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Abstract 

 
This chapter addresses environmental education as an important subject of anthropological 

inquiry and demonstrates how ethnographic research can contribute to our understanding of 

environmental learning both in formal and informal settings. Anthropology of environmental 

education is rich in ethnographies of indigenous knowledge of plants and animals, as well as 

emotional and religious engagement with nature passed on through generations. Aside from 

these ethnographies of informal environmental education, anthropological studies can offer a 

critical reflection on the formal practice of education, especially as it is linked to development 

in non-Western countries. Ethnographic and critical studies of environmental education will 

be discussed as one of the most challenging directions of environmental anthropology of the 

future.  

Introduction 

 
Environmental education research spans a wide variety of fields and can be distinguished by 

formal (institutional) and informal (defined in terms of socio-cultural learning) learning 

practices. Most studies of environmental education (EE) reported in journals such as 

Environmental Education Research, The Journal of Environmental Education, and Canadian 

Journal of Environmental Education as well as journals that are more associated with 

education for sustainable development (ESD), e.g. Journal of Education for Sustainable 

Development and International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education explore theory, 

methodology, and the evolution of environmental education in formal settings but rarely 

address informal education.  Informal education, associated with the beyond-the-classroom 

experiences refers to broadly defined belief systems of knowledge regarding conceptions of 

humans in their environment (Efird 2011). Environmental anthropologists inquire how the 

process of cultural learning takes place, and how this learning is associated with our ideas 

about – or feelings toward – the environment (Milton 2002).   
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From a historical point of view, environmental education involved the development of 

physical and mental survival capabilities relevant to the geographical area where our 

ancestors lived; and the development of knowledge, understandings, and skills to maintain a 

relationship with their surroundings that resulted in winning the necessary resources for 

biological survival (Smyth 2006: 246). Environmental learning in today’s schools is very 

different in kind, involving institutionalized learning about distant places far removed from 

industrial, (sub)urban, or rapidly developing agrarian communities in which many young 

adults grow up (Milton 2002; Anderson 2012). Indigenous knowledge of plants and animals, 

as well as the emotional bond and religious engagement with ‘nature' or ‘wilderness',  gives 

way to a proliferation of built environments, where students learn ‘scientific facts’ within 

enclosed spaces. Classroom ethnography (e.g. Grenfell 2008) and anthropology of education 

(e.g. Hymes 1997; Hornberger 2011) have been employed by anthropologists to study formal 

educational practices.  

 

In an informal context, anthropologists addressed the native knowledge and values that define 

a human relationship to nature. Anthropologists acknowledge the rapid decline in indigenous 

knowledge due to global forces of capitalism, industrialization, and consumerism (Zarger 

2002 and McElroy in this volume).  However, the local knowledge is all but gone, and 

anthropological work is rich in representations of people’s perceptions of environment, 

cultural diversity and conservation; historical ethnobiology; indigenous ecological knowledge; 

and traditional agriculture (Stepp et al 2002:10).  

 

Given the widespread public and scholarly interest in environmental learning, the scarcity of 

anthropological research on environmental education, as evidenced by the review of the 

database of anthropological journals AnthroSource is surprising (for a review see Efird 2011).  

This chapter is an attempt to compensate for this oversight and to address environmental 

education as an important subject of anthropological inquiry. The second aim is to 

demonstrate how ethnographic research can contribute to our understanding of environmental 

education both in formal and informal contexts. Formal and informal education shall be 

briefly discussed in order to reflect on how anthropologists can contribute to the research in 

these areas. 

 

The formal perspective. 

 

Since the turn of the century, environmental education is increasingly seen as a tool for the 

infusion of ecological worldviews among the younger generations (Sobel 1996; Chawla 1999; 

Smith and Williams 1999; Kahn 1999; Kahn and Kellert 2002). Environmental educators 
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propose pedagogical models that focus on learning problem-solving and environmental 

management skills within a framework of scientific and technological education, aiming to 

change the behavior of individuals as citizens (Sauvé 1999). Even short educational programs 

have been shown to stimulate environmental awareness in children (e.g. Amsel 2009) and 

college students (Rideout 2005; Dunlap 2008; Kahn and Nocella 2009).  

 

Since the nineteen sixties, environmental education has been influenced by the International 

Conservation Union (IUCN) and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO). The United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP) and 

UNESCO co-founded the International Environmental Education Program and launched it at 

an International Workshop on Environmental Education in Belgrade in 1975.  The Belgrade 

Charter was the first inter-governmental statement on environmental education linking the 

unprecedented economic growth and technological progress to severe environmental 

consequences (UNEP and UNESDCO 1976). 

