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From Anthropocentrism to Ecocentrism in
Teaching Science and Social Studies?

Extended summary

Anthropocentrism is a concept or belief according to which man is the superior, most
important and most valuable part of nature, even its absolute master. According to this view,
only human life has an intrinsic value, while plants, animals, and mineral resources are con-
sidered as resources that may justifiably be exploited for the benefit of mankind. Ecocentrism
is opposed to anthropocentrism. It makes the ecosystem and nature central ethical issues, not
the mankind, while natural entities possess their own intrinsic value. Since the 60s of the 20th
century many warnings have been voiced that human society had exceeded both the produc-
tive capacity of Earth and its ability to absorb the consequences of human activities. It became
evident that the anthropocentric concept, with all its consequences for the environment, could
not be justified and that our attitude towards nature had to change.

Given that the development of science, technology, culture, as well as the changes of life-
style and work conditions, continually make the educational contents out-dated and in need of
improvement, innovation and contemporariness are the important criteria in their selection.
The responsibility and a serious approach to upgrading the curricula for all school subjects, at
all levels of formal education, get a special momentum in the context of the modern-day en-
vironmental issues which resulted from the anthropocentric approach to nature, and in the
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context of the need to protect and improve the environment whose effectiveness largely de-
pends on the shift from anthropocentrism to eccocentrism. This shift is one of the key issues in
the field of environmental education and education for sustainable development, the concepts
which are rightly perceived as prerequisites for survival on this planet.

The aim of our research was to identify the ways in which the attitudes of science, tech-
nology and society towards nature and the mankind’s place in it have been reflected in the Sci-
ence and Social Studies curricula from the mid-20th century up to this day. The research tasks
involved determining whether the analysed curricula contained the following topics: 1. the in-
teraction between man and nature: man as a part or a master of nature: 2. reasons for taking
care of and protecting nature: (intrinsic or instrumental reasons). Content analysis method
was used in the research. The analysed materials included the curricula and guidelines for the
school subject Science and Social Studies used since the 50s of the 20th century up to this day.

In the given period, we identified a slow, but consistent and continual trend of harmo-
nising all the elements of the anlaysed curricula with new scientific discoveries in terms of the
need to change the mankind’s treatment of the environment. The Science and Social Studies
curricula development ranged from a strict anthropocentrism and antagonism between man
and nature, through a moderate anthropocentrism with hints of ecocentrism, to a dominant
ecocentrism. Though changes were ocassionally lagging behind the trends for nearly a decade,
and they were often introduced clumsily and unsystematically, it is important that they were
introduced, after all. Our research confirmed the fact that educational system is a big and slow
system that cannot easily follow social changes.

All examples taken from the 50s and 60s curricula indicate that Science and Social Stud-
ies teaching served to perpetuate an illusion that man is a master of nature who can use its re-
sources indefinitely. Another inevitable conclusion is that Science and Social Studies teaching
indirectly contributed to a drastic violation of natural principles, and to reducing the capacity
of the environment to meet the needs of human society.

Further, we can conclude that the Science and Social Studies curricula from the 70s were
marked by a great paradox. On one hand, there was an intention to include in the curricula
(rather sporadically and unsystematically) the new findings about the environment, environ-
mental problems, and the need for a better preservation of it. However, the elements of the
out-dated, and potentially dangerous for the environment, contents and attitudes from previ-
ous periods still persisted in these curricula. Despite all these detrimental factors, it is a fact
that the biggest changes were introduced in the curricula from the 70s, and they coincided with
the changes in the society.

The results of the analysis of the curricula written in the 80s showed that little had been
done in terms of their improvement with regard to environmental protection. The results of the
analysis of the curricula from the 90s are not satisfactory either. Given that endangered nature
and natural resources had been a hot topic in scientific and professional circles since the 70s of
the 20th century, we expected that the curricula from the 90s would be much more oriented
towards environmental protection. However, the analysis showed that Science and Social Stud-
ies curricula developed in this period were not significantly improved, compared to the ones




developed two decades earlier in terms of the interaction between man and nature, and man’s
role in its protection.

Many positive changes were introduced in the curricula written in the early 21st centu-
ry. Ecocentric views dominate in them and man is perceived as a part of nature. However the
issue of interaction between man and nature with the goal of self-defining man not in relation
to nature, but in nature, is a part of the process of environmental learning that has not started
yet. Similarly, the elements of environmental protection are introduced in the curricula, but the

reasons offered for its protection are either vague or instrumental.

The protection of nature for the intrinsic value of natural entities, and not (only) to sat-

isfy human interests, still has to be kept on hold until new curricula are written.
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