu-
als. I have studied the collective – yet situated – formations of sustainability 
in education through a gradual focus on the elusive and uncomfortable themes 
and discussions in focus groups with teacher instructors. This has been a way 
of finding an analytical focus while interpreting and working with the focus 
group material and its nearly 700 pages of rich and multifaceted transcripts. 
What in these transcripts could help me understand what sustainability is in 
education? By closely investigating those occasions where it became apparent 
in the discussions that knowledge is not the only mode through which we 
come to understand a phenomenon such as sustainability, I settled on looking 
more closely into the elusive and uncomfortable moments in the focus 
groups. By reading and selecting quotes based on the six criteria I presented 
in Chapter 3, I have worked with imaginaries as the guiding theoretical con-
cept to take into account the unforeseen discussions in the focus groups. I 
have presented the notion of the nonsensical, which I see as a complement to 
subject positions and discursive formations – concepts that have all been helpful 
for understanding the formations of sustainability that took place in the focus 
groups. These three dimensions together form the sustainability imaginary I 
have been after in this study. As contradictory as it may sound at first, non-
sensical aspects are crucial for making sense of sustainability in education. 
My notion of the nonsensical is not to be mistaken for something that does 
not make sense at all. The nonsensical in this context is rather about how we 
make use of things that are not only sensical and factual when we try to make 
sense of something. Really trying to take seriously the fact that more 
knowledge is not going to turn things around for most humans, and trying to 
theorize other modes of relating to the world through education, are contri-
butions of this study that will be discussed further below.  

The critical questions of what education for sustainability or sustainable de-
velopment makes possible and who it involves are not often asked in educa-
tional research on sustainability. However, these critical questions are of im-
portance for unraveling structures of power and for providing new possibili-
ties through environmental change. I have chosen to study those who carry 
out Swedish teacher education as a way to study the sustainability imaginary. 
I made this choice because of Sweden's long tradition of being perceived, both 
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domestically and internationally, as ambitious when it comes to environmen-
tal initiatives and policies. Sustainability is a general goal for the Swedish ed-
ucational system. For these reasons I argued that Sweden in general, and Swe-
dish teacher education in particular, offers an interesting case for studying 
how sustainability is imagined and made teachable. Furthermore, the posi-
tion as a teacher instructor is seen as crucial for investigating the formation 
of sustainability and its subject positions precisely due to the location of the 
teacher instructor at the intersection of various educational and knowledge 
practices. The questions of who the future teachers should be, what they 
should know, and how they should teach are explicitly and implicitly political 
issues intertwined with questions such as what a good society is and which 
views on knowledge should guide the educational system. 

The analytical chapters showed that sustainability and sustainable develop-
ment in education point toward the future and what is yet to happen. How-
ever, sustainability also seemed to be handled by holding on to the now by, 
for instance, emphasizing the importance of accepting our current situation 
and staying happy with the futile choices that we have. Also, surprisingly 
strong norms of disembodied teaching showed how difficult (yet necessary) 
it is to claim visibility in the role as a teacher of sustainability. Furthermore, 
sustainability seemed to make it quite possible to continue to relate to nature 
as a commodity. However, it was in the focus group discussions that were 
specifically about the future where it became most apparent that sustainabil-
ity in education seemed to require something else. It was then by going into 
the details of the politics of the mundane and the taken for granted that I have 
been able to show how various relations of power operate within the sustain-
ability imaginary in education. Finding these often taken-for-granted political 
acts requires me to now attempt a re-politicization of sustainability in educa-
tion.  

Re-politicizing sustainability 
Many of the published studies I have reviewed on educational research relat-
ing to sustainable development and sustainability display a rather anthropo-
centric approach to sustainability issues. The nonhuman environment is of-
ten discussed as a resource for human use. To counter this, the educational 
researcher Michael Bonnett (2002) shows how sustainable development as a 
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policy in education relates to ethical, epistemological, and metaphysical as-
pects of our understandings of what it means to be human. Furthermore, sus-
tainability tends to be imagined within existing and taken-for-granted norms 
of what a good society is. This study can be seen as a contribution to re-polit-
icizing sustainability through my attempts to understand how sustainability is 
imagined within existing and taken-for-granted norms of what a good society 
is, as well as my attempts to show when those norms are challenged.  

