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Pleasure to me is wonder the unexplored, the unexpected, the 
thing that is hidden and the changeless thing that lurks behind 
superficial mutability. To trace the remote in the immediate; the 
eternal in the ephemeral; the past in the present; the infinite in the 
finite; these are to me the springs of delight and beauty. 
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Abstract 

There is a general consensus that education is crucial for achieving sustainable 
development. Education for sustainable development aims to foster citizens 
capable of participating independently and actively in creating a sustainable 
future. The overarching aim of this thesis is to contribute to knowledge on the 
relationship between education and sustainability. Specifically, the objective is to 
analyse how content on sustainable development is constructed in educational 
materials. Theoretically, the thesis is guided by sociological perspectives on 
environmental problems, knowledge, education and individualisation. The 
empirical data consists of textbooks in biology, civics, geography, home and 
consumer studies, and religion for Swedish lower secondary schools. Thematic 
analysis was used to analyse the empirical material.  

The thesis examines how textbook content on sustainable development is 
organised and constructed. A key focus of the analysis relates to how 
multidimensionality and relationships between the dimensions of sustainable 
development are constructed in textbooks. The social dimension of sustainability 
is analysed in particular detail. Further attention is directed toward how conflicts 
and the politics of sustainable development are constructed in textbooks. 
Constructions of change and historical contextualisation of sustainable 
development are also highlighted.  

A key result is that textbooks put a disproportionate focus on the ecological 
dimension of sustainable development. Parts of the social dimension of 
sustainable development, such as sexuality and gender equality, are generally not 
presented as sustainability issues. Another relevant result is that textbooks tend 
to obscure the complexities of sustainable development. Political conflicts, which 
are crucial for understanding sustainability challenges, are often rendered 
invisible. Both androcentric and anthropocentric perspectives also characterise 
textbook content about sustainability. Furthermore, the analysis shows that 

change and historical contextualisation of sustainable development. These 
conditions might challenge the potential role of education as part of sustainable 
development. 

Keywords: sustainable development, education, ESD, gender equality, 
sexuality, sex, environment, individualisation, Sweden, textbooks, biology, civics, 
geography, home and consumer studies, religion 
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Introduction 

Sustainable development is an important societal goal, and there is a general 
consensus that education is crucial for achieving it. Education for sustainable 
development aims to foster citizens with action competence for sustainability, 
that is, individuals who can take action and participate in creating sustainable 
development. In this regard, it is related to processes of individualising social 
problems, resting on the assumption that the desired changes are about making 
individual citizens act differently. The idea that the successful fostering of citizens 
was essential for societal progression grew in importance during the 20th 
century, for example as a part of the Swedish folkhemspolitik (Hirdman, 1989). 
Attempts to govern people's environmental actions can be seen as social 
engineering (Skill, 2008). When societal relations to the natural environment are 
constructed as problematic, as environmental problems, from the 1960s and 
onwards, they are first seen as technical problems that experts can solve. This 
gradually changes towards a view of the situation as demanding behavioural 
changes by individual citizens in their daily lives
everyday actions are perceived to be achievable by educating and informing 
citizens. When it comes to environmental problems, it is relatively uncontested 
that there has been a focus on the importance of sustainable development since 
the 1980s, and longer if considering earlier terminology.  As the UN report that 
popularised the concept of sustainable development, Our common future, puts 
it:  

First and foremost, this Commission has been concerned with people - of all 
countries and all walks of life. And it is to people that we address our report. The 
changes in human attitudes that we call for depend on a vast campaign of 
education, debate, and public participation. This campaign must start now if 
sustainable human progress is to be achieved. (WCED, 1987, p. 27) 

There is agreement among international bodies such as the UN (UNESCO, 2002) 
as well as the Swedish government (Kommittén för utbildning för hållbar 
utveckling, 2004) that public education is crucial for achieving sustainable 
development. One reason that education is seen as essential to this end is that, as 
well as informing people, education for sustainable development is also assumed 
to foster moral responsibility (UNESCO, 2002). Ascribing citizens' individual co-
responsibility for achieving sustainable development, based on the notion that 
information and learning foster pro-environmental behaviours, and thus a more 
sustainable society, can be observed in policy documents in a range of European 
countries (Halkier, 1999).  
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Research on the relationship between education and sustainability has grown in 
recent decades. This thesis aims to contribute to this field by analysing how 
content about sustainable development is constructed in Swedish textbooks. The 
analysis is theoretically guided by critical theories on societal relations to the 
natural environment, education and knowledge and individualisation of 
responsibility. The structure of the content of the thesis is as follows. Below, the 
rest of the introductory chapter will, in turn, deal with the concept of sustainable 
development, education for sustainable development in general, and textbooks 
and educational materials in particular. Then a theoretical discussion on 
environment, knowledge and individualisation as sociological concepts follows. 
After this, the aim and methodological considerations are outlined. Lastly, the 
original articles making up the empirical studies of the thesis are summarised, 
and a concluding discussion of the results is presented. 

Sustainable development  

The concept of sustainable development gained popularity with the UN report 
Our common future, where the most commonly used definition is presented: 

Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. 
(WCED, 1987, p. 41) 

There has been considerable discussion about the concept and its meaning for 
quite some time (Gough, 2002). To the UN, and for instance the Swedish 
government (Kommittén för utbildning för hållbar utveckling, 2004), a vague and 
open definition of sustainable development such as the one presented in Our 
common future, is considered advantageous and applicable across a wide range 
of contexts. Others, however, argue that the widespread acceptance of this vague 
conceptualisation arose at the expense of underlying substance, claiming that the 
appeal lies in its potential to become politically accepted by both rich and 
developing countries and that it lacks real essence (Worster, 1994). The critique 
is that:  

A large part of the appeal of 'sustainable development' is that ostensibly it brings 
into harmony two politically attractive but potentially conflicting notions: (i) 
the idea of sustaining that which is valued, but which is currently endangered 
through depletion, pollution and so forth; (ii) the idea of accommodating 
ongoing human aspirations to develop, i.e. in some sense to have more or better. 
(Bonnett, 1999, p. 313-314)  

The interpretation of development can be seen to be at the heart of the debates 
over sustainable development (Summers et al., 2003). Over time, the concept of 
sustainable development has shifted from a predominant focus on ecological 
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concerns to the current view  (UN, 
2015)  that it also needs to include economic and social dimensions. That means 
that sustainable development is understood as having three dimensions; 
ecological, social and economic (WCED, 1987), and there is a consensus today 
that sustainable development needs to be conceptualised as multidimensional 
and that balancing the dimensions is essential (Giddings et al., 2002; Lehtonen, 
2004). Failing to acknowledge its multidimensional character can be detrimental 
to achieving sustainable development (Giddings et al., 2002; Jabareen, 2008), 
and a holistic and integrated view of all dimensions is arguably needed in 
education for sustainable development (Borg et al., 2012), because:  

[W]e cannot hope to separate our understanding of the environment from our 

. (Gough, 2002, p. 65)  

While the ecological dimension is commonly the primarily highlighted, and the 
social the most disputed and unclearly defined (Littig & Griessler, 2005). Social 
and economic aspects generally have less impact on the construction of 
sustainable development than ecological (Svalfors, 2018). The social dimension 
is theoretically and analytically weaker and therefore difficult to define:  

Given the distinctive character of the social, and its place embedded in the 
environment and encompassing the economy, the social dimension of 
sustainable development cannot be addressed with the same analytical toolbox 
as the ecological and economic dimensions. (Lehtonen, 2004, p. 202) 

The relationships between the dimensions are similarly complex and contested. 
Reproducing that sustainable development's social, economic, and ecological 
dimensions are hierarchically equal legitimises and reinforces contemporary 
economism. Making distinctions between the social and the economic obscures 
that the social context is embedding all human activity and that what we call the 
economy is a part of this. An inability to take hierarchical relationships between 
the dimensions into account might make the conflicting logics and characteristics 
difficult to understand (Lehtonen, 2004). The asymmetry follows from the fact 
that the economy needs society, and that human society, in turn, is part of and 
dependent on, the natural environment (Giddings et al., 2002). Some critics 
argue that this dependency on the natural environment makes it essential to focus 
on the ecological dimension, fearing that 
education for sustainable development may render this dependency less clear 
(Kopnina, 2012).  

On the other hand, incorporating all dimensions makes sense since individuals 
do not want to sacrifice the good life to meet environmentally-conscious demands 
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(Skill, 2008). This entails that individuals are unwilling to separate sustaining the 
environment from maintaining their quality of life. In line with a multi-
dimensional understanding of sustainable development, an emphasis on cross-
curricular or holistic practices is often strived for in educational policies. The 
Swedish 2011 curriculum accordingly states as a goal that pupils should be able 
to acquire: 

understanding for the ways in which lifestyle impacts on health, environment and 
society. (Skolverket, 2015, p. 14)  

Furthermore, the curriculum argues that schools need to provide overarching 
cross-curricular perspectives concerning complex subjects such as sustainable 
development, thus providing conditions for learners to develop abilities for 
making their own individual decisions. Following a multidimensional view on 
sustainable development, a focus of this thesis is on relations between different 
dimensions, and particularly on constructions of the social dimension. The last 
aspect is important since this has previously been found to be a weak area in 
discussions about sustainable development in general (Lehtonen, 2004; Littig & 
Griessler, 2005; Svalfors, 2018). A further focus will also be directed toward 
gender equality and sexuality as aspects of sustainable development. In Agenda 
2030, it is clear that sustainable development includes goals related to these 
aspects. Goal 5 aims to accomplish gender equality and empower all women and 
girls. It also claims that the realisation of gender equality and the empowerment 
of women and girls will contribute to progress across all goals. Gender equality is 
connected to ecological sustainability and can thus be viewed as vital for 
understanding challenges for sustainable development in general (Mellor, 2000; 
Warren, 1990).  

While sexuality intersects with many forms of social inequalities, it importantly 
also connects biological and social aspects of human life. Sexuality is mentioned 
in several development goals. Goal 3 includes the need to ensure universal access 
to sexual and reproductive healthcare services, including information and 
education. In goal 5, sexuality is brought up both in the context of elimination of 
sexual exploitation and harmful practices and the requirement to guarantee 
universal access to sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights (UN, 
2015). Sexuality and gender equality are thus important aspects of the social 
dimension of sustainable development. These connections will be further 
discussed and expanded upon in the next chapter about sociological perspectives. 
As there is a lack of studies investigating gender equality and sexuality issues in 
education for sustainable development, this constitutes an important 
contribution to the research field. 
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Education for sustainable development 

As discussed in the introduction, education is often promoted as a solution to 
ing is commonly 

highlighted as necessary for reaching sustainable development goals (Boström et 
al., 2018). Education for sustainable development (ESD) is education aimed at 
being a part of creating sustainable development. Compared to environmental 
education, which strictly focuses on information on the ecological dimension, 
ESD is integral to sustainable development (Sund & Wickman, 2008). An 
important aspect is thus that education in this sense is part of sustainable 
development rather than simply a means to an end. ESD differs from the 
traditional practice in schools that strive toward passive assimilation, the 
reproduction of given truths, and the maintenance of the current social order 
(Stevenson, 2007). Much like the concept of sustainable development can be 
employed in struggles between different ideological perspectives, so can the 
organisation and implementation of ESD (Sumner, 2008). 

To be successful, ESD needs to impact the behaviours of the individuals being 
educated. This desirable outcome is commonly described as action competence. 
Promoting action competence via education can be considered the vector through 
which individualisation and societal problems can be connected. The 
transformative aim of ESD, targeting the abilities of individuals to take action, 
thus makes the promotion of action competence a key focus. The objective of ESD 
could be said to foster action competence within learners (Sass et al., 2020). 

competence approach constitutes a complex and dynamic educational ideal 
critical towards moralistic tendencies in education and based on democratic and 
participatory ideals (Mogensen & Schnack, 2010). The action competence 
approach can also be said to be in line with arguments proposed by critics of some 
environmental behaviour research that there is a need to: 

[E]ngage with and on the level of practices rather than with the discourses or 
cognitive dispositions that are assumed to precede them. (Hargreaves, 2012, p. 
320) 

Acknowledging the complexity of working for sustainable development and that 
this involves engaging with societal conflicts, the action competence approach 
suggests education should be cross-curricular, holistic, and problem-oriented 
and focusing on action while not losing interest in academic knowledge 
(Mogensen & Schnack, 2010). ESD is, in other words, about making connections 
between the understanding of problems and acting upon them. It is an approach 
to teaching and learning aiming to create conditions for developing abilities for 
taking sustainable and democratic action in relation to complex problems 
(Almers, 2009). Action competence is quite similar to transformative learning 
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theory (Mezirow, 1997) in that they both focus on supporting the development of 
critical and autonomous thinking. Transformative learning is a concept that has 
been used in the field of sustainable development (Boström et al., 2018) but is 
generally targeted at adult learners (Mezirow, 1997, 2003). 

