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Abstract  

Many researchers argue that there is a demand for a new way of teaching and learning to 

better equip us for the value pluralistic society we are living in. Research has shown that 

teachers are reluctant to teach about value pluralistic subjects. This thesis aims to study how 

rural Mongolian teachers view the human-nature relationship in relation to the current 

situation in Mongolia, characterized by economic growth and environmental issues. Ethical 

perspectives are applied on the teachers’ views in order to bring structure to the different ways 

of viewing the human-nature relationship. The study shows that the teachers’ values change 

depending on if they look at their personal relationship to nature or put nature in relation to 

society. The results prove that even though personal values are complex it is possible to bring 

structure to how we understand them. The result provides an example of how complex value 

pluralistic issues can be structured in order to enable an understanding of them. Furthermore, 

the thesis suggests that ethical perspectives can be used in education for sustainable 

development when striving for a new way of teaching and learning.  

  

Keywords: Education for sustainable development (ESD), values, value pluralistic, teachers, 

environmental problems, ethical perspectives.  
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1 Introduction 

Sustainable development (SD) is frequently phrased as a goal in policy worldwide. The 

world’s education systems are no exceptions and education for sustainable development 

(ESD) is in many countries part of the school curricula. Both SD and ESD are complex 

concepts and although today’s problems are easily identified, the opinions about cause and 

possible solutions differ.  Environmental problems are no exception and there are many 

different opinions about why they exist and how they should be handled.  

     Sandell et al describes environmental problems as “transformations that have taken place 

as a result of human interaction with nature, which is a conflict with certain norms and 

values.” (2005:93). Ethical perspectives enable an understanding of our values regarding the 

human-nature relationship and offer an explanation to our different views on environmental 

problems. By applying these perspectives on the different views on environmental problems 

the values they are based on can more easily be distinguished and thereby understood and 

explained.  

     In order to live and participate in today’s value pluralistic society, many argue that we 

need to look at knowledge in a new way. Stables and Scott for example, argue that ESD is 

based on the notion that there are no truths and that it is therefore of great importance that we 

include different perspectives in our teaching content (2002:4). Research has shown however, 

that teachers are reluctant to teach about environmental problems because of that exact reason 

- the topic lacks “truth” (i.e. correct answers) (Öhman 2006:27-28). To facilitate teaching 

about environmental problems can therefore be argued to be of importance; environmental 

problems are among the biggest challenges of today’s world but the topic is rarely a part of 

the teaching content.  

     Economic growth is by some argued to be part of the cause to environmental problems and 

by others part of the solution
1
. An illustrative case of the challenging interaction between 

humans and nature - and between environmental problems and economic growth - is the 

current situation in Mongolia. Due to exploitation of the countries many and valuable natural 

resources Mongolia’s economy is growing rapidly. On the one hand, this leads to better living 

conditions and increased incomes. On the other, the exploitation is increasing the speed of 

desertification, which is threatening the biodiversity and in turn the livelihood of the 

traditional nomad people.  

                                                 
1
 Will be described closer in Background - SD and its conflicting nature. 
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     In this thesis ethical perspectives are applied on rural Mongolian teachers’ views on the 

present situation in Mongolia in order to contribute to awareness and understanding of the 

values connected to different views on environmental problems. In extension, the hope is to 

give an example of how ethical perspectives can make the value pluralistic topic of 

environmental problems easier to define and by that easier to include in the teaching content.  

 

2 Aim of thesis 

The aim of this thesis is to study how rural Mongolian teachers view their own relationship to 

nature and the current situation in Mongolia and distinguish which values their views are 

based on. The aim can be concentrated into the following two questions: 

1. How do the teachers view their relationship to nature and which values characterize 

their views? 

2. How do the teachers view the current situation in Mongolia, focused on economic 

growth and environmental issues, and which values characterize their views? 

 

3 Disposition 

The background chapter has a contextual function and is divided into two parts. The first 

place this thesis in a Mongolian context and is focused on the present societal, environmental 

and educational situation in the country. The second place this thesis in an academic context 

and previous research that has been of importance for this thesis is presented, which is also 

part of the cumulative ambition of this thesis.   

     After that the thesis theoretical framework is described which have been of great 

importance for how the empiric material has been understood. In the methodological chapter 

choices regarding the collecting and analysis of the empiric material are presented to ensure 

transparency.  

     The results are presented in two parts, one for each research question. The results are 

discussed both in regards to this study (theoretical and methodological choices included) and 

in more general terms placing the result in an educational context. Finally, suggestions for 

further research are discussed.  
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4 Background 

4.1 Mongolia – a country in transition 

Mongolia is a land-locked country located on the Eastern part of the Euro-Asian platform. It 

borders on Russia in the North and China in the East, South and West. The country is spread 

over nearly 1,600,000 km
2
 and has a population of three millions, which makes Mongolia the 

most sparsely populated country of all. 45 percent of the land is desert
2
 and 90 percent of the 

area counts as arid or semi-arid and is therefore prone to desertification. Desertification is one 

of the major environmental threats, causing draughts, sand and dust storms and a decrease in 

biodiversity (Östman et al 2013:50). Apart from the natural effects desertification is also a 

threat to the nomadic herders that are dependent on pastureland for their livestock and 

sufficient water supply (from the wells, rivers and lakes that are now drying up).  

     The cause to desertification is believed to be the huge increase in livestock after the Soviet 

Era
3
. Another cause is believed to be the mining activity in the country.  

     Another serious environmental issue is the air pollution. Mongolia is one of the most 

polluted counties in the world according to the World Bank (2012). 

     Traditionally the population has been dependent on livestock to sustain their livelihood and 

the country’s economy has mainly been dependent on agriculture. The last decades the mining 

sector has become the biggest part of the Mongolian economy and is estimated to answer for 

one third of the counrty’s GDP I 2020 (The Economist 2013). The number of people living in 

urban areas is increasing rapidly however, and a fourth of the population is estimated to live 

in the capital Ulaan Bataar. A third of the population is herders (Östman et al 2013:8). 

Mongolia’s GDP increased by 11-17% per year during the period 2012-2014 (Trading 

Economics 2014).  

      

4.1.1 Education and ESD in Mongolia 

The basic education system in Mongolia consists of eight years. Children in nomad families 

have the ability to stay in dormitories during the school terms without fees to enable their 

education if their families live far away from the school. (UNESCO 2014) 

                                                 
2
 Mongolians have a different way of categorizing land, based on which animals that can survive there. They 

would disagree on calling as much as 45 percent of their land “pure” desert and would probably include a 

“steppe-desert” category into the percentage. (MFS 2013) 
3
 Mongolia’s economy was closely linked to the Soviet Union and was devastatingly affected by the Soviet fall 

during the early 90’s. This resulted in people returning from the urban areas to base their livelihood on animal 

husbandry alone. (Östman et al 2013:8) 



7 

 

      New curricula were implemented in 2005 and it includes a holistic approach on 

environmental education (EE). Individual schools are also expected to implement their local 

curricula and in-service courses have been held in order to support the development of ESD in 

schools. WWF Mongolia set up nine pilot schools, striving to give examples on how the 

curricula could be implemented and how ESD teaching work in reality. Conservation and 

rural development are the top-priorities and the schools also function as resources for the rest 

of the community. Through education about 50-70 percent of a countries population can be 

reached, based on the assumption that students share their knowledge and new ways of 

thinking about issues with their families at home. (Östman et al 2013:6-9) 

 

4.2 Previous research 

This thesis can be linked to the ESD research field. Previous research that has been of 

importance and relevance for this study is presented here. As briefly presented in the 

introduction ESD is based on a value-pluralistic notion of knowledge. This, together with the 

difficulties associated with it, will be presented more closely in this part. Firstly however, SD 

as a concept will be described briefly as it provides a background to ESD and value pluralistic 

topics. 