 

The aim of formal environmental education at the primary level may vary in accordance with 

formal institutional policies or cultural traditions and expectations. Higher education may 

build on the fundamental attitudes acquired through primary education as well as the 

development of specific skills and knowledge in order to participate in the ‘green economy’ 

or ‘green jobs’ (UNEP 2008; ITUC 2008; ILO 2011).  

 
Education, at least in the developed countries in the formal context, is increasingly dependent 

on corporate funding leading to serious concern amongst environmental educators (Jickling 

and Wals 2008). Corporate agendas and jargon often dominate mainstream education and find 

their way into environmental education (Crossley and Watson 2003). The current corporate 

slogan places its focus on the triple bottom line summarized by the three ‘P's for ‘People, 

Profit, Planet' that stands for the society, economics, and environment. Rather, we should use 

a different set of imperatives, namely ecological and moral imperatives that would alleviate 

human suffering and provide basic materials for all humankind (Stevenson 2006: 280 – 281).   

 

Many formal environmental education programs in developed countries stress the importance 

of teaching children and adolescents about personal responsibility in combatting 

environmental problems. However, understanding of the role of the governments and 

corporate elites in the process of environmental damage and repair is even more important. 

The focus of Western environmental education programs on sustainable lifestyles and 

consumer responsibility such as energy saving and recycling often implies that ‘we place 

hope in the idea that, through additional education, rational citizen-consumers will exercise 
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their preferences for the sustainability of the free market' (Isenhour 2010:456). However, 

some scholars have pointed out that this focus on individual responsibility is a reflection of 

the dominance of neo-liberal forms of environmental governance (Hobson 2002; Wals 2007) 

resulting from the process of “reflexive modernization” within the risk society (Beck 1992), 

whereby governments and industrial elites delegate responsibility for environmental 

regulation to consumers. Thus, teaching individual responsibility may be seen as a new 

manifestation of the old system; as a ‘defense of unequal access and ultimately a strategy of 

the powerful to defend their ability to choose, and, therefore, to resist the regulation of 

resource-intensive, polluting or socially damaging products’ (Isenhour 2010:457).  

 

Gardner and Stern note that individual energy use accounts for only one-third of American 

total energy consumption, while business, industry, and big institutions consume the rest 

(Gardner & Stern 2002:258).  Following from this, an environmental education curriculum 

can foster not only ‘private sphere' activism (concentrated on individual choices such as 

limiting the number of consumed items), but also accentuate ‘public sphere' environmentalism 

(for discussion see Stern 2000). Strategic environmental education needs to include learning 

about public actions so that young people will learn how to pressure ‘government and 

industry to act for a common good' (Chawla and Cushing 2007:438).   

 

Longitudinal qualitative studies of the effects of learning about public action and citizenship 

are scarce (Zint et al 2011). Evidence to their efficacy is often inconclusive as standard 

evaluative measures are often too rigid to allow nuanced analysis (Reid and Scott 2006). 

Anthropological research could target these areas left open by the more quantitative studies 

employing formal evaluative measurements in order to address the holistic effect of 

strategically important environmental learning on worldviews, motivation, and behavior of 

the students.  

 

In view of the increased prominence of the concept of sustainable development popularized 

by the Brundtland Report (1987), priority was given to education for sustainable development 

or ESD. The United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in 1992 (The 

‘Earth Summit’) produced a key set of plans and international agreements termed Agenda 21 

aiming to reconcile social, economic and environmental interests. The UNESCO (2009) 

declared 2005 to 2015 to be ‘the Decade on Education for Sustainable Development (DESD).  
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The current focus on ESD has been thoroughly reviewed1. The studies focused on ESD rarely 

deal with local variations in culturally variable perceptions of sustainability or development, 

despite the fact that such nuance could actually aid researchers and practitioners in answering 

questions pertaining to both the practice and ideology behind ‘sustainable development’.  

Instead, studies summarizing core areas of ESD have focused on (Western) theoretical 

framing of sustainable development debates, differences between (formal) environmental 

education and ESD, and concrete instances of ESD in mostly Western formal settings (e.g. 

Jensen & Schnack 1997; Jickling & Spork 1998; Wals & Jickling 2000; and Wals 2007).  