When outlining the theoretical framework of this study I have made clear that 
knowledge and imagining are far from neutral processes, and what we come 
to take as rational, known, and taken for granted at a certain point in time 
may indeed be seen as an effect of politics with ethical and ontological con-
notations. In the introduction I argued that sustainability may be seen as part 
of a contemporary post-political condition in which contested issues involving 
power relations come to be seen as devoid of politics (Swyngedouw 2003; 
Žižek 2008; Bradley 2009; Blühdorn 2013). Previous research shows that cli-
mate change is such an issue (see e.g., Swyngedouw 2003; Swyngedouw 
2010; Anshelm 2012; MacGregor 2013). I argue that sustainability is yet an-
other one. I have also argued for the necessity of a feminist posthumanities 
imperative in a study that critically concerns itself with the entanglements of 
human and nonhuman worlds. There is, however, a significant difference be-
tween stating that a phenomenon such as sustainability education is political 
and trying to (re)politicize it, that is, make it visibly conflictual. I have held 
that research responding to the environmental change of our time should in-
vestigate the relation between the known and the unknown in the making of 
futures. Now the time has come for me to re-politicize sustainability with the 
help of the analyses in the previous chapters. I will do this by discussing four 
areas of re-politicization which cut across the analytical chapters and corre-
spond to the aim and research questions of this study. These four areas, out-
lined below, are posed as problems or questions that I suggest need to be ad-
dressed in order to re-politicize sustainability in education.  

The prospect of unhappiness and mourning 
Fear, as argued for instance by Sherilyn MacGregor (2013, 5), can contribute 
to paralyzation and abandonment of attempts to see an issue such as climate 
change as political. The analyses in this study have shown that most focus 
groups most of the time were strong advocates of optimism and of keeping up 
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good spirits when teaching sustainability. I argue that there might be at least 
three reasons for this tendency. The first reason has to do with the purpose of 
education. Since the imperative of education must be said to invest in that 
which is yet to come by justifying the practices of the now, the status quo 
becomes the only available option. For instance, as shown in Chapter 4, con-
suming certain Eco-branded products was regarded both as problematic and 
as a solution to alleviate feelings of despair. In that way, no alternatives to the 
status quo (as in consuming in the name of sustainability) could be formu-
lated. I have on several occasions turned to the work of Sara Ahmed (2010) 
to problematize and discuss what the fixation on happiness and feeling good 
might mean. For Ahmed, it is through feeling at odds with the world that we 
might create the possibility of imagining otherwise:  

It is no accident that revolutionary consciousness means feeling 
at odds with the world, or feeling that the world is odd. You be-
come estranged from the world as it has been given: the world of 
good habits and manners, which promises your comfort in re-
turn for obedience and good will. (Ahmed 2010, 168) 

It should be clarified that not everyone will have the luxury of feeling good 
and well in the contemporary world. Those who are the Other to those with 
the potential to feel well, such as slaughter animals, people who inhabit 
flooded lands, and insects subjected to pesticides and chemicals (who are 
hardly regarded as in positions as subjects) already suffer the costs in terms of 
difficult life conditions and death, and of contemporary capitalism and other 
systems of domination and exploitation. Therefore, in the same vein as Ah-
med, I want to suggest that the field of sustainability education might involve 
some unhappiness – or rather mourning – at least in the sense of letting our-
selves feel the weight of our existence and the unknowability of our future.  