4.2.1 Sustainable development and its conflicting nature 

The first time SD appeared in international policy was in the UN’s Brundtland Report where 

it was defined as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (UN 1978). The UN definition of the 

concept is often referred to even though it does not provide a detailed perception of the 

concept. According to Dobson there are more than 300 definitions of SD (Dobson 1996). The 

many different definitions contribute to the uncertainty of what a sustainable development 

really is and what it includes. However, most researchers agree that the concept includes 

economic, social and ecological dimensions on local, regional and global levels (see e.g. 

Sandell et al 2003:55-57).  

     The ecological dimension regards the importance of maintaining healthy ecosystems with a 

rich biodiversity (Holm 2008:178). The ecological dimension includes both the natural 

processes humans can affect or control (such as micro- and macro ecosystems) and those 

humans cannot (e.g. earthquakes) (Scott & Gough 2003:10-12).  

     The social dimension includes societal and cultural issues. For example questions 

regarding democracy, participation, education and living conditions (Holm 2008:178). A 
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sustainable social development bears essential resemblance to the goals of human 

development (HD), which Sen describes as improving people’s opportunities to choose and by 

that he also equates choice to freedom (Wise 2001:79 refers to Sen 1999:10). HD regards 

social, cultural, economic and political choices (ul Haq 2001).  

     The economic dimension regards the managing of resources. The distribution of economic 

opportunities between rich and poor countries and open markets are also important aspects of 

the economic dimension (Holm 2008:178).  

     The relationship between the dimensions is explained differently depending on definition. 

Many argue for a balance between the dimensions (e.g. McKeown 2002:8). However, in 

reality the concept’s dimensions often seem conflicting, especially when the idea of SD is 

implemented through policy (Scott & Gough 2003:18). The reason is differences in priorities 

depending on values and context. For example, Jóhannesson et al argue that the ecological 

dimension should be seen as the frame of SD; that the ecological aspects form the boundaries 

for the social and economic development (2010:376). Others highlight the importance of 

economic growth. Many see economic growth as a necessary mean to achieve SD (see e.g. ul 

Haq 2001). Moreover, some claim that economic growth has positive impacts on the 

environment and that economy should therefore be prioritized (Grossman & Kruger 1995). 

     Another way of understanding the difference in priorities is the question of needs. People 

who are dependent on the local environment for immediate survival are more prone to 

prioritize it. So are those who have most of their needs covered. They can “afford” to have an 

interest in nature and environmental issues, their reasons being recreational or conserving 

rather than dire need. A theory is that the group in the middle, countries with transitional 

economies is the one least likely to prioritize nature. (Scott & Gough 2003:21) 

     Furthermore, the debate about environmental issues is often argued to be led by West and 

therefore a Western perspective dominate, which is characterized by the distanced 

relationship to nature described by Sandell et al in the introduction (Osario et al 2005:510-

515). Yenken argues that West have often a romanticized and shallow view on East’s 

relationship to nature, even though he agrees that East’s relationship to nature has generally 

been closer than West’s. However, the close relationship is not equivalent to pro-

environmental action but its neither insignificant (2000:19). 

     The differences can be understood as different ways of how SD is to be achieved. Striving 

for SD, some dimensions are argued to be of greater importance. Whatever the priorities most, 

politicians and researchers alike, seem to agree on the fact that education is crucial for 
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achieving SD. For example the UN General Assembly voted for UNESCO to concentrate 

their work during the decade 2005-2014 on promoting ESD internationally (UN RES/57/254). 

4.2.2 ESD and learning 

As SD, ESD can be defined in many different ways. This thesis is in line with an extensive 

notion of ESD
4
, which is represented by the researchers mentioned in this thesis.  

    According to Scott and Gough learning is closely linked to SD. The authors make a point of 

looking at learning from a broader perspective and argue that “there will be no sustainable 

development where learning is not happening” (2003:xiv). In order to achieve SD, several 

researchers point out the necessity of looking at knowledge and learning in a new way. 

     ESD is based on a notion of knowledge as something questionable. It is focused on real 

life issues, empowerment and action competence, conflicting values, seeing problems and 

solutions from different perspectives in both local and global contexts (see e.g. Scott and 

Gough 2003; Stables and Scott 2002. As mentioned earlier, one of the major things about 

ESD is that there are no truths (see e.g. Stables & Scott 2002). This means that ESD does not 

mean to provide any answers. Instead it is focused on formulating problems from different 

perspectives and challenges the students to come up with possible solutions to these (ibid.). 

The ability to handle conflicting values linked to societal and environmental issues is 

therefore one of the core elements of ESD. 

     Sandell et al defines the learning process as something that creates a relationship between 

what we already know and something new. Through comparisons, seeing differences and 

similarities, we expand our range of experience (2005:179-180). By presenting new 

perspectives, and values – and compare them to our own we can therefore learn.       

      In their research Johansson et al argues that value pluralism is increasing in today’s 

society, making it more complex (2011:2-4). The authors argue that it puts more pressure on 

teachers as they need to handle value-based concepts from a variety of different perspectives 

but also that it increases the need for it.       

     Öhman and Östman have studied the teaching content of ESD in Sweden and found that 

teachers rarely handle ethical discussions regarding environmental issues in their teaching 

(Öhman 2006:27-28). The teachers feel uncertain about how to handle complex issues, as they 

lack the “correct” answers. Even if the study is set in a Swedish context, the complexity of SD 

                                                 
4
 Often three traditions of ESD are mentioned: the fact-based, the normative and the pluralistic. This study 

focuses on the pluralistic tradition, that is also the tradition that a shift is taking place towards. For the other 

traditions see e.g. Sandell et al (2003:132-140). 
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and ESD is the same worldwide, suggesting that the result would be the same in other 

contexts even if the ways of handling the complexity might vary. 

     The question of values is discussed outside the ESD research field too, often in regard to 

implementation of new curricula. Collison is interested in how values affect education and 

has, as this thesis aim, focused on teachers’ personal values. She argues that “discussions of 

values are rarely part of teachers’ professional development” and that the area is in need of 

more research (Collison 2012:322). Moreover, she argues that personal values define 

personality, behavior and attitudes and refers to Jarrett:  

 “Attitudes involve a complex interweaving of beliefs and affective responses that influence 

individuals’ worldviews, their decisions and judgments, and their choice to act in certain conscious 

or subconscious ways (e.g., Jarrett 1991).” (Collison 2012:323) 

     To summarize, previous research suggests that there is a need for teachers to handle 

conflicting values and perspectives in their teaching in order to prepare the students for the 

challenges of today’s world. In order to handle conflicting values one must be aware of them. 

This thesis focuses on teachers’ personal values regarding environmental issues, which is one 

of the complex issues that are rarely handled by teachers. Being aware of one’s own values 

enables a comparison with other’s values and according to Sandell et al it is through the 

comparison we learn and expand our experience.   