Knowledge of structural issues behind unsustainability, opportunities to 
influence, and the ability to critically reflect on potential courses of action are 
important aspects of action competence for sustainability (Almers, 2009). As a 
result, ESD materials must support the development of these aspects of 
knowledge and skills. This also needs to be combined with the ability and will to 
expand and replace knowledge as understanding evolves. As students seem to 
relate to environmental issues primarily in terms of human conflicts of interest 
rather than as something that can be derived from facts about processes in the 
physical environment, it is vital for developing action competence that they are 
made aware of conflicts and controversies that underlie sustainability problems 
(Lundegård & Wickman, 2007). Therefore, sustainable development may benefit 
from being portrayed as scientific as well as social and conflictual issues. 
Providing insights into social conflicts is a crucial aspect of understanding the 
obstacles to sustainable development, as there is often more disagreement on the 
actions that need to be taken, rather than the description of the threats, even 
though the latter also occurs. 

However, there are some aspects of the ESD ideal that can be critically discussed.  
The idea that education can solve problems that are caused by the ways in which 
society functions is one. Another is the viability of using the educational system, 
in many ways organised to reproduce established knowledge and structures to 
promote change. This thesis aims to contribute to the research field in part by 
employing sociological and critical perspectives  primarily regarding 
environmental problems, knowledge and education, and individualisation  to 
analyse content about sustainable development in textbooks and discuss the 
relationship between education and sustainable development. This discussion 
will be developed in the theoretical part of the thesis and elaborated further in the 
concluding part.  

In the Swedish context, the political visions of ESD and pedagogical ideals of 
promoting action competence for sustainable development have been highly 
important for educational policy developments over the last couple of decades 
(Kommittén för utbildning för hållbar utveckling, 2004; Regeringen, 2003, 
2006). Sweden is generally considered progressive regarding ESD development 
(Breiting & Wickenberg, 2010) and is often considered at the forefront of 
environmental policy development (Magnus Larsson, 2018). In 2003, the 
Swedish government appointed a Committee for education for sustainable 
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promote development that is economically, socially and environmentally 
(Regeringen, 2003)  report, Att lära för hållbar 

utveckling [Learning for sustainable development], argues that learning is a 
prerequisite for people to take the necessary responsibility for achieving 
sustainable development. It also states that education is needed to change 
people's attitudes, and to provide opportunities for them to assess and solve 
problems. It stipulates that education needs to be wide-ranging and included in 
all subjects and disciplines to be effective (Kommittén för utbildning för hållbar 
utveckling, 2004). Furthermore, the report claims that education should focus on 
fostering action competence, and it envisions learning in terms of:  

[A]cquiring abilities and preferences for acting for sustainable development 
both locally and globally. (Kommittén för utbildning för hållbar utveckling, 
2004, p. 72-73)  

As mentioned earlier, the 2011 Swedish curriculum states that pupils should 
acquire knowledge about the conditions for sustainable development and 
understand how lifestyle impacts on health, environment, and society 
(Skolverket, 2015). Furthermore, it argues that schools need to provide 
overarching cross-curricular perspectives concerning complex subjects such as 
sustainable development. Students are to be given opportunities to develop 
abilities for making individual sustainable decisions. Sex education is a 
prominent cross-curricular area that aims to create action competence in 
individual students (Skolinspektionen, 2018). 

The complex relationship between knowledge, attitudes and behaviours 
regarding environmental issues has been discussed for a long time (Kollmuss & 
Agyeman, 2002; Shove, 2010; Stern, 2000). Even though sustainable 
development is an essential part of educational policies, there still seem to be 
problems with the implementation (Eriksen, 2013). There is a general lack of 
studies looking into the effectiveness of ESD (Meijers & Kopnina, 2014). Studies 
looking at the Swedish context have shown that the outcomes of implementing 
ESD in schools are not entirely clear and that it is not a foolproof way to make 
students more conscious (Olsson, Gericke & Chang Rundgren, 2016; Olsson & 
Gericke, 2016, 2017). Some scholars argue that policy visions have little or even a 
negative impact on school practices (Almers, 2009). The implementation of 
environmental policy ideals in the context of schools is not a straightforward 
process, and the gap that often exists between classroom practices on the one 
hand and government and curriculum intentions on the other has been labelled 
the Stevenson Gap (Hacking et al., 2007; Stevenson, 2007). This gap might be 
related to the fact that there is a fundamental conflict between tendencies in 
mainstream school practices, focused on conveying individualistic goals aimed at 
competing, independence, and achievement  that is, the reproduction of the 
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societal structure  and the goals and visions associated with sustainable 
development (Stevenson, 2007). On a more general level, these observations 
concerning the complexity of the relationship between education and individual 
pro-environmental, also intersect with a -

(Blake, 1999), and that pro-environmental attitudes and values 
among the general public do not necessarily translate into behavioural change. 

When it comes to sexual and contraceptive behaviour, there is a corresponding 
gap regarding how education promotes knowledge to a greater extent than 
behavioural change (Edgardh, 2002; Margareta Larsson et al., 2006). For 
example, attitudes and knowledge about safer sex can be observed along with 
risky behaviour (Persson & Jarlbro, 1992). There is a lack of studies showing a 
clear link between increased sexual well-being and current sex education 
practices in schools (Ekstrand et al., 2011). This resembles the relation between 
ESD and environmental consciousness (Olsson et al., 2016; Olsson & Gericke, 
2016, 2017). These observations also highlight the challenges facing ESD as a tool 
for intervening across different dimensions of sustainable development. 

Textbooks 

Textbooks are part of a broader category of educational materials produced with 
the intent of being used to facilitate learning, often for a predetermined audience 
regarding age and subjects. Textbooks are expected to cover numerous aspects of 
educational subjects and promote various worthwhile goals in education. This 
means that sustainability, and the many different topics relating to ESD goals, are 
only one area of interest and not the only focus when producing textbooks. The 
promotion of action competence in ESD does not depend on textbooks alone. 
Action competence should be understood as emerging through the ways in which 
a wide range of teaching practices are employed and intersect with the subjective 
experiences of learners in a continuous process, where textbooks can play a part. 
Previous research by, for example, Kowasch (2017) and Andersen (2018) 
investigate how textbook content relates to action orientation in sustainability 
education. As pointed out by Öhman (2006), there are merits to exploring the 
content of ESD. Textbooks are considered an important aspect of education 
systems (Montagnes, 2001), and they are a vehicle for transmitting knowledge 
and reinforcing and anchoring cultural norms (Bromley, 2014). Analysing how 
content about sustainable development is constructed in textbook material is 
hence a way to expand the knowledge on how education for sustainability can 
take concrete shape, and thus gain important insights into the viability of the 
expectations placed on education in general. 

Textbooks can be considered a fundamental vehicle of socialisation and tools for 
education and social change (Brugeilles & Cromer, 2015). key 
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mechanism for the produ (Issitt, 2004, p. 6). 
Since the construction of knowledge can mobilise authority in a field, the position 
of the speaker should be taken into account when analysing texts. In other words, 
the market in which the text is offered affects its perceived value (Bourdieu, 1977), 
and textbooks have an authoritative position in the school system where their use 
is considered an indication of quality (Oakes & Saunders, 2004). Textbooks 
provide an arena for power and knowledge to fuse into hegemonic systems of 
understanding, but sometimes they can also act as sites of resistance (Honkasalo, 
2018). A sign that textbooks are part of, or at least reflecting, social change could 
perhaps be seen in changes in content over time. Research is, for example, 
showing increased content about human rights (Meyer et al., 2010), individual 
agency (Lerch et al., 2017) and environmental issues (Bromley et al., 2011).  Still, 
changes in policies and visions do not always generate desired changes in 
textbooks (Svensson, 2011). Some studies indicate that curriculum changes, 
along with cultural changes, seem to have a limited effect on textbook content (S. 
Foster & Karayianni, 2017). Textbooks generally reproduce what the already 
educated groups take for granted (Karlsson, 2011), and thus sometimes 
reproduce biased knowledge (Molin, 2006). 

Textbooks are an essential part of education and are widely used (Blumberg, 
2008). Research points to the significant role of textbooks in framing and 
organizing teaching (Ammert, 2011). It has been shown that textbooks condition 
how teachers and students understand the topics they cover (Selander, 1988). 
Textbooks provide an indicator of what students are reading and come into 
contact with in the classroom, and they are a resource for both students and 
teachers (Wynes & Nicholas, 2017). Importantly, student learning outcomes are 
often evaluated in relation to textbook content (Molin, 2006). Textbook content 
steers teachers toward certain areas. They are used as the basis for a majority of 
classroom activities, and illustrations in textbooks familiarise teachers and 
students with specific topics (Gerouki, 2008). Research in the US suggests that 
textbooks are widely used but differently by different teachers (Moulton, 1994). 
As it may be the case that teachers believe that they meet curriculum 
requirements by following textbooks, they furthermore have a legitimizing role in 
teaching (Englund, 2011). In short, textbooks:  

[F]all, organizationally, between generalized educational policy agendas and 
the actual instructional patterns to be found in classrooms. They are core 
features of the intended curriculum. (Meyer, Bromley and Ramirez, 2010, p. 113) 

Swedish textbooks have a few particular characteristics. Ideland and Malmberg 
(2014), for example, argue that environmental consciousness has become a part 

 positive construction of the Swedish national identity. Sweden is 
further often considered at the forefront of gender equality along with the other 
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Nordic countries. Although gender stereotypes in textbooks are widely occurring 
internationally, Sweden has been suggested to be an exception, having minimised 
their influence in curriculum and textbooks (Blumberg, 2008). Swedish 
textbooks also seem to be free from explicitly offensive content regarding sexual 
orientation (Larsson & Rosén, 2006). Russell, Lerch and Wotipka (2018) find 
that awareness of gender-based violence in textbooks is more common in 

Swedish textbooks particularly interesting, as they may provide new insights into 
how textbook content less marked by gender stereotypes relates to the promotion 
of action competence for sustainable development, gender and sexuality-related 
issues. Nevertheless, research on the Swedish context has argued that gender 
perspectives are missing or lacking in biology and civics textbooks (Skolverket, 
2006). Ohlander (2010) shows that women's work is less visible than men's in 
historical narratives in textbooks. Also,  is largely missing 
when different political ideologies are presented, and there are very few gender-
related tasks and exercises. 

Just as individualisation for responsibility through education can be argued to be 
a precarious endeavour, ESD might be a complicated ideal to live up to. It may 
further be considered a difficult task to create textbook content that lives up to 
policy goals within ESD as well as the Swedish curriculum in general. Textbooks 
are, it might be argued, along with education in general, traditionally expected to 
reproduce accepted truths rather than creating active knowledge-seeking and 
critically reflexive subjects. ESD can be seen as a challenge to this tradition. 
Demands for multidimensionality and complex explanations are challenging to 
live up to, especially for textbooks aimed at younger readers. Textbook authors 
are tasked with balancing portraying complex issues accurately while not 
rendering them too complicated for the readers to comprehend. Because of the 
difficulties involved in creating content that supports action competence for 
sustainable development, more knowledge is needed on how content is 
constructed in educational materials. 