The second reason for optimism has to do with an understanding that 
knowledge should be separated from the knower and, ultimately, preserve the 
status quo. In Chapter 5, I directed attention to the uncomfortable practices 
of teaching for a sustainable future. I teased out how the ideal of neutrality 
seemed to be in conflict with a situated, embodied teacher subject. Here, the 
expectation that they teach what was perceived as sustainable created a ten-
sion through the unspoken question of for whom a certain practice is regarded 
as right and sustainable. This tension shows that knowledge, no matter how 
deeply it has been wrapped into “the deadly image of the Same” (Haraway 
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1992, 297), is always already situated from a specific point of view which re-
quires accountability (Haraway 1988). This tension makes sustainability ed-
ucation a necessary political balancing act in an educational landscape, which 
continues to hold on to the ideal of the neutral teacher but at the same time 
makes teacher instructors uncomfortably visible as private individuals whose 
lives outside the university walls matter for teaching sustainability. This ten-
sion entails the potential to challenge the status quo of sustainability educa-
tion by holding the unmarked position of the knower/teacher responsible for 
the knowledge taught in the teacher education classroom. Sustainability be-
came, arguably, somewhat re-politicized when the teacher instructors collec-
tively tried to make it teachable. Previous research on how teachers interpret 
and work with sustainability shows that they experience difficulties and ob-
stacles on both a professional and personal level (see e.g., Bursjöö 2014; Has-
slöf 2015). Furthermore, this visibility might expose the current lack of alter-
natives for imagining otherwise, but might also bring about the potential to 
let ourselves be unhappy and to mourn our precarious existence of pleasure 
and pain. Katarina Ottander (2015) argued in a recent study that high school 
students in Sweden use scientific reasoning to justify their own subject posi-
tions, which creates both a sense of powerlessness and individual responsibil-
ity. The students negotiate meaning from psychological and ideological fac-
tors, rather than scientific facts. Thus it is time to realize how emotional and 
nonsensical our meaning-making about sustainability really is. 

A third reason for the tendency towards optimism might have to do with how 
education teaches us to relate to the Other. It is only by staying positive that 
we can maintain our ability to see the Other as a commodity not worthy of 
our care. Education's raison d'etre can be said to inspire hope and secure the 
future of a nation. But if this hope for the future is possible only within frames 
of reification and consumption, and by holding on to what we have now, it 
might be time for education to let the unhappy and mourning subject in. It 
should be clarified that I primarily locate my claim about unhappiness and 
mourning with the affluent groups of the global North and West, whose im-
agination I think might really need to change. I do not mean that it is neces-
sary to understand contemporary environmental change in terms of “negative 
framing,” as criticized by Neimanis, Åsberg, and Hedrén (2015, 78), but ra-
ther that there is potential in stopping for a moment to realize that, as Val 
Plumwood (2002, 2) observed, “the millionaires don't go down with the 
ship.” As argued by Kathryn Yusoff and Jennifer Gabrys (2011), apocalyptic 
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narratives may have some value in raising awareness. Realizing how inequal-
ities are maintained by our holding on to what we have now might open up 
for a potential strategy of re-politicizing sustainability and questioning the 
status quo, which I consider to be one of the contributions of this study.  

The role of the nonsensical in educational imaginaries 
Another contribution of this study is the introduction of the nonsensical as a 
vital component of educational imaginaries. We need the nonsensical to make 
sense of sustainability. My analyses show that the nonsensical does play a role 
in the formation of sustainability and in the storytellings that make sustaina-
bility teachable. But a related question to ask is whether the nonsensical is 
teachable, as part of education's raison d'etre. My answer is both yes and no. 
Yes, if we are prepared to look beyond the boundaries of knowledge and meet 
the Other as an absolute alterity by accepting the unknown and the multiplic-
ity of reality. And no, if by “knowledge” we are referring to something that is 
certain and stable. For Slavoj Žižek (2008, 46), the most difficult ethical task 
of today is to unlearn “the most basic coordinates of our immersion into our 
life-world: what usually serves as the resource of Wisdom (…) is now THE 
source of danger.” He discusses the paradoxes in the fact that we cannot rely 
on either scientific knowledge or our common sense in deciding how to do 
things differently. Furthermore, the call for change entails a risk of changing 
for the worse, which might even “have the unintended consequence of trig-
gering a catastrophe” (2008, 44). Turning towards the unknown is a risky 
strategy. Žižek's critique is in line with Sara Ahmed's (2010) analysis of un-
happiness as a fear of something else. This argument can explain why most of 
us are so focused on investing in a future of happiness that is not radically 
different from today. Our investment in the certain by believing in happiness 
and progress “unavoidably locks us back into the structure of Western think-
ing, which postulates this idea of eternity that allows us to distinguish our-
selves from nature” (Scanlan 2005). Introducing the nonsensical might es-
sentially mean challenging education's raison d'etre, which can also be re-
garded as a strategy of re-politicization. As I have already pointed out, my no-
tion of the nonsensical is not to be mistaken for something that does not make 
sense at all. The nonsensical in this study is about how we make use of things 
that are not only sensical and factual. In my opinion, educational research 
needs to find ways to grasp the nonsensical, ways that perhaps do not fit neatly 
into the categories of what we know today, and how we have learned to relate 
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to each other. Attempts to relate differently are already taking place within 
posthumanities educational research (see e.g., Hagström 2014; Ceder 2015). 
When we cannot fit educational content, or that which suddenly makes itself 
relevant, into valuation models, we might really be onto what a sustainable 
way of relating to Others through education might mean. Really trying to take 
seriously the fact that more knowledge is not going to turn things around for 
humans, and trying to theorize other modes of relating to the world through 
education, are key contributions of this study.  