      

 

5 Theoretical framework 

A pair of glasses is a common metaphor for the theoretical framework (see e.g. Beckman 

2005:22). A study’s empiric material is examined through the glasses and the result depends 

on which type of glasses the researcher is using; one set of glasses will result in one outcome, 

another pair in a different one. Beckman points out that researchers always have a pre-

understanding that affects the interpretation (ibid.). To ensure a transparent interpretation it is 

therefore important that the researcher’s pre-understanding coincides with the theoretical 

framework (ibid.). If they do not coincide the researcher’s preunderstanding might have a 

hidden effect on the interpretation and decrease the study’s validity.   

     My pre-understanding as a researcher has been an important issue during this study. 

Mainly because the study was conducted in Mongolia, a country I had no experience of. As 

mentioned in the introduction, Yenken describes that West often have a romanticized view on 
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East’s relationship to nature (2002:19). Even though my personal view on culture differences 

is (at least consciously) not divided into West and East or perspectives that include some sort 

of orientalism
5
 I recognize the fact that cultural differences might have an impact on the 

study’s result. To avoid the conscious and subconscious impact ethical perspectives were 

chosen as theoretical framework. Cultural differences were recognized but not accredited.  

Moreover, the ethical perspectives are easily connected to the topic of values and value-

pluralism which is part of the thesis’ aim.  

     Many researchers describe the ethical perspectives as a way of understanding the 

fundamental differences in worldviews (see e.g. Sandell et al 2003:87; O’Riordan 1989). 

Using the ethical perspectives as theoretical framework therefore enables an understanding of 

how the teachers’ view the human-nature relationship and how they express the causes and 

solutions related to environmental problems.  

 

5.1 Ethical perspectives  

Ethical perspectives can be derived from different ways of viewing the human-nature 

relationship
6
. The ethical perspectives are constructed to bring an understanding to how 

different values regarding the human-nature relationship are related to each other (Sandell et 

al 2005:93). The purpose of them is to describe different views on how humans “should relate 

to the natural world and why we should relate to it in a certain way” (ibid. 94).  

     The two major ethical perspectives are anthropocentrism and ecocentrism
78

. They will be 

presented separately. Even if the boundary between the two will appear to be crystal clear in 

theory it is sometimes difficult to distinguish one from the other in reality. I will return to 

comment on their possible jointed areas later. 

       The presentation will be centered on four parts often mentioned when describing the 

differences between the perspectives. The first part regards how the human-nature 

relationship is defined by the teachers. The second part is focused on how the teachers define 

the causes to environmental problems. The third how the symptoms of environmental 

problems are described. Finally, the fourth part is focused on how the teachers define the 

                                                 
5
 A view on different cultures as deviant or strange, see e.g. Edward W. Said’s Orientalism (1978).   

6
 The definitions of the ethical perspectives are based on the works of Sandell et al (2005) and O’Riordan (1989).   

7 The perspectives sometimes appear under different names but, in my experience, their definitions are essentially the same. 

Also, the perspectives are often described with three components: God, human and nature. I will not include God in the 

descriptions here, as the distinction between them can be described in detailed without it.  
8 Sometimes other perspectives are included, for example the zoological and the biological (see e.g. Sandell et al 2005:98). 

Ecocentrism and anthropocentrism were chosen because they are the most common perspectives. They are also the opposing 

ends on a “ethical perspectives’ scale”. However, the zoological and biological perspectives were taken into consideration 

until the analysis of the interviews started. Then it became clear that they were not represented.      
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solutions to environmental problems. The different parts are operationalized in the method 

chapter. Tables provide an overview of the differences between the perspectives regarding the 

four parts mentioned here.  

5.1.1 Ecocentrism 

The ecocentric view on the human-nature relationship is characterized by nature having 

intrinsic value. Sandell et al describe that ecosystems and the whole is always regarded as 

more worth then the separate entities (2005:105). Human beings are therefore seen as part of 

the nature. Human activity should have as little impact on nature as possible (O’Riordan 

1989:79).  

     According to the ecocentric perspective environmental problems are caused by human 

activity. The symptoms can be changes in the ecosystems, for example that the biodiversity is 

threatened in a specific area or at large. The solution is to stop all damaging human activity 

immediately. Additionally, the restoration of damaged areas is vital. To damage and then 

restore, to exploit natural resources for example, is not acceptable to a person of an ecocentric 

viewpoint (O’Riordan 1989:79). The distinction is made between the levels of usage; usage 

for survival is counted for, but not excessive use. Sandell et al mentions the difficulty in 

deciding when basic needs transitions to excessive (2005:103). These are likely to depend on 

context and definition.
9
 

     Ecocentrism favors small scaled systems and communities before cities, region or nations. 

An ecocentric person would not be in favor of governmental policy striving for better 

solutions to environmental problems. (O’Riordan 1989:70)  

      Sandell et al argue that ecocentrism is difficult to apply on a modern society as urban 

areas in themselves would not be accepted (2005:104-105). In this study however, based in 

rural communities and including people who are often directly dependent on nature for their 

livelihood, the ecocentric perspective may well be applicable.  

     The ecocentric perspective will be divided into two categories. The difference between the 

two categories is the nature-view. The category called Ecocentrism represents the nature-view 

described above. The second category is called Strong ecocentrism. Characterizing for this 

category is that nature is described in terms of holiness, as part of a Goddess or God, or if 

other similar religious expressions are used when describing nature.  The category is mainly 

based on what O’Riordan describes as Gaianism (1989:90-91).  

                                                 
9
 Will be continued in the methodological chapter.  



13 

 

5.1.2 Anthropocentrism  

An anthropocentric view on the relationship between humans and nature is based on a 

dualistic notion; humans are separated from the nature and they have the right to control it 

(Sandell et al 2005:98-100). The natural world is of instrumental value and it exists to provide 

humans with resources. Nature can have a recreational value, for example lakes and forests, 

but it does not have intrinsic value to a person of an anthropocentric standpoint (ibid.). 

According to O’Riordan humans have the right to change the nature, for example to soften 

ecosystems, such as desert ecosystems trough irrigation (1989:83-84).  

     Problems that occur, such as air pollution, are not caused by excessive use of natural 

recourses per se but rather the use of the “wrong” resources. An anthropocentric person can 

worry about environmental issues because of their negative impacts on human wellbeing. 

Societal solutions, such as economic and political ones, are the solutions to all problems 

(O’Riordan 1989:70). Sandell et al also mention technology and science as highly valued 

solutions (2005:98-100). Eventual negative impacts on the environment (affecting the human 

wellbeing in turn) because of human activity are handled so that they can continue but the 

effects on nature be reduced, for example by more efficient use through new technology or by 

compensating for the problem. 

     The anthropocentric perspective is only represented by one category in this thesis
10

.   

 

6 Method 

The methodological considerations in this chapter describe how the empirical material was 

collected and analyzed. In regards of validity it is important that the material is collected and 

analyzed in line with the thesis aim (Trost 2010:135). Additionally, Trost argues that although 

the concepts of reliability and validity is mainly connected to quantitative studies the steps 

taken during the processing of the empirical material should be explained and thus visible to 

the reader (2010:133). The theoretical framework also has an impact on the researcher’s 

understanding of the study’s empiric material, in this case the interviews (Kvale 1997:187). In 

brief, this thesis’ aim is to study how Mongolian teachers view the human-nature relationship. 