Action competence and textbooks 

Action competence is, as discussed above, a crucial link between education and 
sustainable development. Action competence as a concept is sometimes 
illustrated as characterised by four aspects (Almers, 2009, 2013; Ideland, 2016; 
originally developed by Mogensen, 1995). In this model, action competence is 
construed as consisting of cognitive, social, normative, and personal aspects: (1) 
the cognitive aspect is described as knowledge about the issues and their causes 
and also includes knowing how to act on them in varying ways; (2) the social 
aspect is concerned with insights and experience of acting with others; (3) the 
normative aspect encompasses the ability to take normative stances on issues, 
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and their solutions and; (4) the personal aspect comprises the preparedness to 

aspects of action competence can be included in education for younger children 
(Malmberg, 2016), and a premise of this thesis is that constructions of content in 
textbooks can be part of shaping all four aspects of action competence. Students 
must be prepared to face real-world sustainability issues, which are seldom 
uncontroversial or straightforward. Therefore, how textbooks describe concepts, 
issues, processes, and structures relevant to the different dimensions of 
sustainability is crucial. Depending on how the content is constructed, aspects of 
action competence can be more or less supported. In the following, I will briefly 
discuss how the four aspects could potentially be supported in textbooks. 

As textbooks are filled with concepts and ideas on various topics related to 
sustainable development, the cognitive aspect of action competence is the one 
that most readily can be supported. If textbooks succeed in presenting content on 
sustainable development in a scientifically grounded, multidimensional, and 
complex way, cognitive action competence is likely encouraged in the learner. 
Equally important is cultivating a critical and curious stance and an openness to 
accommodate new knowledge as it is developed and encountered. Promoting a 
reflexive attitude towards changing knowledge and perspectives is therefore 
crucial. Textbooks should ideally promote abilities for discussing and managing 
conflicts and contradictions while still encouraging and motivating individual 
and collective action. This kind of multidimensional understanding of 
sustainability, where sustainability issues are interconnected as a whole, typically 
demands historical contextualisation. Promoting the cognitive aspect of action 
competence in textbooks is vital since it can be considered a prerequisite for 
supporting the other aspects.  

If action competence for sustainable development is to be effective, it has to be 
exercised in the real world requiring insights into often highly complex 
circumstances. Simplified narratives depicting knowledge as uncomplicatedly 
universal, unchanging and devoid of historical context hinder cognitive action 
competence. The how-to-aspect of cognitive action competence can be supported 
by developing competence for finding and critically evaluating knowledge. It is 
essential to promote an understanding of knowledge as changing and historically 
contingent. The complex portrayal of actual historical conflicts between different 
sustainability dimensions is here key. Consequently, descriptions without 
historical context and purely instructive content (as in describing current best 
practices regarding sustainability issues) are unhelpful. 

The social aspect of action competence concerns acting sustainably together with 
others and promoting knowledge on, and a positive attitude towards, these 
actions. Providing an understanding of political issues thus seems to be necessary 



 

12 
 

to convey in textbook constructions of sustainability. It is also crucial for 
textbooks to present how groups and individuals interact and how such 
interactions bring about societal and environmental changes. After all, 
sustainability problems are caused mainly by humans in groups. The textbooks 
need to elaborate on conflicting interests and goals between groups. Obscuring 
the influence of politics and conflicting interests in content about sustainable 
development can accordingly impair the promotion of social action competence. 

Normative action competence is also closely related to political knowledge and 
how the attainment of sustainable development goals is complicated by the 
norms, ideas and motivations held by different groups. In this context, omitting 
the political element can obscure normative aspects of sustainability issues and 
be detrimental to the development of normative action competence. It is crucial 

acquire the ability to take well-grounded normative positions on sustainability 
issues and their solutions, they need to know more about which positions are 
available.  

The personal aspect of action competence concerns preparedness to act and take 
responsibility for oneself and others' well-being. It is probably mainly influenced 
by how the textbooks describe political issues. Descriptions of how change comes 

effects of their actions. Disconnecting the present time from its historical context 
risks a loss of understanding of how the current state of affairs is linked to the 
struggles and challenges of the past and future. It is also vital to present individual 
action as both possible, impactful, and maybe even necessary to encourage 
personal action competence. Inversely, utopian narratives of change that render 
historical movement as self-fulfilling and inherently positive in textbooks are 
probably detrimental to generating a preparedness to act as history is construed 
as taking care of matters on its own. Textbook presentations of other actors, such 
as governments or adults, as responsible for sustainability problems could also 
be problematic when encouraging personal action competence. This should be 
considered part of the complexity of these issues, as individualizing responsibility 
can also be challenging for understanding processes involved in social change. 
With this in mind, it can be considered essential to further the knowledge on these 
issues in educational content connected to issues regarding sustainable 
development to expand understanding of the relations between education and 
sustainability challenges. 

These four aspects and their relation to the content of textbooks have guided the 
analysis of textbook content about sustainable development in this thesis. How 
they inform the analysis of the studied textbooks will be described further in the 
later chapter about research design. Before that, I will, in the next chapter, 
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present and discuss sociological perspectives on environment, knowledge, and 
individualisation important for understanding and analysing the relationship 
between education and sustainability. 
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Sociological perspectives 

In this chapter, sociological perspectives on the natural environment, knowledge, 
and individualisation are used to discuss the relationship between sustainability 
and education. The chapter strives to place the more specific research area in a 
broader theoretical context and informs the analysis and conclusion. The goal is 
thus to provide a more general sociological backdrop with which to contrast the 
analysis and findings.  

Since sustainable development as a concept has its roots in environmental issues, 
a relevant starting point for this chapter is sociological perspectives on the natural 
environment. The environment as a concept and the relations between humans 

sociology of knowledge takes an interest in how knowledge is related to social 
circumstances. Knowledge in general, and education in particular, are discussed 
in the second section of the chapter. Making individuals responsible for changing 
societal problems is a primary tendency underlying sustainability governance and 
ESD. The process through which individuals are made responsible has been 
discussed in terms of governmentality. The chapter's last section will expand on 
attempts to transform the knowledge, motives, and behaviours of individuals to 
achieve sustainable development. 

Environment 

A central aspect of sustainable development is the relationship between society 
and the natural environment. This relationship is asymmetric since society 
depends entirely on nature, while nature can manage well without society. Even 
though sustainable development is often considered a relatively new concept, the 
realisation that the relationship between human society and nature is essential 
and, at its core, a social phenomenon, is not. This understanding can be traced 
back to the roots of sociology: 

inorganic body  nature, that is, insofar as it is not itself the 
human body. Man lives on nature  means that nature is his body, with which 

and spiritual life is linked to nature means simply that nature is linked to itself, 
for man is a part of nature. (Marx, 2009, p. 76) 

Marx describes the basic structure underlying the concept of environmental 
sustainability very similarly to how it is understood today. Durkheim also argued 
that society was part of nature and, therefore, not radically different from the rest 
of nature. Based on this reasoning, he stated t there is no science except 

(Durkheim, 1968, p. 66). This notion of society as 
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a part of, and dependent on, nature has since become less pronounced, or maybe 
even at times forgotten, in sociology. Foster (1999) argues that the 
marginalisation of the interdependency between the social and nature in 
sociology is connected to the way industrial society tends to appear independent 
of its natural environment: 

The fact that Marx was able to conceive a sociological approach that pointed to  
these  developments  when  they  were  still  in  their  very  early stages represents 
one of the great triumphs of classical sociological analysis. It stands as an 
indication of how sociology could be extended into the ecological realm. It 
reinforces the view that ecological analysis, devoid of sociological insight, is 
incapable of dealing with the contemporary crisis of the earth  a crisis which 
has its source and its meaning ultimately in society itself. (Foster, 1999, p. 400) 

Altvater (2007) elaborates on Marxist  potential for understanding the 
relationship between the social and natural domains. He argues that the social 
dimension in relation to the environment is significant since access to natural 
resources is unequal. The exploitation of these resources leads to a manmade 
shortage, rendering man's societal relation to nature prone to conflict. In 
contemporary societies, the difficulties with balancing environmental 
considerations and other human goals are connected to what Altvater calls 

ouble character:  

Economic decisions concerning production first consider values and prices, 
profit margins and monetary returns on capital invested. In this sphere the 
ruling principle is only the economic rationality of profit-maximizing decision-
makers. But the decisions they take have important impacts on nature, due to 
the material and energy dimension of economic processes. (Altvater, 2007, p. 38) 

In other words, the economic structure affects environmental structures, but its 
internal logic hinders accounting for these in decision-making processes. Foster 
(1999) coined the term metabolic rift to succinctly conceptualise how the 
processes by which society interacts with nature cause environmental 
degradation. Society's metabolic relation with nature is governed by technology 
that, in turn, is conditioned by both nature and social relations. Clark and York 
(2005) continue the argument by stating that capitalism provides technical 
development of agriculture but fail to be compatible with social relations that 
make sustainability possible. Climate change can thus be seen as a consequence 
of the metabolic rift, where humans have disrupted the carbon cycle and the 

Since the metabolic rift is a social problem and not a 
technological one, this points to the need for a new social metabolism with nature: 

Capital only has a productive cycle, which takes precedence over the 
maintenance of the natural world, in order to continue its accumulation of 
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capital. Thus, capitalism continuously creates and deepens metabolic rifts, 
separating the social metabolism from the natural metabolism. (Clark & York, 
2005, p. 417) 

Science in general, and social science in particular, can contribute to overcoming 
societal obstacles to improving the natural environment. There is a need for 
incentive structures that can make up for temporal and spatial differences 
between groups or individuals causing and being affected by environmental 
degradation to facilitate a rational distribution of resources (Vogel, 1999). By 
studying and applying theories on the interconnectedness of human society and 
nature, knowledge on how to promote sustainable development can be 
developed. A well-functioning ESD would need to incorporate a realistic 
understanding of how social structures support or hinder sustainable 
development regarding environmental factors and the interaction between the 
environment and other dimensions of sustainable development. It is reasonable 
to assume that the educational system is embedded in the internal logic that 
works against social relations able to make sustainability possible and thus 
cannot act independently of this logic. 

Identifying environmental problems is a social process embedded in politics and 
power relations (Bradley, 2009). It is a critical point of departure for this thesis 
that environmental problems are created, understood and possibly solved within 
a social context. Environmental problems are social phenomena since the 
awareness that something non-desirable is happening is required for 
to exist. Some problems are constructed and mediated by experts, like the risk of 
health-threatening substances or climate change, while others demand public 
attention for the connections to be made. The latter can be exemplified by the 
publication of Silent Spring (Carson, 1963), which is often considered the starting 
point of modern environmentalism. The book documented the adverse effects 
pesticides had on the environment and conveyed environmental concerns to the 
American public.  

Environmental problems are, like all social problems, the product of specific 
societal structures. Ecofeminism has significantly contributed to an analysis that 
integrates ecological relationships with other social relationships. Particularly 
they use the concept of gender to analyse the relationships between humans and 
nature (Mellor, 2000). Central to ecofeminist theory is the focus on connections 
between structures disadvantaging women and nature: 

Ecofeminism provides a framework for recognizing that what counts as ecology 
and what counts as appropriate conduct toward both human and nonhuman 
environments is lar
dominations of women and nature as social problems rooted both in very 
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concrete, historical, socioeconomic circumstances and in oppressive patriarchal 
conceptual frameworks. (Warren, 1990, p. 143) 

Warren (1990) maintains that the argumentative structures used to justify the 
oppression of women and nature are the same and that ecofeminist knowledge is 
a vital tool for any proponent of gender equality. Bourdieu (2001) concurs that 
separate power asymmetries can be homologous, as in man/woman relations to 
child/adult relations in patriarchal representations. The understanding of one 
power structure can therefore be relevant for the understanding of others. By this 
reasoning, knowledge about how asymmetrical power relations between humans 
and nature can be linked to an analysis of unequal gender relations between men 
and women. This is an important argument why education on sustainability 
would need to incorporate other social issues than the natural environment, such 
as gender equality. 