 
 

Informal perspective. 

 

The function of informal environmental education is not necessarily related to the 

organization of the institutionalized education system and the role of educators within 

institutions. Rather, environmental education is part of the socio-cultural and intergenerational 

processes of knowledge and value acquisitions. Many anthropologists are skeptical of 

education for predefined (Western development) goals. In fact, formal (Western) education 

may be complacent in creating ‘monocultures of the mind' (Shiva 1993) and perpetuate the 

‘holy grail’ of the dominant political elites (Escobar 1995). 

 
In the documentary film ‘Schooling the World’ reveal (Black 2010)2, the question is posed: 

‘If you wanted to change an ancient culture in a generation, how would you do it?’ According 

to the filmmakers, the answer to this question is ‘You would change the way it educates its 

children’. The film explores the hidden assumption of cultural superiority behind education 

aid projects, which overtly aim to help children "escape" to a "better life" and abandon the 

traditional way of environmental learning and social cohesion. In this documentary, Wade 

                                                 
1 For a review of extensive debates about EE and ESD, see Jickling 1992 and 2009; Scott 
2002 and 2005; Stevenson 2006; Gough and Scott 2007; Kopnina 2011c and 2012b; as well 
as special editions of Environmental Education Research journal addressing ESD in specific 
socio-cultural settings. 
2 The filmmakers argue that many colonial European powers, but also the US and Australia 
forced native children (American Indians, Australian aboriginals, etc.) into government 
boarding schools. Today, volunteers build schools in traditional societies around the world, 
convinced that school is the only way to a ‘better’ life for indigenous children. The 
filmmakers then ask whether this is true and what really happens when we replace a 
traditional culture’s canon of knowledge with our own?  Does life really get better for its 
people? Shot on location in the Buddhist culture of Ladakh in the northern Indian Himalayas, 
the film weaves the voices of Ladakhi people through a conversation between four original 
thinkers; anthropologist and ethnobotanist Wade Davis, Helena Norberg-Hodge and Vandana 
Shiva, both recipients of the Right Livelihood Award for their work with traditional peoples 
in India; and Manish Jain, a former architect of education programs with UNESCO, USAID, 
and the World Bank. 
 



 6 

Davis (quoted in Black 2010), an anthropologist and an ethnobotanist, argues that the spread 

of Western-style formal education undermines indigenous culture and knowledge, and 

enforces a sense of inferiority in local people as they struggle to achieve the Western 

(industrialist and often corporatist) goal of ‘development’. 

 

Many anthropologists would argue that the idea of ‘progress’, ‘modernity’ and ‘development’ 

is relative and that the enterprise of development actually creates social inequalities and 

imbalance between humans and environment (Lewis 2005). Li (2007) identifies enduring 

continuities from the colonial period in the highlands of Sulawesi in Indonesia criticizing 

education geared towards ‘development’ by integrating theory, ethnography, and history, and 

tracing the work of colonial officials and missionaries; specialists in agriculture, hygiene, and 

credit; and increasingly the ‘educators’ with their own schemes for guiding villagers toward 

‘better ways of life’. Li extends the works of Ferguson (1994) and Escobar (1995), and she 

uses Foucault (1991) to define the purpose of government and sovereignty and to understand 

social control and power inequalities and to expose neo-colonial tendencies of ESD. 

 

In the system dominated by Western capital, formal education can be seen as an ‘institution 

that is labeling millions of people as failures” (Jain quoted in Black 2010). Formal education 

can present ancient traditions and indigenous knowledge as ‘backward'. However, it may be 

argued, ‘These peoples, these cultures, are not failed attempts at being us — they are unique 

answers to the fundamental question, ‘What does it mean to be human and alive?’ (Davis 

quoted in Black 2010). Helena Norberg-Hodge, a cultural linguist and the founder and 

director of the International Society for Ecology and Culture3, reflects: ‘There is an 

assumption that western education, western knowledge, is something that is superior… there 

is an idea that we have evolved to a higher level of being, and that these people, however 

lovely they are, they’re going to benefit from this superior knowledge’ (Norberg-Hodge in 

Black 2010). Thus, while formal Western education may suffer from inherent biases and 

contradictions, informal, traditional or indigenous learning may provide an alternative that yet 

needs to be seriously considered by environmental education scholars. 