Qualitative interviews with an additional questionnaire were chosen as methods for the 

collection of the empiric material. The analysis was guided by a meaning-focused approach 

(described below) and the theoretical framework. 

                                                 
10

 Sometimes a more radical version of anthropocentrism is included in the perspective (see e.g. O’Riordan 

1989:80-90). In this thesis however, it was found irrelevant as it did not correspond with the teachers’ views. 
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6.1 Selections 

The study was conducted in cooperation with WWF Mongolia and I was dependent on their 

contacts in order to interview teachers working in rural schools (see Background). According 

to Trost, who refers to the organizations and people you are dependent on as “gate keepers”, 

such dependency can have a negative effect on the study’s generalization possibilities 

(2010:139-140). Although WWF Mongolia was a dominant factor in the selections we had a 

dialogue about which schools to visit. It was a mutual decision that the field study would take 

place in two aimags
11

, with differing environmental challenges, to increase the generalizing 

possibilities of the study.  

     In total eight schools were visited and 13 teachers interviewed (the teachers will also be 

called respondents). All schools are collaborating with WWF Mongolia and are ESD pilot 

schools. Most teachers have therefore had in-service ESD training and are probably more 

informed of the environmental issues and their causes than the average Mongolian teacher. 

However, this does not make the result less interesting or valid as the aim is to study how 

these teachers view the human-nature relationship and which values that characterizes their 

views.  

     Although the schools were selected together with WWF Mongolia the selection of 

respondents in each school was done randomly, mainly based on the teachers’ opportunities to 

participate. In favor for the generalizing possibilities the respondents are representing a range 

of different teachers regarding school level and subjects. Gender was not a dominant factor 

during the selections but both female and male respondents participated.  

 

6.2 The interviews 

Two of the interviews were held in English and the rest by assistance of an interpreter. 

Conducting interviews with the help of an interpreter is connected with a few problematic 

aspects. For example it may cause a distance between the researcher and the respondents and 

hinder a dynamic conversation (Kvale 2009:160-161). The main problem however, is that the 

respondent’s meaning may be lost or changed in the translation from one language to another. 

This is not only depending on the interpreter’s language skills but mainly on the difficulties in 

                                                 
11

 Aimag is the Mongolian equivalent to county.  
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translating the exact meaning of a statement from one language to another
12

.  Sometimes it is 

outside the researcher’s control but there must be an awareness of these difficulties when 

collecting and processing the empiric material.  

     Prior to the interview the respondent was informed of the basics of the study and 

afterwards the more specific. This to avoid the information to affect the respondents answers 

(Trost 2010:125). The respondents were also informed that their participation was voluntary, 

which is one of the ethical aspects to take into consideration when conducting interviews 

(Kvale 2009:87).  

     Each interview was divided into two parts: a questionnaire and an actual interview. Both of 

them with a high level of structure and focused around three themes (Kvale 1997:37). The 

first theme was related to the first research question, how teachers’ view their relationship to 

nature. The second and third themes were related to the second research question, how 

teachers’ view the current economic and environmental situation in Mongolia.  

     The respondent was asked to fill in a questionnaire consisting of six standardized questions 

(see Appendix). The questionnaire was constructed as an addition to the interview. By 

beginning the interviews with a questionnaire, the thought was to present the study’s themes 

and to get the respondent to start thinking about them. The aim was also to provide the 

respondent with the interview-structure and by that to enable the respondent’s to be more 

prepared to answer the question during the interview
13

. The respondent answered the 

questionnaire without a chance to provide additional information and was asked to add 

eventual comments during the interview. The respondent could only ask questions regarding 

the meaning of the questions or specific words. In those cases the questions were rephrased 

without giving any extra information in order to let the respondents use their own thoughts, 

definitions or interpretations of the concepts. When the respondents were uncertain about 

what to answer they were asked to choose the alternative that was the most suitable (at times 

equivalent to the least unsuitable).      

     The following interview was approximately 40 minutes long. A fixed set of questions, 

divided into three themes (same as the questionnaire), functioned as a core-structure and 

interview guide
14

(see Appendix). The interviews can be placed between semi-structured and 

                                                 
12

 Many argue that language is connected to our perception of the world. It involves both cultural and lingual 

aspects which meaning may be difficult to translate. See e.g. Trudgill (2000).  
13

 The survey results are not included in the analysis as the aim of the survey was only to improve the 

possibilities of an exhaustive interview. 
14

 The interview guide was slightly revised after the first two interviews, which partly functioned as pilot-

interviews (as the changes to the interview guide were minor there was no reason to exclude the interviews from 

the result). The changes are described in the interview guide in the appendix.  
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structured interviews as they had more structured than non-structured elements
15

. The purpose 

of the structured elements was to secure that the essentials were covered in each interview. It 

also gave me and the interpreter the chance to discuss the interview content beforehand, 

which was important for me to maintain the control of the interview even though I did not 

share a lingua franca with the respondent.  The interview guide mainly consisted of 

introductory questions (the other types of questions used are described below). During the 

interview it was of help to ensure that all themes had been covered. The most part of the 

questions were non-standardized and descriptive. They were aimed to be open, short and not 

unnecessarily complex regarding sentence structure and vocabulary.  

     It was often necessary to rephrase the questions, which gave reassurance that both the 

interpreter and the respondents were striving to understand the questions in order to give a 

“correct” answer.  

     Probing questions
16

 were used in order to get more information from the respondent. 

Direct questions or dilemmas were used when a respondent’s answer was found contradictive, 

difficult to understand or too brief. They were used in order to put slight pressure on the 

respondent to formulate a more defined answer. For example:  

Me: “Now I have a dilemma for you. There are two alternatives. The first alternative is to close the 

mines and stop the negative environmental impact… The second alternative is to keep the mines 

(open) and still have the economic growth. Which would you choose and why?“ 

Teacher 2: “I would choose the first alternative. Because when there is nature, environment, yeah 

the restoration, natural restoration takes long time. /…/” 

Such questions or dilemmas often got the respondents to give a more detailed answer. Also, 

the underlying values were more easily distinguished. The risk in using such questions is of 

course that it might over simplify complex matters. In this case however, it was not the 

teachers’ direct response to a question or dilemma that was central, but the argumentation. 

The argumentation enabled the response to remain complex even though the question or 

dilemma put slight pressure on the respondent to take a stand.   

     Interpreting questions were also of big importance. They gave the respondent an 

opportunity to confirm or correct my understanding of their view. For example: 

Me: “So even if there are negative effects of economic growth you think it’s (economic growth) 

needed... to improve the environment?” 

                                                 
15

 Compare to Trost (2010:40-42). 
16

 For descriptions of the different types of question see Kvale 2009:151-152.  
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Teacher 8: “Yes, economic growth is needed. /…/“ 

     Kvale discusses how thematic interviews can enable a dynamic conversation (2009:148). It 

was difficult to achieve a natural conversation due to the lingual barrier and the rare 

circumstances (connected to being a Swedish student conducting a field study in rural 

Mongolia). However, I put a strong emphasis on letting the respondents’ answers dictate the 

pace and order of the themes. Even if the respondents were asked mostly the same questions 

the order of them was varied.        