Education for the unknown 
Empirically, this study shows that subject positions of sustainability are 
formed hierarchically through notions of sameness rather than difference. This 
point was especially highlighted in Chapter 4 and Chapter 6. This analysis has 
been possible through my use of a feminist understanding of how differentia-
tion is made, and of how power and norms operate in ordering the world, 
with consequences for those inhabiting it. As Donna Haraway (1992, 297) 
critically observes, “transcendental naturalism (…) refuses a world full of ca-
cophonous agencies and settles for a mirror image sameness that only pre-
tends to difference.” I now want to ask: How can sustainability be imagined 
in a way that includes the unknown Other? In Chapter 6, which focused on 
human-animal relations, the notion of sameness was operating by recognizing 
and violently caring for certain individual animals through possession and 
control. However, those species of animals that do not qualify as worthy of 
being preserved and displayed (such as domesticated slaughter animals) were 
not even regarded as animals, but reified as commodities. One important 
point of discussing human-animal relations in detail was to show that the 
boundaries of the relations are significant for the painful political, ontologi-
cal, and ethical question of who gets to live and who dies through the sustain-
able imaginary in education. In Chapter 7, I showed the limited possibility of 
grappling with the unknown in teacher instructors' handling of the future. 
The chapter opened up the question of the (difficult/impossible) relation be-
tween education and the unknown (that which cannot be captured and con-
trolled), which I claim is an ethical question of recognizing the nonhuman 
world outside the realm of rational, calculable knowledge. I find the question 
of whether education can include the unknown Other to be central for the 
issue of whom education cares for. 
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I have proclaimed a turn to the unknown elsewhere (Sjögren 2014b) by argu-
ing for the necessity of mutual knowing—unknowing as a way to challenge con-
ventional educational agendas of disciplining and raising the future. In many 
ways, the unknown goes against contemporary, modern ways of understand-
ing the role of education. I hold that conventional understandings of educa-
tion are problematic in relation to sustainability. These understandings dis-
play the contemporary impossibility of recognizing the agency of the nonhu-
man world. However, thinking in terms of the possibilities of the unknown is 
far from innocent as it runs the risk of reinstating nihilist arguments. The 
danger of unknowability is evident in examples from politicians from the far 
right, who tend to make a point of claiming racist, sexist, and other offensive 
things without appealing to either knowledge or facts. The unknown in the 
case of the far right might be seen as the perfect notion for appealing to affect 
rather than scientific sense and knowledge. The majority of climate change 
deniers in Sweden, for instance, are conservative men who have invested 
greatly in an industrial modernity rationale, but who are skeptical of the re-
sults presented by climate scientists (Anshelm and Hultman 2014). However, 
the relativist, anti-scientific claims of the conservatives and far right support-
ers tend to start out from an unaccountable and anthropocentric point of view 
in which the health and survival of nonhumans, and vulnerable groups of hu-
manity, are ignored. The unknown in my sense of the word is a much more 
curious notion that aspires to open up to the more than human world. There-
fore I maintain that unknowability is a possibility, but it is not a possibility 
without risk. The shifting positions of knowing and unknowing constitute a 
political matter on many levels. 