 

While the words of caution about the hegemonic tendency of outside educators injecting their 

Western values and imposing Western educational styles is warranted, we need to note 

however that environmental education theorists have argued that ALL environmental 

education is instrumental (for debates on normative, instrumental and liberal approaches to 

environmental education see e.g. see Jickling 1992; Scott 2005; Stevenson 2006; Gough & 

                                                 
3 A non-profit organization concerned with the protection of both biological and cultural diversity  
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Scott 2007; Læssøe & Öhman 2010; Kopnina 2012b). Therefore trying to get other people to 

become more “eco-conscious” is a form of ideological conversion.  

 

Anthropologists have pointed out that distinction between formal and informal education 

programs is becoming blurred as more and more formalized education programs substitute for 

traditional forms of learning. In non-western contexts, formal education becomes increasingly 

‘blended’ with indigenous or traditional forms of learning. To illustrate how this ‘blending 

occurs’, Baines and Zarger (2012) explore the process of formalizing environmental 

education through the so-called Maya ‘environmental heritage' programs administered in 

villages in lowland Belize. The authors note that while formal education becomes more 

valuable in Maya communities, traditional knowledge becomes devalued. Multiple influences 

and players create valued knowledge, both informally and through the design and 

implementation of a formal in-school environmental education curriculum.  The authors argue 

that the practice of integrating traditional environmental knowledge into Belizean schools 

requires a consideration of the circulation of these multiple voices, forces, and values in the 

context of a changing sociopolitical environment and a focus on how and why environmental 

knowledge maintains importance in Belizean Maya communities.  

 

Few environmental anthropologists who explored environmental education, such as Nomura 

and Abe (2010) in the case of Japan, have found that government policies targeting 

development of education for sustainable development are ‘adapted’ for local contexts. In the 

case study of community participation of Islamic schooling, Parker and Raihani (2011) have 

demonstrated that educational practices in Indonesia do not restrict student learning to in-class 

experience. The introduction of a formal educational system in most ‘traditional' communities, 

and gradual alienation of the local people from their traditional lifestyles, coupled with the 

process of industrialization and urbanization that distances people from their environment 

even further, produces the kind of ‘hybrid’ learning combining formal and informal education 

takes place. These types of ethnography could instruct environmental education scholars as to 

the grass-roots processes involved in culturally specific contexts, as well as illustrate how 

international concepts such as sustainable development or conservation are ‘adapted’ within 

communities. Translating certain Western notions, such as biodiversity conservation into local 

discourses is essential for the success of environmental programs in indigenous communities. 

Chaudhuri (2012) provides an ethnographic account of the social processes through which 

abstract notions of biodiversity conservation becomes socially meaningful to residents of 

villages in the South Indian state of Kerala. By critically analyzing the discourses used in 

various educational training sessions organized by the Forest Department at the Tiger Reserve, 

Chaudhuri analyzes the ways in which biologists and environmental activists strive to convert 
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a group of villagers into professional eco-guides as part of the World Bank-sponsored India 

EcoDevelopment Project (IEDP). Chaudhuri discusses the role of such education in creating 

modern environmental subjects engaged in inculcating a sense of self-worth through their 

engagement with a universal discourse of biodiversity conservation. In conclusion, Chaunduri 

reflects that only through personal, social and emotional engagement can the externally 

introduced notions such as ‘biodiversity conservation’ become integrated into the local 

society.  

 

Reflecting on this case, we may note that anthropological tendency to caution about the 

hegemonic tendency of outside educators injecting their Western values and imposing 

Western educational styles may also imply that the “externally introduced notion” of 

biodiversity conservation became integrated into local society “only through personal, social 

and emotional engagement” can be seen as manipulation by hegemonic educators. Many 

would argue that ALL environmental education is basically the inculcation of certain values 

as ALL education can be seen as essentially instrumental (Jickling 1992). Therefore trying to 

get other people to become more “eco-conscious” is a form of ideological conversion. 

Anthropologists could reflect more on cultural ethics and a question of when such inculcation 

is appropriate and when it is not, from both local and external points of view. If, in the case of 

Kerala, the local villagers did not conceptualize their environment in terms of “biodiversity,” 

how did they conceptualize it? What was the local discourse that biodiversity conservation 

was translated into?  