    In some cases it was difficult to find a quiet and empty space for the interviews and some 

of them had to take place in the presence of other people. However, as the topic of the 

interview is not of a sensitive or private character it might be of less importance. The teachers 

did not seem affected by this but I found that it seemed to add a natural and relaxed 

atmosphere to the interview.  It even seemed to balance the power-relation, which the 

researcher is recommended to be aware of (Trost 2010:91-92).   

    All interviews were recorded by dictaphone and the answers to the questionnaire 

documented by camera. Notes were also taken during the interview recognizing the fact that 

the processing and analysis starts during the actual interview and that a voice recorded 

interview cannot be seen as the actual empiric material, as it lacks the information expressed 

in other ways (for example by facial expressions and body language) (Kvale 2009:200-203).   

 

6.3 The processing and analysis of the empiric material  

As mentioned earlier, the theoretical framework affects the thesis’ result. This is mainly 

because the theoretical framework is used during the processing and analysis of the empiric 

material
17

 (Kvale 1997:187). This thesis is not an exception. The empiric material, the 

interviews, was understood in terms of the values that characterize the ethical perspectives. 

This does not mean, however, that the teachers’ descriptions were “squeezed in” to fit one of 

the ethical perspectives. Rather, the perspectives were used to enable a more defined 

understanding of the descriptions in terms of which values that characterized them. The 

empirical material can be said to have precedence before the theoretical framework. In line 

with the thesis aim, the importance lies in how the teachers view the human-nature 

relationship.  

                                                 
17

 In this thesis the processing regards how the empiric material was handled concretely (transcription etc.) and 

the analysis to how the empiric material was understood (in regard to the theoretical framework). The division 

between them is not crystal clear however, at times they are used synonymously. 
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    The processing followed the guide lines for what Kvale calls concentration of meaning
18

 

(1997:175-178). In brief, this means that summaries of the relevant parts are considered more 

important than transcribing everything that is said during an interview. The relevant parts 

were those giving information about how the teachers view their relationship to nature and the 

current economic and environmental situation in Mongolia. Another reason for not 

transcribing everything was to let the interview be more important than the transcription of it. 

Kvale argues that the transcription can never be seen as the actual interview as it lacks vocal 

and facial expressions
19

 (1997:166).   

     Each interview was listened to three to four times. During the first time only overall 

summaries of the relevant parts were written. During the second time these were developed 

and some parts of the interviews were transcribed. Parts where the meaning was concentrated 

into a few sentences were transcribed, for example when the teachers themselves summarized 

their opinions at the end of a discussion. According to Kvale there are many different ways to 

transcribe a text (1997:155-156). In this case the transcriptions were done verbatimly. 

Grammatical corrections were only made when necessary, to clarify the meaning. Information 

was occasionally added in brackets to clarify to the reader what the respondent is referring to.  

    In the next step the summaries, transcriptions and recordings were studied in relation to the 

ethical perspectives and their values. The empiric material was divided into two parts: the first 

regarding the teachers’ relationship to nature (the first theme in the interview guide) and the 

second the economic and environmental situation in Mongolia (the second and third theme in 

the interview guide). The first part consisted of statements or descriptions that only included 

the teachers’ personal relationship to nature; which place nature has in their lives, if their 

relationship to nature has change during the last years, etc. Statements that included nature in 

relation to something else, economic growth for example, were included in the second part. 

The second part was focused on the teachers’ description of what is causing environmental 

problems, which the symptoms are and which action that should be taken in regard to them.   

     The theoretical framework was at this point operationalized into categories based on the 

ethical perspectives and their values. The operationalization followed the central ideas of each 

perspective. The first part, concerning the teachers’ relationship to nature, was divided into 

three different perspectives: 

 

                                                 
18

 Translation of Kvale’s term Meningskoncentrering.  
19

 The, by dictaphone, recorded version of the interview can therefore neither be seen as the actual interview, but 

together with notes from the interviews it was regarded as a better alternative than transcriptions of the whole 

interviews. 



19 

 

 Strong ecocentrism Ecocentrism Anthropocentrism 

The human-nature 

relationship 

Nature is part of God 

or consisting of 

spirits. Humans are 

part of nature. 

Nature has intrinsic 

value. Humans are 

part of nature. 

Nature has 

instrumental value. 

Humans are entitled to 

rule over nature. 
Table 1. The human-nature relationship 

 

The second part, concerning the teachers’ views on the economic and environmental situation 

in Mongolia, was divided into two perspectives with different characteristics regarding three 

categories: cause, symptom and action regarding environmental problems
20

. The differences 

between the ethical perspectives are most easily distinguished in terms of these three aspects. 

Table 2 below presents a brief summary of the differences (for a more detailed explanation 

see Theoretical framework).  

 

 Ecocentric perspective Anthropocentric perspective 

Cause Human action has a negative impact 

on nature. 

Human action has a negative impact on 

nature due to inefficient and unsuitable 

techniques to exploit natural resources 

or exploitation of the wrong natural 

resources.  

Symptom Changes in the natural environment.  Humans suffer due to changes in the 

natural environment. 

Action Stop human action that have a 

negative impact on the natural 

environment.  

Decrease the negative impacts on the 

environment exploiting natural 

resources.  
Table 2. Cause, symptom and action 

 

     The summaries and transcriptions were studied to see which ethical perspective each 

teacher’s views coincided with. For example, the teachers describing nature as part of God or 

consisting of spirits were linked to Strong Ecocentrism and the teachers describing inefficient 

use of natural resources as the cause to environmental problems were linked to 

Anthropocentrism. When the teachers had been roughly linked to an ethical perspective in all 

categories each interview was listened to again to control if there was a coincidence.  

     As soon as the operationalizing was done there were no bigger difficulties in linking the 

teachers’ views to a perspective. In some cases teachers express views that at first seemed to 

be in line with more than one of the perspectives. However, when the teachers’ views were 

divided into cause, symptom and action it became clear that the teachers’ views could belong 

to different ethical perspectives depending on which one they were referring to. For example, 

                                                 
20

 There was no point in including Strong ecocentrism as it coincide with Ecocentrism in every aspect except the 

human-nature relationship which is focused in the first part.   
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a teacher could belong to the ecocentric perspective regarding “cause” but the anthropocentric 

regarding “action”. Moreover, a strict usage of the explanatory texts (explaining each 

perspective’s characteristics) ensured that the categories were mutually inclusive and 

exclusive. For example, a teacher expressing that human activity with negative impacts on the 

environment should stop but at the same time finding it necessary to continue, was placed in 

the anthropocentric category. A teacher expressing that human activity with negative impacts 

should stop whichever the consequences, was placed in the ecocentric category. The results 

were structured in the same order as the table- categories.        

     Some might argue that the categorizing makes the study partially quantitative but the 

tables are only meant to complement the text by providing an overview of the result
21

. The 

tables are also a way to show all teachers’ values, not only the one’s mentioned in the text. 

The teachers’ views were put together and similarities and differences between them found. In 

the result most of these are described and also which view is in line with each perspective to 

ensure transparency.  