Strategies for knowing and educating others make use of the idea that eman-
cipation and societal change often happen through knowledge and knowing 
(Biesta 1998, 500). The kind of subject positions education makes possible 
depends to a large extent on which views of education are dominant in soci-
ety. I hold that grappling with the unknown shows the importance of devel-
oping theoretical perspectives and practical strategies that make room for that 
which lies outside preconceived structures and categories. In order to imag-
ine otherwise – more inclusively and less violently – educational theory and 
practice need to continue rethinking what education means, and whom it is 
for, outside the realm of the sameness and the idea of humanity as separated 
from the nonhuman world. Altogether, a common politically and ethically 
important focus for posthumanities is the questioning of humans at the center 
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of knowledge production (Braidotti 2013). This is a particularly interesting 
and challenging quest for educational research's conventional focus on the 
educable subject, built on Enlightenment ideals of what humanism is (Peder-
sen 2010b). In other words, education needs to continue to open up for un-
derstanding and working with education in a non-anthropocentric way. In 
order to open up the possibility of imagining otherwise and further including 
the unknown, education for sustainability needs to move away from a rela-
tionship to the Other characterized by sameness, which grants subjectivity 
only to very specific (human) beings. I consider this study to be a contribution 
to posthumanities educational studies through my focus on sustainability ed-
ucation. Previous studies I encountered in my review on posthumanities ed-
ucational research tended to focus on methodological issues, for example (see 
e.g., Mazzei 2013; Johansson 2014). Just like imagining nature outside the 
zoo – an institution that holds certain beings in captivity in order to foster 
knowledge about and care for particular species – education could strive to 
operate outside the boundaries of the ordered and the known. This is also why 
I introduced the concept of the nonsensical, to grasp both discursive for-
mations and something else. Striving to include the unknown as a risky yet 
somewhat necessary project can be regarded as a strategy of re-politicization. 
In fact, as argued by Val Plumwood (2002, 4) and others, knowing can be 
destructively associated with the mind rather than the body with the risk of 
neglecting and ignoring corporeal and affective ways of being both in and of 
the world. More sustainable ways of relating to Others may not be a question 
of knowing more about them, but rather about finding ways of relating to the 
unexpected and nonsensical aspects of life.  

Images and the imaginary 
The images I used as stimulus material in the focus groups arguably helped in 
re-politicizing what sustainability could be. The images, with their richness 
in meaning, were important for opening up the discussions to the contradic-
tory and conflictual aspects of contemporary meaning-making about sustain-
ability. Some of the images, especially the pig image, subjected the partici-
pants to something cruel and nasty which – arguably – is ethically questiona-
ble. Subjecting someone to images of Other (human) suffering has been dis-
cussed as both dehumanizing and eye-opening (see e.g., Sontag 2013). Pub-
lishing pictures of dead refugee children fleeing from the Syrian war has re-
cently been criticized and defended with exactly these arguments. Even 
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though I can agree that there are problems with publishing and displaying 
images of Others' suffering, which “we” see from a distance, I will maintain 
that the cause in this case justified doing so: the image of dead pigs worked to 
address the seemingly unproblematic question about whom sustainability in 
education cares for, by displaying a practice behind the norm of eating meat. 
Looking back at the focus groups, there are images that I would have chosen 
differently or would remove if I were to do the interviews again. I would also 
choose fewer images so that the discussions could have been more focused. 
Nevertheless, with my assumption about knowledge as situated and embed-
ded, the images did offer a way of displaying my situatedness, my gaze from 
somewhere, to the focus group participants. The participants criticized the 
images as too simplistic, dualistic, and anthropocentric, but most also 
acknowledged how the images were recognizable and well chosen. For any-
one interested in studying an imaginary, I think images as a tool in interviews 
is a fruitful way of getting at that which goes beyond the rational, real, and 
knowledgeable. 

What now? The politics of imagining 
environmental change in education 
Overall, the analyses in this study showed that the sustainability imaginary 
for the most part is limited when it comes to imagining otherwise. Much of the 
collective imagining in the focus groups made use of the rational, the calcula-
ble, and the known. However, the teacher instructors were also visibly trou-
bled by these understandings. The lack of visions and dreams can be under-
stood as part of the post-political condition that has been ascribed to sustain-
ability politics. Erik Swyngedouw (2014, 28) holds that nature is “necessarily 
radically imagined, scripted, and symbolically charged as Nature” to which a 
wide range of discursive formations and nonsensical fantasies are attached 
and, more importantly, emptied from visible conflicts and desires for a differ-
ent world and future. However, the naturalized understandings of Otherness 
as a reduced version of the self will just not do as an image of thought in sus-
tainability education that aims to care and educate for our common future. 