Ecofeminism argues that separating the analysis of humans and nature from 
relationships between humans is part of a depoliticisation of the ecological 
dimension of sustainability (Mellor, 2000). Failure to recognise the connection 
between the oppression of women and nature is male-gender 
bias (Warren, 1990, p. 144). Not noticing the interconnections between different 
dimensions of sustainability might be of the same or similar origin. This 
argument indicates the need to take the multidimensionality of sustainable 
development seriously, i.e. by including social and economic dimensions in 
analyses of the ecological, and vice versa. This type of inclusion can be seen in 
environmental economics. Birke (2012) asserts the absolute interdependence 
between biological creatures and their surroundings. Spash (2012) argues the 
need for environmental economics that realise that economy is embedded in the 

evolutionary process presupposes the existence of a world prior to humans and 
that the social sciences must adapt to this fact. 

Sexuality has played a part in human evolution from prehistoric times until today 
(Ryan & Jethá, 2010); through sexuality, social and biological aspects of human 
life intersect. Additionally, it is an essential tie between social and ecological 
dimensions of sustainable development. Sexuality is connected to how we 
procreate as a species and is today often experienced as a naturally given. 
Roughgarden (2013) offers an ecofeminist take on sexuality from a biological and 
evolutionary viewpoint. She shows how humans and other species partake in 
various sexual behaviours and non-binary gender roles. What is considered 
normal in terms of sexuality has varied over time, and the natural diversity in 
human sexuality has been incorporated more or less successfully in different 
cultures. Being strictly regulated in culture, sexuality can be a site for conflict and 
controversy when different sexual norms and conceptions clash. It is a crucial 
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part of political struggles regarding how society should be structured and which 
social relations should be considered normal. Concepts like men, women and the 
nuclear family are hard to understand without knowledge of heterosexual norms. 
Providing critical perspectives on biological descriptions of sexuality can 
therefore be indispensable for education aiming to transform societal relations to 
the natural environment, like ESD. 

Knowledge 

As nation-states have endeavoured to change their societies in various ways, the 
need for knowledge about social processes and structures and their effects has 
increased. Demand for expert knowledge by governments interested in societal 
interventions was an essential factor in the growth of social sciences in general 
and sociology specifically (A. Larsson, 2001). As succinctly put by Mannheim:  

The significance of social knowledge grows proportionately with the increasing 
necessity of regulatory intervention in the social process. (Mannheim, 1939, p. 
1)  

The ambition to intervene is still a contributing factor to environmental research 
interest (Shove, 2010) and many other areas as knowledge is deemed to play a 
vital role in creating a sustainable society. Producing knowledge for sustainable 
development is generally imposed on science and is important for society as a 
whole and the citizens who are supposed to act sustainably. Thus, the conditions 
for producing, transmitting, and incorporating this knowledge are of great 
interest since ledge presupposes 

(Bourdieu, 1990, p. 1). 

The sociology of knowledge has a long history in sociology, going back to Marx 
who claimed that: 
existence, but their (Marx, 
1904, p. 11-12). In conjunction with this reasoning, Mannheim argued that in 
order to explain human behaviour, one could not limit the focus to individual life 

together so much that finally it touches on the 
interdependence of the individual life-history and the more inclusive group 

(Mannheim, 1939, p. 25). When seen this way, knowledge is intimately 
connected to everything else in the social universe. Mannheim defines the 
sociology of knowledge and its aim as follows: 

On the one hand, it aims at discovering workable criteria for determining the 
interrelations between thought and action. On the other hand, by thinking this 
problem out from beginning to end in a radical, unprejudiced manner, it hopes 
to develop a theory, appropriate to the contemporary situation, concerning the 
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significance of the non-theoretical conditioning factors in knowledge. 
(Mannheim, 1939, p. 237) 

The complex interrelations between thought and action are central to the concept 
of action competence. It aims to influence individual thought processes, hopefully 
resulting in sustainable action. Therefore, classical sociology of knowledge is a 
relevant starting point for understanding the concept of action competence for 
sustainable development. It also invites a critical reflection on the viability of 
using education to radically change the society its part of. More modern, explicitly 
social constructivist sociology of knowledge is also applicable. Berger and 
Luckmann elegantly state that all human knowledge is constructed in social 
situations:  

And in so far as all human 'knowledge' is developed, transmitted and maintained 
in social situations, the sociology of knowledge must seek to understand the 
processes by which this is done in such a way that a taken-for-granted 'reality' 
congeals for the man in the street. In other words, we contend that the sociology 
of knowledge is concerned with the analysis of the social construction of reality. 
(Berger & Luckmann, 1991, p. 15) 

The social construction of reality is a central point of departure for this thesis. 
Knowledge of environmental problems is always socially constructed. Nature can 
be severely harmed without humans knowing about it, and even if they knew, they 

 view it as a problem. Douglas (2002) has famously defined 
dirt 
not supposed to be is to be regarded as dirt. One of the most central 
environmental problems, pollution, is constructed in a similar vein. What is 
regarded as pollution or not is entirely dependent on social structures of 
knowledge and perception. This type of constructed knowledge is intimately 
connected to all social structures. With regards to the educational system, 
Bourdieu and Passeron argue that: 

A real educational system, charged with producing values by reference to values 
which are none other than those of the society for which it produces them, is 
always invested with multiple, incommensurate functions, so that it is not 
possible to emphasize one or another of them without bringing in the ultimate 
values that a society, or rather, the groups of which it is composed, put into their 
representations of culture. (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979, p. 66) 

Seen in this light, ESD is a somewhat problematic enterprise since it aims at 
tweaking an educational system for other purposes than it currently serves. In not 
acknowledging the structures and functions of the current system, ESD might at 
best be unrealistic and at worst counterproductive. It is important to note that 
educational practice, and specifically textbook content, is influenced by societal 



 

20 
 

conditions seldom outlined within education. The relationship between 
knowledge and social structures is highly relevant for implementing ESD 
successfully. Effective ESD needs to find ways to apply itself within an established 
educational structure while still being a tool for radical change.  

The educational system  current function is connected to the unequal 
distribution of symbolic capital between different groups and individuals and the 
social structures that underlie such inequalities. Willis (1977) studied the 
relationship between working-class boys and education and found that social 
position affects investment in and attitudes towards the educational system. 
Similarly, Bourdieu and Passeron argued that women's social position could 
influence female students' behaviour: 

The objectively lesser likelihood that they will have an occupation and especially 
an intellectual one (a likelihood which always counts in behavior even when 
refused in ideology) prohibits them from launching into the intellectual game 
with all the ardor that comes only comes from the risk-free forgetting of a 
guaranteed future. (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979, p. 62) 

These differences indicate that there are probably variances in how individuals 
from different social groups process ESD. This could explain that the middle class 
and the well-educated are significantly more pro-environmental than the richest, 
the poorest, and the less educated (Vogel, 1999) and that women are more pro-
environmental than men (Gifford & Nilsson, 2014). The effect of ESD measured 
as sustainability consciousness varies among students in different age groups, 
with a dip in adolescents. This dip is amplified in schools with an ESD profile 
(Olsson & Gericke, 2016). There is also a gender gap in student
consciousness. Girls persistently show stronger consciousness than boys do, and 
the gender gap is increased in ESD-oriented schools (Olsson et al., 2016; Olsson 
& Gericke, 2017). These findings might indicate that it is a challenge for ESD to 
disconnect from the societal structure it is part of and could also suggest that the 
expectations put on education to induce radical change may be too optimistic.  

Transformational goals, like achieving sustainable development, pose a challenge 

(Bourdieu 
and Passeron, 1979, p. 57). In the context of sustainable development, this might 
mean that it can be difficult for students to believe in, and act upon, something 
not presently available to grasp or view. Mannheim (1939) makes a distinction 
between ideology and utopia. Ideology is about ideas that legitimise the existing 
social order, while utopias represent visionary thinking about the shape of the 
future. Both ideology and utopia have in common that they obscure the actual 
state of society and are shaped by underlying group interests. Ideolo
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(Mannheim, 1939, p. 36). If the transformative purpose of 
ESD is to be realised, the concepts of ideology and utopia can be used for 
identifying, and if possible avoid, educational materials that obscure realistic 
portrayals of the challenges facing sustainable development. 

Individualisation 

During the 1980s, there was a change in the perception of environmental issues. 
The responsibilities for saving the environment relocated from the public to the 
private domain, and from the collective to the individual (Adenling, 2007). This 
process of individualisation entails that environmental problems are caused by 
personal shortcomings and can be corrected by enlightening the individual 
consumer. Some argue that the roots of this process are neoliberal ideas that 
gained popularity in the 1980s, portraying the state as ineffective and 
corporations as enablers of consumers' preferences. However, the environmental 

-tuning existing structures rather than radically 
changing them can be said to have existed before that (Maniates, 2001). The 
general idea that some social problems are caused by a lack of information and 
can be amended by imparting new knowledge to individuals also applies to other 
areas such as health and economics (Soneryd & Sundqvist, 2019). Accordingly, 
technologies of responsibilisation are standard in many policy areas and 
countries (Soneryd & Uggla, 2015). 

Individualisation of responsibility for environmental issues indicates that the 
solutions and the problems themselves are associated with individual behaviours 
and lifestyles. It highlights the market as an important arena for dealing with 
societal issues and to keep change minor and in line with existing systems (Dahl, 
2014). Individualisation is linked to a tendency to view people as consumers 
rather than citizens (Skill, 2008) and can undermine solutions that demand 
acting together as citizens to change social institutions (Maniates, 2001). 
Focusing on individual consumer behaviour might thus weaken the ability to take 
public action as citizens. In educational settings, this might pose a problem for 
fostering action competence that is not limited to consumer choices. Hargreaves 
(2012) argues that educational efforts to produce environmental effects are 
connected to models of how pro-environmental behaviour can be stimulated and 
rest upon filling perceived knowledge deficits and connecting to latent pro-
environmental attitudes. This seemingly out of proportion enthusiasm for 
individualisation as the main solution to social problems can be seen as related 
to the tendency, noted by Durkheim (1966), to imagine societal change as 
something that can be willed into existence rather than being the result of 
processes of social causes and effects. 
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Aiming to make individuals act more sustainable with the help of incentive 
structures and information might take attention away from how structures that 
create problems are actually reproduced or transformed. When governments and 
institutions become involved in making individuals choose specific courses of 
action (Shove, 2010), they restrain the space for critically discussing institutions, 
power structures and collective action (Maniates, 2001). Stagell et al. discuss the 
risks with education taking individualisation as a starting point: 

If the focus of 
the private sphere students will not acquire knowledge about different action 
strategies for the democratic change of social structures. The students may 
therefore risk becoming moral captives in the prevailing societal system (which 
may be emotionally very challenging), without knowledge about the complex 
chains of events that cause environmental problems, as well as different ways of 
acting to change them. (Stagell et al., 2014, p. 109) 

It is important to observe that not all societal problems are treated in this 
individualizing manner. A notable exception in Sweden is Vision Zero for road 
safety, where the focus is on the design and structure of the road transportation 
system, and the cause of safety problems is seen as located in shortcomings of the 
design and function of the road system (Belin, 2012). In that case, attention is not 
on individual self-governing and disseminating information aimed at facilitating 
that but on identifying and analysing the effects of relevant structures. 

The concept of governmentality links governmental rationality and 
individualisation (Letell et al., 2011). It is used in different ways, but usually, the 
focus is on individual self-government as an expression of political power 
(Hobson, 2013). It focuses on the ways in which power is enforced by individuals 
themselves (Rutland & Aylett, 2008). Governmentality is connected to the 
concept of biopower, understood as regulating social life from the inside. 
Sexuality is central to the individualisation process since it links control over the 
individual body with the biopolitics of the population (Foucault, 1978; Rabinow 
& Rose, 2006). The efficacy of this self-regulation is created by a perceived 
congruence between individual interests and that of the state, causing 
internalisa
omnipresent rather than centralised, and it is typically not perceived as repressive 
(Rutland & Aylett, 2008).  

The concept of governmentality can be used to analyse environmental politics 
striving to create desirable subject positions and responsible citizens (Dahl, 
2014). This ambition comprises interventions in governance aimed at fostering 
environmental practices amongst citizens (Hobson, 2013), specifically efforts to 
create self-regulating citizens managing sustainability-related issues (Paterson & 
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Stripple, 2010). Knowledge is central in this process. If governmentality is to be 
implemented successfully, the governing body must know the governed. In 
addition, knowledge is the primary instrument to facilitate the internalisation of 
the appropriate self-government. The knowledge created also affects the known 
and promotes and hinders different kinds of action (Rutland & Aylett, 2008). 