 

Anthropological work on environmental ethics (Kopnina 2012c), for example, could inform 

us of both local and external notions in regard to anthropocentric (dependent on human 

interests) and ecocentric (independent of human interests) environmental values. For example, 

mistrust of local communities as effective stewards of wildlife is reflected in literature 

asserting that indigenous peoples view animals and plants as something not worth protecting 

(Infield 1988), and are capable of overuse and poor decision-making (Netting 1993). The 

majority of traits that perhaps once enabled traditional societies to live in greater harmony 

with the environment than more industrialized groups are slowly diminishing, as in the case 

of Kayopo (Turner 1993).  Local people frequently view wildlife from protected areas as 

pests (Allendorf et al. 2006; Trusty 2011) and consider conservationists to be neo-colonial 

agents (Newmark et al 1993; Infield and Namara 2001; Igoe 2011).  

 

On the other hand, there is evidence that people hold a variety of values and that some people 

are pro-wildlife and pro-conservation. Infield (1988) reflected that though faced with 

problems of poverty, land shortage and other difficulties directly associated with the existence 
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of the Conservation Area, respondents strongly supported the protection of wildlife. Allendorf 

(2007) noted that wildlife is appreciated not only for personal enjoyment but also because it is 

the country's wealth.   

 

However, it is not just the native culture that matters in human understanding of the 

environment. Tim Ingold, drawing on the work of environmental psychologists, cognitive 

science and ecologists, argues that human beings perceive the world directly through 

individual learning and experience, not just through the cultural lens in order to develop “an 

understanding that proceeds from a notion of the mutualism of person and environment” 

(Ingold 1992:40). Developmental thinkers distinguish biological and cultural systems 

operating in the process of learning, whereas the biological process of development of 

individuals in their environment is precisely the process by which cultural knowledge and 

skills are inculcated and embodied. Thus, knowledge is not simply passed on ready-made but 

undergoes continual regeneration through guided rediscovery within social contexts of 

interaction between instructors and novices (Ingold 2007:16). This personal understanding 

leads us to the subject of emotion through which personal relationship with nature is 

experienced and learned. 

 

Emotion and Nature. 

 

Indigenous learning is broadly conceived not just as a cognitive process, but also as a social 

and emotional process. In traditional communities social and particularly intergenerational 

aspects of learning play a significant part in knowledge transfer. Gregory Cajete (1994, 2000), 

himself a Native American and the author of books on indigenous learning, noted that in 

many traditional societies older siblings play key roles in the transmission of environmental 

knowledge. This has important implications for studies of environmental knowledge change 

since "it is likely that transmission of environmental knowledge may depend on a sibling or 

peer teaching, particularly during early childhood" (Zarger 2010:358-9).  In this context, 

learning occurs in the form of an informal apprenticeship in which the child learns by 

interacting with others (Anderson 2012). Intergenerational learning includes passing on 

stories and legends from old to young, stories that embody existential questions without 

explicit moralizing (Nabhan 1997; Barnhardt 2005).  

 

Such learning in contrast to the pedagogy practiced in formal educational settings is often 

enhanced by emotionally powerful rituals and ceremonies and takes place with little 

discussion or lecturing. In contrast to Agrawal’s (2005) notion of environment mentality, 

which refers to the inculcation of attitudes towards the environment with its emphasis on the 
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creation of environmental subjects, Acciaioli (2008) and Cepek (2011) criticize the usefulness 

of this Foucauldian paradigm. Instead, they emphasize the value of community and culturally 

specific interpretative environmental learning, in which the role of emotion is central to pupils 

understanding of nature.  

 

Reflecting upon such “personal understanding”, Kay Milton (2002) analyzes the relationship 

between emotion and learning and identifies the importance of sentimental commitment to the 

conservation of nature that is rooted in direct experiences of the non-human world. In order to 

counter the negative effects of emotional detachment from nature in industrial societies, 

environmental education increasingly emphasizes hands-on learning and community 

engagement (Sobel 1996). This engagement and participation are equally important in 

Western and traditional societies, as formal and informal education are found in both 

advanced capitalist societies and in traditional societies.  Engagement with the local issues 

and communities allows anthropologists to consider the role of emotion in motivating 

environmental conservation (Anderson 2010).  Anderson’s Ecologies of the Heart (1996) 

offers cross-cultural evidence for both the importance and the context of emotion in learning 

sustainable resource management. Nolan and Stepp (2011) address emotionality in folk 

ethnobiological information expression, classification, and transmission. They offer a 

stepwise progression of work by anthropologists and cognitive scientists whose research has 

contributed to models of ethnobiological information variation in sociocultural groups, and 

the parallel lines of inquiry into intercultural knowledge variation.  Such ethnographic work 

implies that the scholars of environmental education need to be more sensitive not just to 

factual knowledge and learning objectives, but also to emotional aspects that bind people to 

their subjects, be it plants, animals or entire ecosystems. 