I want to suggest that education can make itself meaningful in the sustaina-
bility domain only if it can be open to the unknown, the nonsensical, and the 
unhappy and mourning subject. On the one hand, these aspects can be seen 
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as an abyss in the educational landscape with its raison d'etre of teaching the 
future generations certain knowledge areas and values. On the other hand, 
education always entails other aspects in the sense that an educational out-
come, or becoming, can never be certain. In order for learning to take place, 
one has to take a leap into the unknown. This study, together with other re-
lated studies, shows that the unknown, the nonsensical, and the unhappy and 
mourning subject get very little space in educational practices (see e.g., 
Gyberg 2003; Ottander 2015). This suppression, or ignorance, of the un-
known, the nonsensical, and the unhappy and mourning subject must be un-
derstood in the context of contemporary education as an arena that seeks the 
certain and the known through standardized models of evaluation, such as 
the PISA study mentioned in Chapter 7. How can sustainability issues, which 
indeed entail unknown matters, become teachable in an educational land-
scape that seeks certainty? This question relates to several aspects of educa-
tion as a practice of disciplining and securing the future. What if the question 
were asked differently: Can education take the risk of opening up for the un-
known, the nonsensical, and the unhappy and mourning subject as well as 
nonhuman dimensions with an outcome that we cannot know beforehand? 
In short, can education form future citizens as more than human entangle-
ments? This seems to be a difficult, yet necessary, question to ask. The neolib-
eral influence on contemporary educational discursive formations must not 
be understated here. As argued by Chantal Mouffe (2005), the contemporary 
post-political condition makes it difficult to challenge the neoliberal hegem-
ony in much of today's world. The current educational landscape in Sweden 
is characterized by a competitive market rationale in which the purpose of 
education becomes for the individual to perform well globally (Sjöberg 2011, 
64). Furthermore, the hegemonic formations of the free and rational individ-
ual, which is a figure of thought that has become influential in so many dif-
ferent arenas globally and locally, such as education, health care, and envi-
ronmental politics (see e.g., Bradley 2009; Henriksson 2014; Dahl 2014; Jo-
hansson Krafve 2015), form sustainability in education as a seemingly depo-
liticized project and a responsibility of the individual. Feminist researcher 
Emmy Dahl (2014) argues that responsibility for the environment becomes 
an individual moral obligation rather than a societal obligation. In the educa-
tional field, Malin Ideland and Claes Malmberg (2015) argue that education 
for sustainable development is well suited for the market economy's belief in 
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the responsibilities and choices of the free subject. They write that “the polit-
ical project of sustainable development becomes apolitical and impossible to 
resist” (Ideland and Malmberg 2015, 181). However, the elusive and uncom-
fortable aspects of teaching sustainability show that sustainability education 
as non-political is a figure of thought that is of little use when making sustain-
ability teachable. Embracing the unknown, the nonsensical, and the unhappy 
and mourning subject in education is about demanding the impossible and 
about giving sustainability a fair chance in education. What we do not need is 
contemporary understandings of knowledge as static, separated from the 
knower, and easily managed and measured for comparison purposes. Rather, 
what sustainability education needs is a different ontology. An ontology, or 
ontologies rather, where more creatures and forces can come into being, and 
more of us can imagine environmental change otherwise through education. 
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Appendix A 

Links to images used as stimulus  
material in the focus groups 

North-South (3 out of 4 images available online) 
• bit.ly/northsouth1 
• bit.ly/northsouth2 
• bit.ly/northsouth3 

Individual-Collective (Responsibility) (1 out of 2 images available online) 
• bit.ly/individualcollective 

Nature-Culture (2 out of 2 images available online) 
• bit.ly/natureculture1 
• bit.ly/natureculture2 

Global-Local (2 out of 2 images available online) 
• bit.ly/globallocal1 
• bit.ly/globallocal2 

Policy-Practice (2 out of 3 images available online) 
• bit.ly/politicspractice1 
• bit.ly/politicspractice2 

Rich-Poor (3 out of 3 images available online) 
• bit.ly/richpoor1 
• bit.ly/richpoor2 
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• bit.ly/richpoor3 

Doomsday-Future Optimism (2 out of 2 images available online) 
• bit.ly/doomsdayfutureoptimism1 
• bit.ly/doomsdayfutureoptimism2 

Technological Optimism-Skepticism (2 out of 2 images available online) 
• bit.ly/technologicaloptimismskepticism1 
• bit.ly/technologicaloptimismskepticism2 

Human-Machine-Animal (2 out of 3 images available online) 
• bit.ly/humanmachineanimal1 
• bit.ly/humanmachineanimal2 
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