 

7 Results 

The results are presented in the same two parts that they were processed and analyzed by, that 

is one for each research question. The first part presents how the teachers view their own 

relationship to nature and the second how they view economic growth and environmental 

issues in relation to the human-nature relationship. As previously mentioned, the tables only 

provide an overview of the result. The tables are the same as in the methodological chapter 

but instead of the explanatory text there are numbers indicating which teachers’ views that are 

in line with each perspective. The teachers’ names are exchange by numbers to ensure 

confidentiality and they are referred to as, for example, “Teacher 1” and “Teacher 10” in the 

text. In the tables the numbers are indicating which teachers’ views that belong to which 

ethical perspective; in other words, number 4 in table 2 below indicates that Teacher 4’s 

views could be linked to Ecocentrism.  

  

 

                                                 
21

 Kvale also describe categories based on “literature studies” (as the theoretical framework) as qualitative 

(1997:186). 
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7.1 The relationship to nature  

 

 Strong ecocentrism Ecocentrism Anthropocentrism 

The human-nature 

relationship 

4,5,8,13 1,2,3,6,7,9,10,11,12 9 

  Table 2. The teachers’ relationship to nature  

 

All teachers view nature as a central part of their lives. Most of them describe nature as an 

important part of the Mongolian nomadic culture and traditions. Five of the teachers express 

respect for the nature and the need to protect it. “I grew up in such traditions that teach the 

young generation to protect the nature. Respect it, and … yeah. /…/ if I see any waste in the 

river I try to take it up.” (Teacher 3). Another teacher refers to the elderly, having a closer 

relationship to nature than the youth:  

“Old Mongolian people, want the nature very much, they protected the nature always. For 

example, the clean it, the yard. But they don’t like the litter.. garbage. They always care about the 

nature. /…/ When I was a child I lived with my grandmother, so maybe I was like old 

Mongolians./…/ now it’s changing, especially children. Don’t protect, don’t love the nature. 

/…/Wash their cars in the river”. (Teacher 2) 

The teacher is also giving examples of  disrespectful behavior towards the nature which is in 

line with the human having has little negative impact on the environment as possible, one of 

the characteristics for ecocentrism:   

“I think it plays an important role, thanks to the natural resources we can develop our livelihood 

/../ and also we have traditions and culture how to conserve nature, how to protect it.” (Teacher 6)  

Many of the teachers express a strong connection to nature: 

“Since we live in this world, our lives and nature are very connected together. Every day we 

belong to the nature. For example we breathe the fresh air, we use the water for drinking. And 

especially Mongolians contact with nature everyday ‘cause we’re nomad people we herd the 

animals in the nature.“  (Teacher 1) 

The direct dependency on the natural resources is often used as an example of the close 

relationship to nature, especially the herding of livestock:  

“Nature place (is) very important in Mongolian lives.  Because we are nomadic people. Our 

civilization, tradition is very related to nature... Livestock, animal husbandry. That connects with 

nature a lot.” (Teacher 3)  
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The herding is both a part of the culture and a sign of the dependency on natural resources. 

The teachers often use it as an example of the Mongolian way of living and of the 

traditionally, close relationship between humans and nature. It is clear that most teachers (all 

except one) describe a strong connection to nature. Four teachers’ views can be linked to the 

ecocentric perspective by the way a belonging to nature is expressed, indicating that humans 

are part of nature. Teacher 10: “Since the ancient time we live in harmony with nature… we 

respect, our lives belong to the nature”.  

     Four of the teachers express views that are in line with strong ecocentrism. They describe 

nature as part of their religion or connected to their beliefs. One of the teachers compares the 

Mongolian nature view to other cultures’: “I think it’s more in Mongolia. /../ our’s is more 

closer. It is also connected to our religion, culture. Our beliefs you know. We believe every 

mountain has its own spirit.” (Teacher 7). The teacher continues to describe it more closely: 

“As most Mongolian, every morning I … not pray… inside I respect nature. /…/ there is 

nothing more powerful thing than nature. Nature is the most powerful in the world.”.  

     Another teacher refers to nature as a part of God or (consisting of) spirits: 

“Water is the mother, everything has the mother… If you break a tree you have you mother.. father 

and mothers, and your friends.. and sons and daughters in your hand. You have them in your 

hands.. If it’s not broken, then you don’t have them in your hands. If you broke (the tree) your 

hands are broke(n)” (Teacher 12)   

The teacher also describes human beings as part of nature and an harmful act against nature 

being equally harmful to humans.   

    Only one teacher has values that are more in line with the anthropocentric perspective. The 

teacher describe nature mainly as a resource to humans: “It (nature) has the main role in life 

of Mongolians. Maybe you know about the mining in the south Gobi? Mongolians use the 

coal, nature important. And trees.. fruit trees.“ (Teacher 9). Seeing nature as a resource is not 

necessarily equivalent to an anthropocentric perspective. As mentioned, many of the other 

teachers describe the nature in terms of providing resources for their livelihood. The 

difference is that this teacher only describes nature as providing resources and therefore 

having instrumental value. 

     Many of the teachers describe that their relationship to nature has become stronger during 

the last years and they think about it more nowadays. This is mainly because they have 

noticed a change in the near environment: 
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“For example some years ago, when people talk about desertification… I didn’t believe. But when 

I go to different places, I started to notice it, even in this community I noticed it. The water level in 

the spring is very low… Yeah the environment is changing, maybe because of us….” (Teacher 4) 

The teachers whose attitude towards nature has change express a strong will to restore the 

damage that may have been caused by human action:  

“I’m from this soum (village) originally, also I like nature a lot, trees and river. Last years they 

have dried up. 3-4- years. and only a few old trees. I want to make the nature as before.”  

(Teacher 8)  

A teacher from another soum is expressing the same wish: “Many years ago, many forest, 

rivers, lakes. We want to restore the nature.” (Teacher 11). The restoration is mentioned as 

being for the sake of nature, not human benefit, which indicates that nature has intrinsic value, 

in line with the ecocentric perspective.   

    When the teachers describe their own relationship to nature their values are clearly visible 

and they can therefore be linked to the ethical perspectives. A majority of the teachers express 

views in line with the ecocentric perspective, four in line with strong ecocentrism and one in 

line with the anthropocentric perspective. Their way of living is often described as an 

indicator of their closeness to nature. To respect and protect the nature from negative human 

impact are also common ways of expressing the relationship to nature among the teachers. 

  

7.2 Environmental problems in relation to the human-nature relationship 

 Ecocentric perspective Anthropocentric perspective 

Cause 2,7,8,12 1,3,4,5,6,9,10,11,13  

Symptoms 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12,13  

Action 2,3,10 1,4,5,6,7,8,9,11,12,13 

 Table 4. The teachers’ views on cause, symptom and action 

 

7.2.1 Cause and symptoms  

Many of the teachers see the current economic growth as both part of the cause and solution 

to the country’s environmental problems. The mining is mentioned by most teachers as the 

main reason to the economic growth. By all teachers except two, it is described as an example 

of how human action has a negative impact on the environment. Eight teachers view the lack 

of restoration as the main negative aspect of the mining: “/…/ there’s a mining activity. The 
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companies mainly focusing to get the resource from the nature, not restoration. /…/ only to 

use nature.” (Teacher 4). Teacher 6 expresses the same view:  

“When a company benefit from their mining they don’t care about the impact on the environment. 