Individualisation that focuses on individual responsibility as consumers can be 
seen as a form of depoliticisation connected to governmentality (Maniates, 2001; 
Paterson & Stripple, 2010). It hides power disparities between governments, 
corporations, and individual citizens (Kent, 2009) and can legitimise the current 
societal order (Maniates, 2001). The process entails a seemingly consensual 
governing centred on the administration of social, economic and environmental 
domains that never threatens existing social relations (Swyngedouw, 2011). 
Depoliticisation can be viewed as a process in which individual political choice is 
no longer necessary. It can also be considered a process in which an area is moved 
out of the hands of formal government, shifting responsibilities from the public 
to the private domain (Hay, 2007). These processes might be connected to the 
problem of denying conflicts in politics, and neglecting to give room to agonism, 

relation where the conflicting parties, although acknowledging that 
there is no rational solution to their conflict, nevertheless recognise the legitimacy 
of their opponents (Mouffe, 2005, p. 20). Agonism is both goal and means of 
getting democracy to work. In this sense, the idea that there is general agreement 
on what needs to be done regarding sustainable development risks channeling 
conflicts into an antagonistic mode rather than an agonistic, harming democracy 
in the process. 

The seemingly neutral and depoliticised ideal of market-based individualisation 
of responsibility is, in reality, profoundly political, and dispensing with this ideal 
can be fruitful going forward (Maniates, 2001). In possibly trying to be politically 
neutral, teachers sometimes consider private direct action (such as composting) 
more appropriate to include in teaching than indirect action in the public sphere, 
which can be perceived as controversial (Stagell et al., 2014). Discussing 
organised public action is feared to prompt adverse reactions. A local incident 
that confirmed these fears in an illustrative way took place in Umeå in 2019. 
Representatives from a political party accused a school of forcing students to 
attend a climate strike. School representatives argued that they had organised the 
manifestations in accordance with the curriculum (SVT Västerbotten, 2019). It 
seems that involving traditional political practices in ESD can elicit more negative 
reactions than calls for individuals to recycle can, thereby strengthening the 
argument that individualisation and depolitication can go hand in hand. 

With the terminology of Bourdieu (1990, 2001), action competence can be 
considered an attempt to change the structure of the habitus without changing 
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the homologous social structures, to create change in said social structures. When 
viewed this way, ESD and individualizing sustainability approaches focus on 
changing the structure of the individual rather than the social structures 
surrounding it. Shove notes that the standard approach to sustainable 

economic institutions and ways of life, and the extent to which they have a hand 
(Shove, 2010). In this sense, ESD might 

be a seemingly impossible endeavour, and thus the actual content has to provide 
something different than support for developing action competence within 
learners. 

The effectiveness of individualisation of environmental problems can be 
questioned. The faced challenges are highly complex and seldom clear to the 
individual. What is perceived by individuals as pro-environmental does not have 
to be beneficial for the environment (Gatersleben et al., 2002), and individuals 
often behave in ways that are inconsistent as regards environmental impact (Steg 
& Vlek, 2009). Measuring individual environmental impact is hard for experts 
and even harder for the amateur (Skill, 2008), and pro-environmental 
behaviours take different shapes depending on national contexts (Pisano & 
Lubell, 2017). There is also evidence that suggests that the effects of education 
depend on political orientation (Mccright & Dunlap, 2011) and different levels of 
relevant knowledge (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). In short, there are many 
mediating properties to consider between providing individuals with knowledge 
about environmental problems and achieving sustainable change.  
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Aim and research design 

In this chapter, the design of the thesis is presented. First, the aim and research 
questions are outlined. After that, I describe the data and the analytic process 
used in the thesis. 

Aim 

The overarching aim of this thesis is to contribute to furthering the knowledge on 
the relationship between education and sustainability. Specifically, the objective 
is to analyse how content on sustainable development is constructed in 
educational materials. The empirical data consists of textbooks for Swedish lower 
secondary schools. The thesis tries to answer four main research questions: 

1. How is content relating to sustainable development organised in 
textbooks? 

2. How is multidimensionality, and relationships between the dimensions 
of sustainable development, constructed? 

3. How are conflicts and politics constructed in relation to sustainable 
development?  

4. How are change and historical context constructed in relation to 
sustainable development? 

Data 

In this thesis, the empirical focus is on written materials produced to be part of 
ESD. More concretely, the data consist of textbooks produced for five school 
subjects for Swedish lower secondary school (grades 7 9, i.e., ages 13 15): 
biology, civics, geography, home and consumer studies, and religion. One 
specialised textbook on sex education aimed at the same age group was also 
included in the dataset. The selection of textbooks written for lower secondary 
education (grades 7 9) was made to cover content that allowed for more 
complexity while still being part of compulsory education. These grades are 
central to creating action competence in the general population since they are 
mandatory and the last part of the education system that reaches every citizen. 
Lower secondary education is also the part of the school system that sees the 
diversification and specialisation into more subjects, making it relevant for 
studying how interdisciplinary areas are divided and organised between subjects. 
Furthermore, these grades might be the first time many readers engage with more 
comprehensive and complex texts about topics relating to sustainable 
development. At this stage, students are often expected to read longer and more 
challenging texts, making textbook content more central to students in their 
educational practice. In order to be compatible with ESD, textbook content needs 
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to be multidimensional and complex, which is a challenge when younger and less 
educated readers are involved. Since it is still basic education, it is supposed to 
lay the groundwork for specialised education in upper secondary schools and 
universities. Lower secondary textbooks thus arguably correspond to the 
particularly complicated task of balancing the portrayal of complex issues while 
still presenting content in accessible ways.  

As mentioned before, a particular focus of this thesis is on the 
multidimensionality of sustainable development and the social dimension in 
particular. More specifically, gender equality and sexuality are argued to be an 
important link between different aspects of sustainability while also being 
relatively underexplored. The school subjects focused on in each article were 
identified by reading the syllabi of all school subjects for lower secondary school 
and searching for mentions of the articles' respective topics. The underlying 
argument for this procedure was that if the topics were mentioned often and 
seemed more central in the syllabi, then their accompanying textbooks should 
include the most in-depth content about the topics. Article I focuses on 
sustainable development in general, article II focuses on gender equality, and 
article III on sexuality. In article IV, content about sexuality is used to investigate 
historical contextualisations more in-depth. More concretely, the examination of 
the syllabi consisted of counting the mentions of the topics and assessing how 
central they were based on the location and context of their use in the syllabi. 
Throughout all articles, the process of identifying the most relevant school subject 
for each topic was fairly straightforward, and the result was unambiguous. In 
article I, biology and geography were chosen; in article II, biology, civics and 
home and consumer studies, and in articles III and IV, the subjects chosen were 
biology and religion. In article IV, the data also included one specialised textbook 
from Sweden's most prominent sex education NGO RFSU (Swedish Association 
for Sexuality Education). RFSU is Sweden's leading organisation in sex education 
(Thanem, 2010) and has influenced discourses about sexuality in Sweden (Milles 
et al., 2018). The specialized sex education textbook (Simonsson, 2018) targets 
the same age group as the other textbooks. 

In Sweden, there are four large publishers of school textbooks. These are 
Gleerups, Liber, Natur & Kultur and Sanoma. The selected textbooks are 
commonly used in Swedish schools in their respective subjects. All included 
textbook titles are the latest editions. There are four titles in biology (Andréasson 
et al., 2011; Fabricius et al., 2013; Henriksson, 2015; Kukka et al., 2012), four in 
civics (U. M. Andersson et al., 2012; Bjessmo et al., 2014; Friborg et al., 2014; 
Hildingson & Wergel, 2013; Lindberg & Mårtensson, 2012), four in geography 
(Ahlberg et al., 2015; B. Andersson & Windirsch, 2013; Thorstensson et al., 2011), 
two in home and consumer studies which were the only ones available on the 
market (Flising, 2015; Hjalmarsson et al., 2018), and four in religion (Berg & 



 

27 
 

Rundblom, 2014; Berlin & Ring, 2019; Högberg et al., 2014; Olofsson & 
Uppström, 2014). Adding to those the specialized textbook for sex education 
(Simonsson, 2018), in total 19 titles. 

Analysis 

the 
framework of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2019; Clarke & Braun, 
2017). Themat ing, 
analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 
p. 79) which, if done properly, can provide a rich and complex account of the 
studied data. Thematic analysis can also be described as a way of seeing patterns 
that are not obvious (Boyatzis, 1998). Since the thesis aims to generate knowledge 
about the construction of sustainability in a relatively large set of textbooks, a 
method that can be used for identifying general patterns in texts was considered 
useful. That thematic analysis allows for more inductive studies as well as theory-
driven generation of themes was also an advantage for this thesis project. While 
the initial parts of the thesis project were based in a more inductively oriented 
analysis, the thematic analysis framework also allowed for introducing more 
theoretically driven research questions investigated later on in the process, and it 
was also considered an advantage to use the same methodological framework 
throughout all of the articles included in the thesis.  

Braun and Clarke (2006) describe the process of thematic analysis as beginning 
with the analyst searching for patterns of meaning in the data and ending with 
reporting the found patterns (themes) in the data. In between these points, the 
analysis moves back and forth between the entire data set, coded extracts of data, 
and the written analysis produced. In trying to break down the process into more 
distinctive phases, Braun and Clarke outlined six : (1) familiarisation with the 
data; (2) generating initial codes; (3) searching for themes; (4) reviewing themes; 
(5) defining and naming themes; and (6) producing the report.  

In my analysis, I largely stuck to this general process. In the initial phases of the 
analysis, I began with getting a general sense of each textbook by skimming 
through the entire text. Through this procedure, an initial review of the 
organisation of the relevant content was conducted, and I acquired an 
understanding of the context and topics at hand. After that, I looked at the 
textbook's table of content and index to find where content on the studied topics 
was presented. In almost all cases, the table of content and indexes pointed in the 
right direction, in the sense that my overview reading did not identify significant 
amounts of other content on the particular topics. One exception to this was noted 
in the analysis in article III. One religion textbook did not mention sex or 
sexuality in either its index or table of content while still having content that the 
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other titles placed as part of the topic. Through the steps mentioned above, I 
narrowed down which content should be thoroughly read and analysed. 

Corresponding to the second phase of the process, relevant text passages were 
coded after reading the identified content several times. Table 1 illustrates how a 
selection of extracts, shown in the left column, were assigned one or several codes, 
shown in the right column. These particular examples were part of what 
subsequently generated themes concerning the obscured multidimensionality of 
sustainable development (the social dimension in particular) and expressions of 
anthropocentric sustainable development.  

Table 1. Examples of the coding process (translated by the author from Swedish 
to English). 