 

Conservation psychologists such as Stern (2000) and Ditz et al (2008) as well as 

environmental sociologists such as Dunlap (2008) point to the influence of the social 

contexts in which children’s world views are formed (culture, world views of parents, peer 

groups) as well as the political and institutional contexts (the role of the government-

sponsored information, the media, and the education itself). Environmental anthropologists 

complement the works of environmental, ecological, and/or conservationist sociologists, 

psychologists and scholars of environmental ethics, as well as (environmental) educators by 

providing a window into the impacts of environmental change and globalization processes, 

as well as environmental perception and behavior (Appadurai 1996). As noted in the 

Introduction to this volume, the future of environmental anthropology might be closely 

intertwined with the work of psychologists, sociologists, and others providing a unique 

cross-cultural perspective.  
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Interdisciplinary studies explained differences in environmental attitudes by distinct 

experiences of the natural world acquired in early childhood since these influence 

environmental concern, or by nature knowledge acquired in formal educational settings in the 

case of ‘urban’ children who are ‘removed from nature’ (Louv 2005). Ethnographies of how 

the environment is experienced through the process of ‘being in nature', or ‘participating in 

nature’ of local communities could bring valuable insights. 

 

The importance of local people’s participation in eco-activities such as tourism for raising 

people’s own awareness of environment can be exemplified by the ethnography of 

local knowledge and education among the Kayapó by Zanotti (2012). Zanotti discusses 

community-based tourism (CBT), which has in the past three decades become a popular niche 

for market activities by local groups that would like to engage in sustainable economic 

enterprises. CBT is a bottom-up approach where local community designs, manages and 

oversees a tourism venture. In this model, tourists engage with a local community in 

culturally sensitive ways, experience exotic locales with minimal environmental impact, and 

are educated about the biological and/or cultural diversity of the area. In line with the studies 

of psychologists and sociologists, this anthropological approach demonstrates that the 

experience of participation in eco-tourism projects renews local interest in conservation. 

 

Directions in the anthropology of environmental education. 

 

Informal learning, occurring through emotionally powerful rituals and ceremonies may be 

said to be in sharp contrast to the pedagogy practiced informal educational settings. 

Ethnographies of environmental education include learning that takes the form of stories or 

relating experiences, as well as actual interaction with nature through play and observation. 

The anthropological methodology of extended, intimate participant-observation can 

complement existing studies of formal environmental education in helping to document and 

assess the transmission and acquisition of environmental knowledge.  Anthropologists could 

substantiate the interdisciplinary scholarship of environmental education with longitudinal 

qualitative studies of the effects of learning about public action and citizenship as well as their 

efficacy applying their long-standing expertise in classroom ethnography.  

 

On the other hand, since we have noted the trend toward more interdisciplinary environmental 

anthropology in Introduction to this volume, anthropologists could adopt more ‘mixed’ 

methodologies to bridge interdisciplinary gaps. Anthropologists could be very helpful in 

answering how As Dietz et al (2005) have noted, the ethnographic method for studying 
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environmental values has not seen much use compared to survey methods. The 

anthropological method, they assert,   

   

 has the advantage of allowing inductive exploration of issues but the disadvantage of 
being very labor intensive, particularly if deployed with representative samples. All of 
these efforts reflect the anthropological and sociological traditions of allowing respondents 
to speak for themselves and extracting patterns from what they say.  Although this 
approach is labor intensive and can make it difficult to generalize across studies, it has the 
advantage of uncovering how people are articulating their values rather than asking 
them to react to survey items that may not adequately taphow people are thinking (Dietz et al 
2005:355).  
 

In the ethnographies of environmental education programs in the Western countries, the 

importance of outside-of-classroom learning, peer groups, parents, as well as social clubs and 

societies are stressed, all of which require mixed methodologies. Ethnographies of Western 

educational practices are characterized by the use of statistical analysis of and self-reported 

behavior. Car ownership and driving statistics, as well as self -reports of mobility behavior, 

are combined with the study of transportation attitudes in children (Kopnina 2011a). Similarly, 

statistical data on consumption and self-reported consumer behavior (through the use of the 

so-called ‘consumption diaries’ is used in the study of children’s attitudes to consumption 

(Kopnina 2011b and 2013). Based on the use of this mixed methodology, both studies draw 

recommendations for the development of sustainable transportation and consumption 

curricula for the upper elementary school children.   