Also the ninjas (private companies) they just dig out a big whole and then leave it. They don’t care 

about restoration.” 

One of the teachers lists a few of the negative impacts and symptoms: “Such places (around 

mining sites) there’s a shortage of drinking water. Water is polluted... Some companies don’t 

do the restoration, therefore the desertification is increasing”. (Teacher 3). The teachers that 

view the lack of restoration as the cause to the environmental problems have values in line 

with the anthropocentric perspective. This because they see the main cause as the unsuitable 

ways of handling the mining not the mining per se although they recognize that it has a 

negative impact on the environment.  

          Another negative aspect of the economic growth mentioned, and a cause to the 

environmental problems, is the increase of vehicles. According to Teacher 8 the vehicles 

cause “soil degradation”, “dust problems” and “air pollution”. 

     The symptoms that the teachers mention in relation to the environmental problems are only 

focused on the negative impacts on the environment. Except the symptoms teacher 8 is 

connecting to vehicles above, the teachers mention desertification and dried up rivers, well 

and lakes as the most common symptoms. In some cases teachers mention the effect the 

environmental problems have on humans, for example the decrease in pasture land which 

affects the herders. However, these are not mentioned as the main symptoms and they are not 

emphasized. It is clearly visible that the teachers are more worried about the negative effects 

on the nature. This means that all teachers’ views are in line with the ecocentric perspective.  

 

7.2.2 Action 

Regarding which actions that should be taken to solve the environmental problems the 

teachers’ opinion differ. When it comes to the question of mining six teachers think it should 

continue. Teacher 11: “We need the mining, after we restore (the nature)”. The teachers of 

this opinion think it is possible to decrease the negative impacts of the mining by restoration. 

This view can be linked to the anthropocentric perspective as the teachers are of the opinion 

that humans are entitled to exploiting natural resources even though the damaging effects on 

the natural environment are known to them. The belief in the human capacity to explore 

nature and restore it afterwards can also be linked to the anthropocentric perspective. The 
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other teachers that think the mining should continue are all of the view that the restoration 

must be improved in order to decrease the negative effect on the environment. 

     Teacher 8 sees the effect of lost jobs as worse than the continuous mining (if the 

restoration is made properly): “If you close the mining, those people (losing their jobs) will 

try to harm nature, cut trees and selling them. But we must run the business very carefully.” 

The teacher argues that the people losing their jobs will be more harmful to nature than if they 

can keep their jobs in the mines. Teacher 9 and Teacher 11 are of the similar opinions; less 

economic growth as a result of closed mines will be more harmful to environment than the 

mining activity. Teacher 4, however, thinks the mines are important to provide resources and 

therefore want to keep them: 

“If we close that mining we have nothing to use for fire and heating. We need to use nature 

resource. We have to use it. But at the same time we need to care about the environment also.”  

     Other teachers express views that are in line with the ecocentric perspective and that is that 

the mining should stop and therefore not have a continuous negative effect on the 

environment. Teacher 2: “Natural restoration takes long time. So if we use natural resource, 

just bad environment. The most important thing is the environment.” Teacher 10 have a 

similar view but compare the negative effect of the mining to the positive effects that might 

be generated if it continued: “I would close the mine. The harm from that mine is bigger.. 

much worse than smaller (economic) growth”.       

     The main reason to why the teachers think that continuous mining is necessary is that they 

think economic growth is necessary in order to handle the environmental problems. The 

teachers have different reasons to why they think economic growth would be benefitting for 

nature but all teachers agree that economic growth is or can be positive for the environment. 

Mainly it has to do with a potential improvement of people’s attitude towards nature when 

their dire needs are covered. Most teachers mention the positive impacts on their livelihood. 

Teacher 3: “When economy grows the livelihood improves. Compared to ten years ago, the 

livelihood has improved.” One teacher mentions that development is needed to a certain 

extent, as a minimum level of living standard has to be reached in order to have a less 

negative impact on nature:  

Teacher 6: “/…/, if a family is poor then it is difficult for them to think about environmental 

sustainability. First we need economic growth, then we can think about the environment.” 

Me: In this community… does it (the standard of living) need to improve?  
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Teacher 6: “We are still not at that level. Our level is a little bit under the standard. Economic 

growth is needed.”  

The view on economic growth is in line with the anthropocentric perspective. Even though the 

standard of living in the communities the teacher is referring to is not in any way 

characterized by luxury or excess, the belief - that it is possible for humans to find solutions 

that improve the natural environment - is anthropocentric.    

     Teacher 8 shares that view and describe that economic growth will have a positive impact 

on people’s relationship to nature. 

“/…/first people think they need economic growth, that’s why people use a lot from the nature. 

Then (when living conditions improve) they start to think about the environment. /…/ When 

people have sustainable level of living, then they turn to nature in a positive way.”  

     Teacher 7 is critical towards economic growth because of the negative impact it has on 

nature, but sees it as an even worse alternative if the growth would decrease or stop: 

“If the economic growth stopped the nature would not benefit from it. People would get a hard 

time. The number of the people using natural resources will increase. Irresponsible attitude will 

increase also. When they get poor, they want to find something from the nature.”  

The teacher is torn between the eventual harm the activities that generate economic growth 

has and the harm that no economic development could do and continues:      

“Without economic growth it’s difficult for us to develop, but without natural resources or 

environmental.. not taking care of environmental issues it can ruin our economy also.” 

As the teacher views economic growth as a possible solution to the environmental problems 

even if it has negative impact on the environment the view is in line with the anthropocentric 

perspective.  

   Teacher 13 argues that the questions of economic growth and environmental problems are 

connected: ”It is related to you know, sustainable development. We have to grow economy 

with no destroying nature. It has to be both I think.” The teacher continues:  

“If we have economic growth we can help environment, we can plant the tree, we can study, do 

research on disappearing rivers… And how to make river again. /…/ Also wild animals..  

research…  biotechnic methods to count animals. To control the nature.” 

The teacher describes human solutions as a way to handle the environmental problems and are 

therefore also in line with the anthropocentric perspective.  
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     Teacher 3 is one of the two teachers that does not see economic growth as a solution but 

think that it has to do with attitude:  

“It depends on the human attitude, if some people have more positive effect on the nature. Some 

people getting richer might think of nature first. /../ but there might be some people that are greedy 

some kind, that won’t think of the environment. It depends on their mind.”  

Teacher 3 does not express any societal solutions to environmental problems but instead that 

people need to protect the nature better, which is in line with the ecocentric perspective.     

    One of the teachers is expressing the need for development, mostly economic, mentioning 

the difference between countries. On a question if it is possible to prioritize both economic 

growth and environmental problems the teacher replies:  

“It’s possible of course. Yeah. It’s possible definitely, but mainly developed countries can do it, 

better than underdeveloped countries. Because their economy is already growth and they have 

some resources… financial resources to do things proper way. But underdeveloped countries they 

don’t have capacity to bring those two things together the same time.” (Teacher 1) 

The teacher thinks that economy is more important for the situation in Mongolia. The teacher 

thinks that economic resources are important in order to handle environmental problems 

which is in line with the ecocentric perspective.  

     Two teachers mention specific solutions in order to handle the environmental problems. 