Data extract Codes 

"Sustainable development is far more 
than an environmental issue." 
(Fabricius et al., 2013, s. 217) 

Dimensions of sustainable 
development 

Economy and ecology are 
connected. It is often the case that 
the economy collides with ecology
(Kukka & Sundberg, 2012, s. 369) 

Dimensions of sustainable 
development 

Conflicts between dimensions 

We must strive for sustainable 
development, a development where 

and where they are distributed fairly 
among the inhabitants of the world.
(Mårtensson et al., 2012, s. 297) 

Dimensions of sustainable 
development  

"This may mean, for example, that 
economic development must not take 
place at the cost of a segregated 
(divided) and unequal society and a 
ruined environment. Instead, society 
should be adapted to what the 
environment and human health can 
withstand." (Ahlberg et al., 2015, s. 
173) 

Dimensions of sustainable 
development 

Androcentric or ecocentric 
sustainable development 
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Image caption: "This is an old-
growth forest which is very 
ecologically sustainable. But forestry 
companies are losing money by not 
felling " (Andersson, 2013, s. 45) 

Dimensions of sustainable 
development 

Conflicts between dimensions 

Because of [the impact of the 
economy on the environment], it is 
becoming more important to direct 
the economy towards sustainable 
development. Economic growth must 
be sustainable in the long run.
(Bjessmo et al. 2014, s. 281) 

Anthropocentric or ecocentric 
sustainable development 

Conflicts between dimensions 

Regarding sustainable development, 
Sida argues that economic growth is 
fundamental to fighting poverty but 
that the growth must not lead to the 
destruction of the environment. 
(Hildingson & Wergel, 2013, s. 372) 

Anthropocentric or ecocentric 
sustainable development 

Conflicts between dimensions 

"We humans are also dependent on 
nature: We need clean water and 
fresh air to live a good life. 
Imbalances in nature affect us 
negatively, for instance, extreme 
weather conditions, pollution, and 
overfishing, affect us negatively.  
(Andersson et al. 2012, s. 346) 

Anthropocentric or ecocentric 
sustainable development 

 

In reading and rereading the parts of the textbooks that contained content (on 
sustainable development, gender equality, and sexuality, respectively) with the 
research questions in mind, themes and patterns were created. Ideas and insights 
were noted, and relevant passages in textbooks were examined in detail and 
compared to other passages. In addition to analysing how content about 
sustainability was constructed and organised, a comparative analysis of textbooks 
was conducted. I searched for commonalities as well as differences across 
textbooks in the same subjects and between subjects. This part of the process 
differed slightly between the articles. In coding and searching for patterns in 
article I, the process was more open and data-driven, while the analytic process 
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in the following articles was more theory-driven, building upon the findings and 
results acquired through working with article I.  

Generally, common features are important for the generation of themes. 
Sometimes a specific observation in one textbook prompted a comparative 
reading of the other textbooks. One example is the finding that the female genital 
anatomy is described in comparison to the male, while the opposite never occurs 
in the analysed textbooks. I noticed this as interesting in one of the textbooks and 
purposely read all sections detailing genital anatomy to see if they were similar or 
different in the other titles. It turned out that the comparisons were made the 
same way in all books, regardless of whether male or female anatomy was 
mentioned first. Accordingly, the theme of male-centred anatomical descriptions 
was generated, which was discussed in terms of androcentrism-phallocentrism in 
Article III. 

Sometimes exceptions are important for identifying and describing a theme. For 
example, in article I, one analysed type of content is tasks and exercises. When 
reading the tasks included in the identified chapters, it was clear that they most 
commonly consisted of relatively short prompts to describe what had been 
previously stated in the textbooks. One of the books included an exercise radically 
different from the other titles offered. It consisted of a long and thoroughly 
described scenario of a city that was about to limit car traffic in order to change 
emissions patterns. Students were then asked to consider the proposal from many 
different angles, taking different dimensions of sustainability into consideration. 
This was an important finding for discussing tasks and exercises as reproductive 
in character. It simultaneously highlights the possibility of a different type of 
content while providing an insightful contrast through which characteristics of 
the dominant pattern can be identified. 

As themes were generated, I continuously contextualised them in relation to 
discussions in the literature about sustainable development and ESD. This 
process helped me gain insights into topical omissions in the textbooks. It was an 
essential step since it allowed for analysing how structuring the content in the 
textbooks could be argued to support or hinder the promotion of action 
competence by depicting issues multi- or one-dimensionally. The theme-
generating process also shaped additional needs to analyse specific findings 
further, such as ecological modernisation discussed in article I. The next step 
before finalising the writing up of the analysis consisted of going back and forth 
between the textbooks, the notes and the generated themes to ensure that the 
textbook data was represented correctly and that the themes were empirically 
supported. 
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In thematic analysis, themes and patterns in the data are generated in two ways: 
inductive or data-driven on the one hand, and on the other hand deductive or 
theory-driven. The method is flexible in that it allows for the use of deductive and 
inductive approaches according to what is needed at a particular point in the 
analytic process (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In the analytic process, I moved between 
deductive and inductive modes. The complex process of categorising and coding 
the data propelled me towards an inductive approach. At other times, if the aim 
of the thesis or a specific theory demanded it, I leaned more toward a deductive 
approach. It could thus be stated that I conducted my analyses abductively. 
Timmermans and Tavory (2012) describe abductive analysis as an approach that 
moves dialectically between sensitivity to theory and data, respectively.  

Article I can be described as the most inductive in its approach. In article I, the 
analysis departed from a general inquiry of how sustainable development was 
constructed and organised. This approach can be described as striving to give the 

material (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 83). At a later stage of the analytic process in 
Article I, the process became less data-driven. The content was, at this point, 
continually contrasted with theories and concepts concerning sustainable 
development and the promotion of action competence. Article II and III were 
more abductive in character since the analysis started with the findings and 
observations produced in the analytic process for article I. The insights into how 
textbooks generally constructed sustainable development were highly influential 
in processing the textbook content on gender equality (in Article II) and human 
sexuality (in article III). Article IV represents the most deductive approach, as it 
was based on the findings of the other three articles regarding textbook content 
and narratives of change.  

In article IV, I directed analytical focus specifically to descriptions of change. One 
example of such a description found in biology textbooks was the hymen as a 

 This was narrated as something commonly done in the 
past before being found to be incorrect. When all biology textbooks were 
analysed, some version of this narrative was found to be given quite a lot of 
attention when compared to other anatomical details, and also portrayed as an 
important change. As described in Article IV, this illustrates the theme of 
constructing change as prompted by scientific findings. 

A theoretical underpinning in the analysis of the textbooks was the notions of the 
four different aspects of action competence elaborated on in the final section of 
the introduction. A premise of the thesis was that varying ways of constructing 
textbook content could either support or hinder the promotion of action 
competence. Accordingly, there were continually analytic reflections on whether 
the specific analysed content could influence action competence. As elaborated in 
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the introductory part of the thesis, the concept of action competence is a complex 
educational ideal critical of moralistic and simplified presentations of 
sustainability issues. It advocates for educational content that illuminates societal 
conflicts and complexities and proposes that education be cross-curricular and 
problem-oriented. Education, including textbooks, should help learners 
understand the complexities of sustainability problems and enable them to act 
upon them. The cognitive emphasis pointed the analysis toward examining if the 
textbook data on sustainable development was organised and constructed in ways 
that allowed for multidimensional aspects and complexities to be portrayed. With 
this in mind, I analysed how much space was devoted to the different dimensions 
of sustainable development, how they were connected and whether the content 
of various school subjects was interconnected. Furthermore, I searched for 
examples in which knowledge was constructed as static or continuously 
developing and marked by consensus or conflict. Portrayals of conflicts in relation 
to sustainable development in the textbooks are, for example, described in the 
discussion of the relationship between economic growth and environmental 
issues in article I.  

In addition to cognitive aspects, the concept of action competence is also 
concerned with promoting a sense of responsibility for taking action personally 
(i.e. personal action competence). This aspect indicated the relevance of 
examining how tasks and exercises were used in connection to content on 
sustainable development. The exercises were commonly found at the end of 
chapters or sections. Primarily, they consisted of questions to which the answers 
could be found in the preceding text. Some of the textbooks contained open-
ended tasks and exercises that could potentially be more likely to stimulate action 
competence. These tasks encouraged seeking information and concepts beyond 
the textbooks, and in a few instances, they also pointed towards exploring 
potential conflicts between the different dimensions of sustainable development. 

With regards to textbook content relevant to support for the social and normative 
aspects of action competence  concerned with knowledge on acting sustainably 
with others and on how sustainable development can be affected by norms and 
ideas held by different interest groups  much of the analysis was focused on how 
textbooks portrayed political and historical circumstances. How textbooks 
construct complexities and conflicts through which groups and individuals with 
different interests and norms interact can likely affect the promotion of action 
competence. How such interactions create change in society and nature can 
therefore be vital to describe and discuss. In inquiring about these characteristics 
in the data, I often found that the textbooks obscured the influence of politics and 
conflicting interests and norms, as evidenced by the reoccurring tendency toward 
andro- and anthropocentrism (as described in articles II and III). Furthermore, 
the textbooks either dehistoricised the current order or portrayed historical 
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ch
narratives of change can also have a bearing on the promotion of personal action 
competence. If individuals are to be motivated to act, they likely need to view their 
own actions as both necessary and impactful for change to come about. 

I will conclude this section about the analytic process by addressing two 
additional issues. The first has to do with articles I and II being co-authored and 
how this made the analytic approach somewhat different from articles III and IV. 
The most tangible difference is how the process of taking notes during the 
analysis was structured. For articles I and II, we had a shared online spreadsheet 
with rows for the textbook titles and columns for research questions and 
identified themes, and both co-authors could write observations along their 
reading of the textbooks. The shared spreadsheet made the observations and 
notes related to research questions and themes accessible in an organised manner 
for both authors simultaneously during the analysis and subsequent writing 
process. In articles III and IV, I used a combination of a hand-drawn spreadsheet 
on paper and an electronic spreadsheet. The physical paper version was used to 
take notes regarding relevant parts and pages of the textbooks, and for taking 
notes about how these passages were related to each other and the research 
questions. The electronic document featured more detailed notes on each 

ted to identified themes and 
research questions.  

The last issue addressed here relates to the challenge of translating quotes from 
textbook data from Swedish into English. All translations were done by the author 
and co-author at the end of the writing process for each article when it was 
decided which quotes were most illuminating and illustrative for the point being 
made. The analysis was thus conducted on the original textbook content in 
Swedish, and efforts were made to capture the original Swedish language tone 
and meaning as closely as possible in the translation. This was particularly 
challenging when it came to translating the more subtle meanings that were 
important for the analysis of some quotes, and in some cases the terminology 
differed between Swedish and English. The most striking example of this has to 
do with anatomical terminology, which tends to be closer to Latin in English than 
in Swedish. For example, the Swedish word mödomshinna (in English literally 
membrane of virginity) does not have the same connotative meaning in its 
English translation hymen. This had to be elaborated on in article IV in order to 
make the analysis clear. 
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Summary of the articles 

In the following, I will very briefly summarise the articles. The main findings of 
the articles will be elaborated on in the subsequent concluding discussion.  

Article I 

Biström, E. & Lundström, R. (2021a). Textbooks and Action Competence for 
Sustainable Development: An Analysis of Swedish Lower Secondary Level 
Textbooks in Geography and Biology. Environmental Education Research, 27(2), 
279-294. 

Article I examines the affordances and limitations of textbooks for promoting 
action competence for sustainable development. Based on a thematic analysis of 
Swedish lower secondary level textbooks in geography and biology, we 
investigated how content about sustainable development is organised and 
constructed, the ways its multidimensional character is described, and how 
conflicts relating to achieving sustainability are addressed.  

We found that for both subjects, textbooks provided a fair amount of content 
about sustainable development, but that relations between its ecological, 
economic and social dimensions and between different subjects are commonly 
underdeveloped. We also found that the content about sustainable development 
obscures complexities and conflicts that are crucial for understanding the 
challenges involved with achieving sustainable development and taking action for 
it. In conclusion, we argue that textbooks this way are substantially limited as 
regards their potential for promoting action competence for sustainable 
development, i.e. through cross-curricular approaches and critically assessing 
problem-oriented actions at collective and individual levels. 

Article II 

Biström, E. & Lundström, R. (2021b). Action Competence for Gender Equality as 
Sustainable Development: Analysing Swedish lower secondary level textbooks in 
biology, civics, and home and consumer studies. Comparative Education 
Review, 65(3), 513-533. 

Gender equality constitutes a central aspect of sustainable development. 
Education is commonly viewed as crucial for achieving both sustainable 
development and gender equality, and fostering action competence is a key 
element in such educational efforts. Article II directs attention to the ways in 
which textbook content about sustainable development and gender equality may 
support or hinder the promotion of action competence, analysing content about 
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gender equality and sustainable development in Swedish lower secondary school 
textbooks in biology, civics and home and consumer economics.  

We find that sustainable development and gender equality are organised as 
separate, rather than integrated, topics in textbooks. The analysis also shows that 
the social dimension in particular, and multidimensionality in general, of 
sustainable development is described poorly. Furthermore, content about gender 
equality is marked by androcentric and anthropocentric perspectives and weak 
historical contextualisation. We argue that all of these traits risk hindering rather 
than supporting the promotion of action competence.  