 

The use of mixed methodologies, such as large survey data combined with ‘traditional’ 

participant observation also characterizes the ethnography of American amateur clubs and 

hobby scientists (Storksdieck, Stein and Jones 2012). Serious leisure enthusiasts like amateur 

astronomers share their passion with the public through such activities as ‘star parties', re-

connecting the observers to the primordial need for dark skies. This engagement in the dark 

sky has also ‘side benefits' such as local energy savings and smart energy use. Storksdieck 

and colleagues compare these results to large surveys on amateur astronomy outreach and 

other secondary sources concerning the role of hobby science in environmental education in 

the US and around the world, demonstrating how these groups can play a major role in 

shaping an appreciation of specific aspects of the biophysical world among the public. This 

research suggests a model for acquiring environmental knowledge and understanding that 

focuses on specific islands of expertise and is produced and disseminated through collective 

action (Storksdieck, Stein and Jones 2012).  

 



 13 

Another productive area for anthropological exploration is questioning the normative stance 

as well as instrumental aims of formal environmental education. Anthropological involvement 

with the complexity and inherent contradictions of development, as well as the propensity of 

many anthropologists to analyze field sites in developing countries, could add valuable data 

on how ESD in developing countries differs from that in developed ones. For example, the 

issues concerned with reproductive health might be more appropriate in developing countries; 

while the issues concerned with consequences of the high level of consumption may be more 

appropriate in more affluent Western societies (Kopnina 2011b). Addressing inconsistencies 

and continuities of discourses on sustainable development as well as appropriation (or 

contestation) of dominant forms of sustainable development practice by younger generations 

are some of the areas in which anthropologists could contribute to the studies of formal 

education and ESD. Related to this, anthropological studies of environmental education could 

examine how corporate, national, or institutional agendas interact with – and sometimes 

influence – environmental education programs at the grass-roots level. 

 

The role of environmental education is of paramount importance if we are to understand the 

complexity of culturally specific understandings and different communities’ paths towards a 

positive resolution of the human relationship with the environment. These paths are reflective 

of the common theme of this volume - paths from the past, roads (or misty vistas) into the 

future of what environmental education could be. The paths people take through their 

environment, literal and figurative, and how they interact and effect that environment on their 

way differ from culture to culture, from school to school. Classroom ethnography and 

anthropology of education could be used to examine school and college courses in 

environmental education, the structures of educational institutions, the challenges of reducing 

campus’ ecological footprint, green campus organizations, and student and faculty 

participation in ‘environmental education’.  

 

 

Conclusions. 

 

This chapter aimed to reflect upon the potential of anthropology to offer new and valuable 

insights to the established interdisciplinary studies of environmental education, 

simultaneously reflecting upon what anthropologists could learn from their interdisciplinary 

colleagues. A number of future directions for the anthropology of environmental education 

were outlined. In terms of informal education, characterized by broadly defined belief systems, 

anthropologists could add valuable insights into the socio-cultural, religious, as well as 

emotional context in which learning about environment occurs. Studies of indigenous learning 
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in traditional communities can be expanded to encompass intergenerational knowledge 

transfers and the practice of interacting with nature as a particular strand of environmental 

education. Informal education in Western societies can encompass beyond-the classroom 

practices, such as amateur astronomy clubs, or examine parts of the curriculum that fall 

outside of established environmental education programs such as consumption or 

transportation.  

 

Reflecting upon the formal education practices, anthropologists could offer constructive 

critique of the dominant Western education and particularly examine the local impact of 

development on traditional educational practices.  Anthropological gaze, characterized by the 

critical, self-reflective, relativistic attitude to ‘sustainable development’ could provide a socio-

culturally nuanced perspective on education for sustainable development or ESD. 

Ethnographies cited in this chapter could be expanded to address the questions of how 

environmental attitudes are being formed, examining the role of families, peers, media, and 

education in fostering pro-environmental perceptions. 

 

Ethnographies of environmental education demonstrate the importance of socio-cultural 

context in learning about the human place in nature beyond the classroom or academic 

compounds. These ethnographies illustrate the great potential of the anthropology of 

environmental education to address a host of complex issues involved in an intricate process 

of human realization of the place of people in their environment.  
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