Teacher 4 is expressing values in line with the anthropocentric perspective when describing a 

solution to environmental problems caused by the increase of vehicles: “Road construction 

work. This road will have good impact on environment
22

.”. When asked if the new road will 

not also increase the amount of traffic in the area the teacher agrees and still finds it preferable 

to not having a proper road. Teacher 8 have similar arguments. This can be linked to the 

anthropocentric perspective, as the consequences of human damaged are solved rather than 

take away the root cause.      

     To summarize the teachers’ views it can be said that there was a big difference between 

each of the categories Cause, Symptoms and Action. Regarding Cause two thirds of the 

teachers’ views could be linked to the anthropocentric perspective, compared to Symptoms 

where all teachers’ views were in line with the ecocentric perspective. The last category, 

Action was the most and showed that ten teachers expressed values that were in line with the 

                                                 
22

 The teacher is comparing with the current situation, where there is no road resulting in drivers taking different 

routes, using a bigger area of the land. 
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anthropocentric perspective and only three teachers had values that could be linked to the 

ecocentric perspective.          

 

8 Discussion and conclusion 

Returning once more to the aim of this thesis, which was to study how rural Mongolian 

teachers view environmental problems in terms of values connected to the human-nature 

relationship. Firstly the discussion will follow the two research questions and focus 

exclusively on the results of this thesis. Secondly, the results will be discussed in more 

general terms and put the result in a wider, educational context.  

     The results clearly show the complexity of values. The first part, where the teachers 

described their own relationship to nature, showed that all teachers except one could be linked 

to the two ecocentric perspectives. However, when put in relation to the current situation in 

Mongolia, focused on economic growth and environmental issues, most teachers’ values 

shifted towards an anthropocentric perspective. Regarding the category Symptoms however, 

all teachers had values in line with the ecocentric perspective which show that the teachers 

value nature very highly. This was also clear when the teachers gave their views on the 

solutions to environmental problems as they often mentioned nature to be the main objective 

and not human wellbeing. Even though the solutions most valued were in line with the 

anthropocentric perspective they were referring to environmental problems mainly as a 

problem for nature, not for human beings. 

     There is always a need to discuss how the theoretical framework, the operationalization 

and the analysis of the empiric material affected the results. In this case, it was rarely any 

problems connected to the analysis of the material, in regard of which perspective a teacher’s 

values were in line with. However, if the categories Cause, Symptoms and Action had not 

been divided into three separate there would have been many problems related to linking the 

teachers’ values to one perspective. In that case however, the result had shown more of the 

conflict between the values, the different or conflicting values within each teacher. It was also 

clear when analyzing the material that the teachers were creating different scenarios 

depending on the topic. For example, after analyzing the interviews it would have been 

interesting to see if there had been a difference if the teachers only related to themselves. For 

example, when they discussed which action to be taken, they often referred to how other 

people might react to the different scenarios; if the economy stopped growing or if the mining 
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continued. Even though they could not be sure how another person would act or what their 

values would be, they imagined it and came up with the best possible solution in relation to it. 

If they had only focused on their own values, or if the interviews had not regarded the current 

situation in Mongolia but a made-up scenario it is possible that their values had been 

different. And what does that say about a person’s values? Probably that they neither constant 

or easy to predict but instead changing depending on context and subject.    

     Putting the result in a wider context and focusing on the importance of the results for ESD 

the complexity of values cannot be emphasized enough. As presented in the introduction, the 

topic of environmental problems are something teachers rarely include in their teaching 

because it is value based and therefore lack correct answers (Öhman 2006:27-28). The results 

of this study show that ethical perspectives can enable an understanding of a person’s values, 

at least at a certain time and in a certain context. By applying the ethical perspectives we can 

acquire more information about a person’s values, for example why a person prefer certain 

actions to be taken to handle the environmental problems. This enables the new way of 

teaching and learning which Scott and Gough (2003) and Stables and Scott (2002) think is 

necessary for ESD, where the ability to view issues from different perspectives is necessary as 

there are no truths. They ethical perspectives bring structure, and they can provide good 

examples of which questions to ask in order to understand the different views on 

environmental problems.  

     There is nothing strange with being reluctant to teach about something that is difficult to 

grasp. When it has to do with environmental problems however, which is one of the biggest 

challenges of today’s world, we must try to find ways that can unable our understanding and 

ability to talk about them. By applying ethical perspectives on our views on environmental 

problems and the human-nature relationship is a first step in distinguishing the differences and 

similarities in our world views. When we are able to compare our own views with others we 

can expand our range of experience and learn (Sandell et al 2005:179-180). As Scott and 

Gough phrase it and which was quoted in Previous research – ESD and learning (4.2.2): 

“there will be no sustainable development where learning is not happening” (2003:xiv).   

     In conclusion, this thesis has shown that values are exactly as complex as they are “feared” 

to be but also that it is not impossible to enable a structured understanding of them. Ethical 

perspectives can be of help when teaching about environmental problems as they can 

distinguish the different values that different opinions are based on and why our opinions on 

the cause and possible solutions to environmental problems can be so different. 
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8.1 Further research 

The results of this study opens up for research to see if the ethical perspectives can be of help 

when teachers want to include the topic of environmental problems in their teaching. The 

study’s result suggests that the ethical perspectives can help to structure and define the 

different perspectives on cause and solutions to environmental problems. The study could also 

be followed-up by similar study’s on different views on environmental problems but that used 

a different theoretical framework in order to bring understanding to the differences, for 

example to study environmental problems from a political or cultural perspective.     
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Appendix  

 

Questionnaire (Prior the interview)  

 

1. How would you describe your relationship to nature? ( ) Humans need nature to 

sustain livelihood – user of nature ( ) Humans are part of nature – belonging 

2. My relationship to nature ( ) has changed the last 5-10 years ( ) has remained the 

same 

3. Economic growth is mainly  

a) ( ) good.. ( )bad.. for Mongolia as a nation  

b) ( ) good.. ( ).. bad for me and my community   

4. The relationship between humans and nature ( ) mainly benefits from economic 

growth ( ) is mainly threatened by economic growth 

5. Economic growth has a ( ) positive ( ) negative impact on the environment 

6. Which should be prioritized? 

( ) economic growth ( ) environmental issues ( ) it’s possible to prioritize both 

 

 

Interview guide  

 

Relationship to nature  

- Which place does nature have in the Mongolian culture? (Added after the first two 

interviews as it gave the respondents and me a reference point) 

- How would you describe your relationship to nature? 

- Has your relationship to nature changed during the last years?   

 

Economic growth  

- In which ways have you noticed the economic growth (in Mongolia)? 

- Which are the reasons to the economic growth? 

- Are the effects of economic growth positive or negative? Why? 

 

Environmental problems 

- Have you noticed or heard of any environmental problems in Mongolia? Which? 
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- Which are the reasons for the environmental problems? 

- How do you think environmental problems should be handled? (What can be done?) 

- Mining dilemma: You have two alternatives: the first is to close the mines, which 

would slow down/stop the economic growth but decrease the negative impact on 

environment. The second is to let the mining continue, with leaves the economic 

growth and negative environmental impacts unchanged. Which alternative do you 

choose? (Was added after the first two interviews. The effects of the mining in the 

dilemma were changed according to what the respondent had mentioned in relation to 

the mining.)   

- Why do you think economic growth/environmental issues/both should be prioritized? 

(Depending on the answer to question 6 in the questionnaire.) 

 


