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Beware systems without
dialectics

Taking up points in the previous issue of the journal John
Huckle moves further towards a theory of education for
sustainability.

In the last issue of this journal, Stephen Sterling and John
Smyth argued for a systems approach to education for
sustainability (EfS). Stephen suggested that the ‘radical
ecological tradition of systems theory’ was ‘partly contesting
but (it seems) increasingly complementary’ to the ‘radical
democratic’ tradition of critical theory with which I am
associated. While acknowledging the importance and role of
critical theory in passing, he sought to outline the further
potential of systems thinking in informing EfS and paradigm
change in education. My reply begins by considering
dialectics, critical theory and praxis.

Dialectics, critical theory and praxis
If the whole systems approach is about ‘thinking in terms of
processes rather than structures, in terms of dynamic wholes
rather than static parts’; if it ‘extends to everything we do’;
and if it is ‘primarily relational’ and ‘concerned with the big
as well as the smaller picture, with pattern, context and
integration’ (Sterling p.11) then it surely has close parallels
with dialectical materialism. This understands the world not as
a complex of ready-made things, but as a system of processes,
flows and relations through which all things come into being,
exist and pass away. Systems such as molecules, forests, cities
and schools do not exist outside or prior to the processes,
flows and relations that create, sustain or undermine them. All
are constituted by matter in motion: matter driven by physical,
biological and social processes that are made possible by the
relations between the things that make up the bio-physical and
social worlds.

Dialectics seeks to explain the laws of movement in nature,
society and thought and suggests that social development
results from the contradictory nature of the processes, flows
and relations shaping society and its environment. Life
evolves at a certain stage in the development of more complex
forms of non-living matter. Life takes human form and some
human societies develop to a stage where they exploit the bio-
physical world in non-sustainable ways. Contradictions
between the promise and reality of modern development may
then challenge people to develop new processes, flows and
relations in society (new technologies and social institutions)
that put development on a more sustainable path.

It was Marx and Engels who used dialectical materialism
to understand people’s development within the rest of the
natural world. Their neglect of the realities of the bio-physical
world (what some see as their anthropocentrism) has
subsequently been addressed and political ecologists now offer
a political theory of nature that should inform critical EfS.

This expresses the inevitability and
creativity of our relationship with
nature; recognises the destructive
dynamics embodied in capitalist modes
of production; accounts for how
relationships with nature are differentiated according to
gender, class, race and sexual preference; accepts the
implausibility of a nature ‘autonomous’ from culture; and
helps us unlearn the ‘instinctive romanticism’ which pervades
treatments of nature in bourgeois and partriarchal society
(Smith 1996). 

In reply to those, like Smyth, who suggest that EfS based
on such theory risks indoctrination, critical educators offer the
notion of praxis. Dialectics suggests that knowledge and truth
are practical questions or that the validity and power of ideas
are demonstrated by their utility. Knowledge starts from
activity in the material world and returns to it dialectically.
Theory is a guide for practice and practice a test of theory.
People are beings of praxis (reflection and action) and it is
through revolutionary praxis that they can overcome their
alienation from nature, realise their species powers, and make
the transition to more sustainable forms of development.
Education should be a form of praxis involving ideology
critique, whereby teachers and students create their own
socially useful knowledge by reflecting and acting on the
events and issues they experience from day to day (Gadotti
1996). The teacher’s role is to introduce critical ideas and
ensure that they are democratically validated through
participatory action research (Rahman 1993, Janse van
Rensburg 1999).

Stephen’s three starting points
It is true, as Stephen suggests, that much capitalist education
is based on ‘linear thinking, fragmentation and boundaries’
but socialist educators have long sought to expose such
barriers to genuine enlightenment and help people see the way
the world really works and how it might be democratically
changed. Some courses on the environment and development
in higher and community education have advanced dialectical
thinking, integration and inter-disciplinary approaches. 

The conversion of human, social and natural (ecological)
capital into economic capital is a process that political
ecologists associate with capitalism and the alienation of
people from human and non-human nature. It is not enough to
assert alternative ‘mutually reinforcing sustainability values’
(an idealist response) for the creation of sustainable
development requires an alternative, socialist political
economy or material reality where the social uses of human
and non-human nature are under democratic or popular
control. Critical theorists associate this alternative with new
models of democracy and global citizenship (Held 1996).