Article III 

Biström, E. (2021). Action competence for sustainable sexuality: An analysis of 
Swedish lower secondary level textbooks in biology and religion. Sex Education 
x(x), xxx-xxx. 

Sexuality constitutes an important aspect of sustainable development. Education 
is commonly viewed as crucial for achieving sustainable sexuality and sustainable 
development in general. Article III takes an interest in the role of textbooks in 
promoting sustainable sexuality. It presents an analysis of content about 
sexuality in Swedish lower secondary school textbooks in biology and religion.  

Key findings include that sustainable development and sexuality are organised as 
separate rather than integrated topics in textbooks. While biology textbooks 
contain a fair amount of sex education content, it is rather limited in religion 
textbooks. Content about sexuality generally focuses on sexuality as reproductive, 
and narratives are marked by androcentrism, phallocentrism, and the ideal of 
monogamy. Content about sexuality is also normative in character and often does 
not introduce readers to different theoretical perspectives. When considered 
together, these characteristics obstruct rather than support how textbooks may 
promote sustainable sexuality. 

Article IV 

Biström, E. Narratives of change in sex education: An analysis of Swedish lower 
secondary level textbooks in biology and religion. Manuscript. 

Sexuality is a central aspect of life and health, and achieving sustainable sexuality 
is crucial. Education is commonly viewed as essential for achieving sustainable 
sexuality and sustainable development in general. Fostering action competence 
is a key aspect of education for sustainable development and current educational 
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behaviours that bring about change. Therefore, understanding change is a crucial 
aspect of education for sustainable development, and therefore it is relevant to 
study how change is portrayed in educational materials. Narratives of change are 
furthermore a central part of sexual education. Article IV takes an interest in 
narratives of change in textbook content about sexuality. The aim is to analyse 
themes in narratives of change in Swedish textbooks for early teens.  

Key findings include a tendency towards teleological narratives of change with 
non-controversial, utopian goals. Change is commonly constructed as moving 
from beliefs to scientific knowledge and from discrimination to tolerance. 
Narratives of change often do not discuss political aspects of change, and they are 
often marked by utopianism and dehistoricisation. These circumstances limit the 
abilities of textbooks to support the development of action competence for 
sustainable sexuality. 
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Concluding discussion 

In this final chapter, the main findings are discussed in relation to the theoretical 
perspectives and previous research presented in the introductory chapters. 
Although overlapping, the results relating primarily to research questions 1 and 
2 are discussed first, and after that, I discuss the findings relating primarily to 
questions 3 and 4. Finally, some concluding remarks and ideas for future research 
are discussed. 

Obscuring multidimensionality 

With regards to the construction of multidimensionality and relationships 
between the dimensions of sustainable development in textbooks, a tendency to 
obscure multidimensionality can be highlighted. Since there is a general 
consensus that a multidimensional understanding of sustainable development is 
vital and that the different dimensions should be linked in ESD, the simplification 
evident in textbooks can be considered problematic. However, it should be noted 
that this seems to be a weak spot in sustainability discourse in general, not only 
in textbook content. This might indicate that a challenge for textbook content is 
to make descriptions that do not conform to dominant societal ideas, and this 
tendency could be an underlying problem with regard to sustainability rather 
than an effect of some insufficiency in the textbooks in particular. In addition to 
obscuring relations between the dimensions, the textbook content on sustainable 
development focuses disproportionally on the ecological dimension, with less 
space and attention devoted to the economic and, particularly, the social 
dimension. This finding is similar to the ones made in previous research 
(Svalfors, 2018) and might not be considered that surprising. Cross-curricular 
perspectives are furthermore not employed or introduced in relation to content 
about sustainability in textbooks. It is also relevant to note that the definitions of 
sustainable development used in textbooks are taken from the UN documents 
and thus acknowledge that the concept is multidimensional and includes social 
and economic aspects. Gender equality and sexuality, however, while being 
essential parts of the social dimension, are seldomly explicitly connected or 
discussed in relation to sustainable development in the textbooks. Concerning 
gender equality, only the textbooks in home and consumer studies relate this to 
sustainable development. Although limited in length and depth, they might be 
seen as an example of education partly diverging from the established and 
common ways of framing sustainable development. There is, correspondingly, 
only one explicit connection made, in one of the biology textbooks, between 
sexuality and sustainability in all studied textbooks broadening the usual 
connection between sustainable development and primarily environmental 
concerns. 



 

38 
 

The textbooks commonly describe sustainable development with an explicit focus 
on human needs. This general way of defining sustainable development is never 
questioned or explicitly discussed, and textbooks thus reproduce an 
anthropocentric perspective on sustainable development that has been noticed 
by others before (Littig & Griessler, 2005), and is in line with previous research 
finding ESD to be anthropocentric (Sund & Wickman, 2008). In reproducing an 
anthropocentric perspective, textbooks hide a key conflict line between 
anthropocentrism and biocentrism (or ecocentrism) concerning whether we 
should prioritise human needs before the needs of the biosphere. This conflict is 
central to debates in environmental ethics (Bonnett, 1999), and the observation 
can be interpreted in the light of arguments put forward that the concept of 
sustainable development obscures underlying conflicts (Worster, 1994), and that 
this is reflected in ESD. Some argue that anthropocentrism may render 
environmental concerns invisible in ESD (Kopnina, 2012; Meijers & Kopnina, 
2014). Others argue that biocentrism in ESD may conceal the essential role of 
humans in achieving sustainability and that those promoting ecocentrism risk 
dividing nature and society into disparate spheres (J. B. Foster, 1999; Gough, 
2002). In the examined textbooks, anthropocentric perspectives were not 
continuously accompanied by neglect of ecological issues. The textbooks' 
portrayal of sustainable development focuses on the ecological dimension, 
although from an anthropocentric perspective indicating that these are not 
mutually exclusive features. 

Textbooks often describe the multidimensionality of sustainable development in 
ways that render complexity and contradictions between dimensions 
indiscernible. In such content, the contradictions and conflicts between 
ecological, economic and social dimensions of sustainable development are 
obscured. This finding could be analysed as reproducing a view of society as 
separate from the natural environment. Presenting the issues in this way provides 
little insight into why unsustainable outcomes have come to develop in the first 
place or why they persist. Consequently, it offers limited conditions for 
understanding how to overcome the challenges involved with achieving 
sustainable development.  

In analysing links between sexuality and sustainable development, the findings 
show that sexuality is almost exclusively organised and discussed separated from 
other aspects of sustainable development. With regards to sexuality, there is a 
focus on biological aspects, something that also has been noted in other research 
(Bolander, 2009; Parker et al., 2009; Sherlock, 2012). The substantial dominance 
of the biological perspective and the lack of social perspectives on sexuality 
creates a lack of support for multidimensional understandings of sexuality. 
Without multidimensional perspectives, it is hard to establish a critical and 
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nuanced understanding of sexuality, limiting the promotion of action competence 
for sustainable sexuality.  

As noted previously (Larsson & Rosén 2006), there is a tendency to portray 
sexuality as an area for opinions rather than knowledge and without its own 
concepts and theories. The studied textbooks commonly do not present multiple 
perspectives 
issues from different and critical standpoints. Generally, there is a tendency to 
provide one-sided descriptions and to leave complexities underdeveloped. In line 
with the argument advanced by Errington and Bubna-Litic (2015) that superficial 
and reductionist descriptions, in this case not multidimensional and contextual, 
do not support critical thinking, this might be problematic for supporting 
cognitive action competence. 

One way in which textbooks encourage engagement with complexities, conflicts 
and multidimensionality are through tasks and exercises. While these are 
sometimes used to introduce such issues, textbooks can simultaneously avoid 
discussing them in the preceding text. This might be a way for textbooks to engage 
with conflicts while maintaining a neutral and non-controversial character, and 
it might also be considered a useful way of introducing controversial and 
politically sensitive themes to readers. However, this way, complexities and 
conflicts relating to sustainable development can appear primarily as matters of 
individual opinions or attitudes rather than as requiring engagement and analysis 
in relation to scientific knowledge.  

Obscuring political conflict 

One of the research questions in the thesis pertains to the construction of conflicts 
and politics in content about sustainable development. There is arguably a need 
to create space for the political dimension in ESD (Håkansson et al., 2019; Van 
Poeck & Östman, 2018), and to acknowledge that sustainability and 
environmental problems are necessarily political since they concern the 
functioning and development of society (Lidskog & Sundqvist, 2011). If ESD is to 
be part of transforming society, it has to engage with the conflicts relating to 
sustainable development, i.e. on issues of power, inequality, vested interests, and 
resistance to change (Boström et al., 2018). The content in the analysed textbooks 
tends to depoliticise sustainable development, similar to observations in previous 
studies (Ideland & Malmberg, 2015). The findings also support research 
suggesting that ESD sustains rather than challenges the global life-chance divide 
and divisions between the rich and the poor (Hellberg & Knutsson, 2018) and that 
the seemingly transformative agenda of ESD is compatible with reproducing 

 (Ideland & Malmberg, 2014). This indicates 
that more critical analyses of education as reproducing societal structures might 
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be useful for developing ESD. Teachers, students and textbook authors are no 
more social magicians in Durkheim's sense than politicians and consumers are. 
Depoliticisation and the related obscuring of conflicts are likely problematic with 
regards to the social and normative aspects of action competence which rely on 
understandings of politics and conflicts. In not allowing sufficient space for 
elaborating on conflicting political interests and how they relate to different 
norms and ideas, students may have trouble forming knowledgeable normative 
positions regarding sustainable development. 

In examining the various textbooks, the social dimension of sustainability is often 
found to be undeveloped. This pattern goes along with previous findings 
regarding sustainable development in general (Lehtonen, 2004; Littig & 
Griessler, 2005). Even in cases where opportunities for discussing social and 
political conflicts exist, textbooks seldom do so. The tendency to describe the 
social dimension of sustainable development in non-conflictual ways can be 
exemplified by how the textbooks portray gender equality. This content could 
offer a starting point for developing considerations regarding politics and 
conflicts. Still, by articulating that negotiations between individuals and groups 
about gender equality are marked by benevolence and consensus, the actual 
processes involved with achieving gender equality are obscured. Struggles for 
gender equality have a history marked by conflicts and political struggles. In not 
discussing the 
conditions for understanding the challenges related to future struggles for gender 
equality. 

In examining portrayals of gender equality and sexuality as part of the social 
dimension of sustainable development, descriptions in textbooks often reinforce 
androcentric perspectives. Ecofeminists (Mellor, 2000; Warren, 1990) view 
androcentrism as a commonality between the oppression of women and nature. 
Thus, there could arguably be a link between androcentric perspectives in 
textbooks and reproducing the notion of ecological modernisation as the solution 
to environmental problems. Androcentrism is furthermore notable also in the 
textbook's constructions of sexuality. Since unequal gender structures seem to 

y (Elmerstig, 2009), 
employing androcentric perspectives has troublesome implications. The 
androcentric perspective is part of reducing descriptions of sexual practices to 
penis in vagina intercourse (PIV). Many women desire a less PIV-oriented sex life 
(Sörensdotter, 2012; Tiefer, 1994), and implicitly promoting PIV as the primary 
sexual norm reinforces stereotypical practices of doing gender and defines what 
is considered real sex, even for women who experience it as painful (Sörensdotter, 
2012). That women are prepared to engage in vaginal intercourse even when it is 
painful, in order to conform to gendered expectations has been argued to indicate 
that they could engage in unsafe sex for similar reasons (Elmerstig et al., 2008). 
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This suggests that reproducing this norm could affect more aspects of action 
competence that might at first be obvious, in this case, the ability to engage in 
safer as well as more fulfilling sexual practices. It also echoes the point that 
textbook content does not often seem to contradict established and taken for 
granted notions. When textbooks reproduce the same knowledge gaps as those 
found among students (S. Foster & Karayianni, 2017), there is a risk that these 
are even further amplified. 