It is beyond the scope of this reply to examine the extent to
which post-modern approaches to the natural and social
sciences enrich or distract from dialectical materialism, but
Stephen’s ‘ecological worldview’ (‘pertaining to all process
and relation’) might better be termed dialectical. I have
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problems with the concern of development educators for
social justice, equity and participative democracy being based
on ecology, rather than on the ethics and politics of socialism.
This is because critical theorists reject an environmental ethic
based in an unmediated or ‘first’ nature outside society.
People can develop forms of democratic decision making that
enhance the quality and integrity of their relationships with
each other and the rest of sentient nature, but it is an act of
faith (or form of romantic idealism) to suggest that the whole
biosphere is based on such relations. Yes, we do need to
democratically plan our economics, science, community
regeneration, architecture and education using the best
knowledge we have of ecological realities, but an ‘ecological
worldview’ is no escape from hard political choices. Indeed, in
the past ‘ecological’ or organismic worldviews have been used
to support conservative, fascist and racist regimes.

The role of education
Like Stephen I wish to see education valuing and emphasising
genuine participation and collaboration, flexibility, trust,
inclusivity, diversity, autonomy and creativity, and employing
local and personal knowledge, along with academic
knowledge, in the learning process. I would suggest that a
long tradition of anarchist and socialist educators have sought
to do just this, and that modelling such education on post-
modern or ‘leading edge’ business practices is a dangerous
diversion. Capital seeks more adaptive organisations, with
flexible structures, skills, processes and information flows,
and self-organising behaviour, mainly to reduce costs, increase
the rate of exploitation, and so increase profits. Such
developments are not without progressive elements but the
new science of complexity theory can act as ideology by
suggesting that they are ‘natural’ or inevitable. In reality, they
are the product of history and a continuing history may allow
workers and citizens to establish genuine self-management or
economic democracy. How much ‘genuine’ participation,
capacity building, and self-organisation survive when they
conflict with profitability? Are not such qualities as self-
management better fostered and demonstrated by enterprises
and organisations under popular control? Does not the luxury
of many ‘leading edge’ business practices in the North depend
on continuing exploitative practices in the South?

Dialectics tells us that everything is contradictory and that
contradictions prompt change or development. As education is
restructured to better enable it to serve the economic and
cultural needs of a disorganised capitalist society, new
contradictions emerge that allow socialist teachers to promote
elements of critical and empowering education. Government
policy that stresses standards, an academic curriculum, school
effectiveness and parental choice inevitably intensifies
problems of social exclusion, political illiteracy, and a general
lack of development awareness. A Labour government
continuing with the main thrust of the previous Conservative
government’s education policy is then prompted to introduce
special measures for the most alienated and disruptive pupils
and to incorporate citizenship education and education for
sustainable development into its curriculum review. The

system is not ‘healthy’or ‘sustainable’ but neither is it without
opportunities that can be taken in progressive directions.

In his image of a future educational system, Stephen
outlines fifteen desirable shifts in values but fails to suggest
what material changes or politics would bring these about.
The resolution of such contradictions as those between
teaching and learning, individualism and community, content
and process, and exclusion and inclusion, is shaped by social
relations and processes within and beyond educational
institutions and ‘stronger arguments and philosophies’ should
account for their dynamics and suggest policies that enable
their resolution in the interests of ecological, economic, social,
personal and cultural sustainability. Learning as change (or
praxis) is inevitably about power and politics and it is
regrettable that advocates of systems approaches pay so little
attention to the politics of the real world.

In outlining ‘a statement of common understanding’John
Smyth seeks to be ‘reasonably non-controversial’. He obscures
the workings of the capitalist world economy (in paragraph 3
of his statement); fails to suggest why policies are not agreed
or not implemented (4); promotes motives and values over
interests and power (8 and 12); fails to acknowledge the limits
on education in a capitalist society (9); fails to suggest what
form the complexities of the environment actually take (10) or
what the ‘machinery’ of society actually is (13); uses the term
‘critical’ without identifying the interests responsible for
unsustainable development (14); and seems to put few limits
on the form that education should take in varied conditions
(17). His prescription for appropriate education begs as many
questions as it raises but is clearly designed to advance the
interests of professional environmental educators through such
projects as Education 21.

Conclusion
At a time when development education is beginning to enjoy
renewed recognition and support, it is important that it does
not neglect its radical roots. Systems approaches have a place
within dialectical materialism, critical theory and praxis, but
can also lead in idealist and conservative directions.
Advocates of such approaches need to become more open and
honest about how human and non-human nature are currently
being produced; how they might be produced more
sustainably; and how education can contribute to that process.
Yes, the world is systemic but there is far more to it than that.

� John Huckle is a tutor at South Bank University.
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