The androcentric perspective is further evident in how textbooks highlight 
differences rather than similarities between male and female anatomy. In 
reproducing a binary understanding of sex differences, they might play a part in 
legitimis
biological roles in reproduction are central in maintaining gender inequality  
(Hirdman, 1990). Social hierarchies have often been constructed in ways that 
incorporate the body:  

These universally applicable schemes of thought record as differences of nature, 
inscribed in objectivity, variations and distinctive features (of physique for 
example) which they help to make exist at the same 
by inscribing them in a system of differences, all equally natural in appearance. 
(Bourdieu, 2001, p. 8) 

Biological gender differences are thus used to argue that social differences are 
essential, positive and inevitable (Libbon, 2007). Since gender differences seem 
natural and necessary, it is hard to disentangle biology from androcentric and 
heteronormative stereotypes. This conflation of the social and the biological 
limits the possibilities for discussing moral, ethical and normative aspects of 
sexuality required for achieving sustainable sexuality (Lundin, 2014).  Promoting 
action competence for sustainable sexuality depends on providing students with 
knowledge and perspectives that are neither exclusionary nor normative since 
agency requires that potential options for action are legally and socially supported 
(Miller, 2000). Action competence is, in this context, relational, as one person's 
competence is dependent on the competence of other individuals they encounter 
(van de Bongardt & de Graaf, 2020). 

Another prominent theme of depoliticisation in the studied textbooks is 
connected to the narrative of ecological modernisation. This narrative rests on a 
view of environmental problems as structural but solvable by actors within the 
same structure (Soneryd & Uggla, 2011). The main idea is that a win-win solution 
based on technological innovation and non-coercive approaches could make it 
possible to achieve both economic growth and better environmental conditions 
(Maniates, 2001). Within ESD, there is a tendency to focus on adaptation, staying 
within current structures and finding win-win situations (Boström et al., 2018). 
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These inclinations are apparent in the textbook data too. The ecological 
modernisation narrative is consensus-oriented, for example, in discussions of 
environmental threats as affecting everybody in the same way. Reproducing 
notions of consensus regarding sustainable development obscures the complexity 
of the problems (Bradley, 2009) and makes democratic changes to societal 
structures hard to envision and achieve (Mouffe, 2005). Illustrations of ecological 
modernisation narratives in the textbooks were commonly found in assertions 
that the technology required for realising sustainable development was already in 
place and that we have already come a long way towards achieving it. 

The tendency to discuss individual life choices with little regard for structural 
factors affecting individual preferences and action, is also connected to the idea 
of ecological modernisation (Lidskog & Sundqvist, 2011). Content about 
sustainable development in textbooks seems to take individualisation for granted 
and fails to discuss radical innovations that might change the rules of the game 
(Shove, 2010). Individualisation of responsibility shifts blame from powerful 
elites and states to vaguely defined wrongdoers like human nature or humanity. 
Framing individual consumption as important for the environment while 
simultaneously acknowledging that individual agency is conditioned, shaped and 
controlled by institutional and political forces that can be changed through 
collective action as citizens might be more fruitful (Maniates, 2001). Individual 
behaviour should probably instead be construed as located within the system, and 
needs and desires should be viewed as outcomes, rather than drivers, of 
sociotechnical change (Shove, 2010). The need to focus on structural change in 
order to achieve desired outcomes is accepted in many areas (Soneryd & 
Sundqvist, 2019), and this drives political ambitions to counteract 
individualisation of environmental responsibility, such as green consumerism 
(Soneryd & Uggla, 2015). Yet these insights and ambitions are commonly not 
discussed in content about sustainable development in Swedish textbooks. 

In line with depoliticisation in the textbooks, relationships between political 
agency and sustainability remain imperceptible. Refraining from discussing 
political struggles might be attributed to the inability of dominant liberal thought 
to understand the role of political movements. Since political action cannot be 
conceptualised in individualistic terms, it is usually deemed pathological or 
irrational (Mouffe, 1993). The individualisation of politics politicises everyday life 
(Lidskog & Sundqvist, 2011) and thus reinforces further the individualisation of 
responsibilities. This is troubling considering the challenges involved in 
imagining a more sustainable society: 

Given our deepening alienation from traditional understandings of active 
citizenship, together with the growing allure of consumption-as-social-action, 

s little wonder that at a time when our capacity to imagine an array of ways 
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to build a just and ecologically resilient future must expand, it is in fact 
narrowing. (Maniates, 2001, p. 38) 

Narratives that obscure the circumstances under which unsustainable 
developments are continuously created and reproduced also conceal to readers 
how achieving sustainability poses challenges to the current organisation of the 
political and economic system. Textbook content constructed in this way risks 
failing to provide readers with a basic understanding of the political conflicts 
involved in achieving sustainability. 

Obscuring historical context 

The last research question asks how content on change and historical context 
regarding sustainable development is constructed in the textbook content. How 
we describe our history affects how we perceive the present. Furthermore, 
narratives of change play a vital part in shaping our visions of the future and help 
us make sense of who and what is involved in creating a potentially sustainable 
future. Therefore, narratives on historical circumstances are essential for how 
content in textbooks may support the development of action competence. 
Textbooks can, in this regard, present "a window on the constructions of the past 
through which we can view the constructions of the present" (Issitt, 2004, p. 691). 
Kropman et al. (2020) argue that one-sided and limited historical narratives are 
common in textbooks and argue that the primary way of improving them is by 
incorporating multiperspectivity in the narratives.  

In general, the construction of the content in the studied textbooks can be argued 
to reproduce a utopian discourse on sustainability that can be both 
dehistoricising and depoliticising. Individual action and historical change are 
portrayed as consensus-oriented and uncomplicatedly moving towards a self-
evident goal. This could induce a fatalism that, combined with vague or non-
existent discussions about which social structures and actions actually created 
change, can be unhelpful for promoting action competence. This lack of proper 
historical contextualisation echoes findings in history textbooks, where simplistic 
answers to what caused the Holocaust were presented (S. Foster & Karayianni, 
2017). 

When historically complex processes are substituted for one-dimensional 
narratives that provide little insight into why unsustainable conditions have come 

(2001, p. 83) terminology, be said to 

depicted increased gender equality, growing environmental awareness and rising 
tolerance as the result of a process characterised by consensus, in which more and 
more people have come to accept the continuous progression of scientifically 



 

44 
 

produced facts as the truth. Such constructions obscure how a conflict-filled 
history also conditioned these developments. Discussions about the historical 
roots of current social structures and how political struggles and negotiations 
have marked historical developments are not generally part of textbook accounts.  

The observation that his
context or explanation as to why described changes have occurred bears 
similarity to the findings of Ideland and Malmberg (2014), showing that historical 
perspectives in Swedish textbooks are used in ways that can be described in terms 
of othering. Contemporary Sweden is represented as progressive in comparison 
with its past and contemporary others. As maintained by Jimenez (2019), 
narratives on progress often depict injustice and oppression as phenomena 
existing exclusively in the past. These prior wrongdoings are thus constructed as 
unrelated to current circumstances, and this separation prevents us from making 
connections between today and yesterday. Lévi-Strauss (1952) warned about how 
the West depicts its history as developing in a cumulative and continuously 
progressive way. In representing the West as having progressed from being 
guided by groundless beliefs to well-grounded scientific knowledge, beliefs of the 

 in ways that do not contribute to 
reflexive and useful understandings.  

In relation to the case of sexuality, it also seems crucial that students are provided 
with an understanding of how historical changes in society have come to happen. 
While the studied textbooks provide some content on changes over time, they 
generally offer simplified narratives of change. A commonly included narrative 
centres on how previously held incorrect beliefs have been substituted smoothly 
with correct scientific knowledge. In conjunction with this, there is a propensity 
to por
widespread tolerance. Overall, this obscures actual historical conflicts in favour 
of narratives of change marked by consensus. These narratives of change depict 
utopian visions of a future society in which sustainable development can be 
achieved more or less naturally and automatically.  

It is essential to remind students that social structures can be changed over time 
if people resist them collectively (Masters et al., 2013).  Historical agency is now 
constructed as located in individuals as part of the broader societal process of 
individualising responsibility. Individuals are construed as teleological in that 
they act toward specific goals and that such actions drive history forward (Carr, 
2017). While this is a plausible way to understand historical change, it is hardly 
compatible with the general aims of ESD and the promotion of action 
competence. Education that focuses strictly on the moral responsibilities of 
individuals and neglects to provide details about the historical complexity of 
social change risks that students are "becoming moral captives in the prevailing 
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societal system" with limited understanding of the "complex chains of events that 
cause environmental problems, as well as different ways of acting to change 
them" (Stagell et al., 2014, p. 109). 

Final remarks 

Textbooks may be regarded as indicators of the current social and political 
climate and, thus, the power balance between groups and ideas. Because of how 
textbooks are written and used, and because of their position in the education 
system, students tend to perceive them as impartial (Schrader & Wotipka, 2011) 

social instrument masterfully crafted to achieve a social end  
(Wineburg, 1991, p. 502). The structure of textbooks makes their content appear 
more neutral (Luke et al., 1983) and suggests that they contain all significant 
information on a topic (Issitt, 2004). These circumstances make the inclusion of 
taken-for-granted and established notions hard to identify, enabling them to 
remain unexamined (Blumberg, 2008). This means that the obscuring of critical 
issues could have detrimental effects on ESD, and with regards to education in 
general, it can be connected to Bourdieu  and Passeron  argument that when an 
educational system is: 

charged with producing values by reference to values which are none other than 
those of the society for which it produces them, is always invested with multiple, 
incommensurate functions, so that it is not possible to emphasize one or another 
of them without bringing in the ultimate values that a society, or rather, the 
groups of which it is composed, put into their representations of culture. 
(Bourdieu and Passeron, 1979, p. 66) 

For example, that the topics of sexuality and environmental sustainability are 
dominated by a reductionist natural science perspective might make textbooks 
into tools for reproducing the social order since: 

As such, the process of scientific discovery that proposes to provide descriptions 
of existing sexual practices, identities, and physiologies instead succeeds in 
cultural prescription. (Myerson et al., 2007, p. 92) 

Transformational goals, such as implementing ESD visions, thus pose a challenge 
for education. Since 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979, p. 57), 
it might be challenging to use education to achieve a goal the rest of society 
struggles to envision. 

An important contribution of social science consists in producing knowledge 
about how temporal and spatial differences between groups or individuals 
causing and being affected by environmental degradation can be overcome 
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(Vogel, 1999). As Shove notes, the standard approach to sustainable development 

institutions and ways of life, and the extent to which they have a hand in 
structuring options and possibili (Shove, 2010, p. 1274). Promoting action 
competence can be described as an attempt to change the structure of the habitus 
without changing the homologous social structures to create change in said social 
structures (Bourdieu, 1990, 2001). In this sense, action competence focuses on 
changing the structure of the individual rather than the surrounding social 
structures. This means that it would be interesting to further the knowledge on 
how political issues can be engaged with in educational settings, but also to 
investigate the conditions for connecting educational practices to other efforts 
aiming to create sustainable development. 

With the findings relating to the obscuring of multidimensionality, historical 
contextualisation and politics in textbook content about sustainable development 
in mind, further research into the use of educational materials, including 
textbooks, would be a welcome addition. Especially since there seems to be a 
general lack of knowledge on how different groups of students use textbooks 
(Phillips & Phillips, 2007). What students make of textbook content and how it 
affects their understandings and actions would be key knowledge to combine with 
the findings presented in this thesis for developing ESD in practice. Wineburg 
(1991) finds that students' abilities to subject content to critical examination, and 
reading subtexts, are limited. This indicates that a venue for future research 
would be to investigate how students interpret the depoliticised and 
dehistoricised descriptions and if and how this affects their understanding of 
sustainable development. This could significantly further the knowledge of how 
textbooks could help students develop critical thinking. 

Bourdieu (2001, p. viii) 
is merely the product of a labour of eternalisation performed by interconnected 

ESD can gain from highlighting these historical forces of dehistoricisation. If the 
objective is to create change regarding sustainability outcomes, one benefits from 
understanding the mechanisms and forces that maintain an eternalisation of 
history. Ideally, ESD could aspire to uncover rather than reproduce them and 

unded analyses of how relevant social practices, 
(Shove, 

2010, p. 1280). Since creating a sustainable society is of the utmost importance, 
this is an area where all creativity in using understandings of social change can 
and should be used. 
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