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ABSTRACT

We address the issue of constructing human identity from our grounding in the field of environmental education and, more specifically, of eco-formation. We first briefly clarify these foundational bases and their points of convergence around the formation of our identity through our relationship with nature. We then outline a range of common representations of nature, each reflecting a particular type of relationship with it and calling for pedagogical practices that are both distinct and complementary. We focus on two of these representations that we consider particularly fruitful for identity construction and the impulse to act: nature as “territory” and nature as “city”. Nature-as-Territory invites the development of a sense of belonging and solidarity with the living world; it shapes our identity through the network of interactions with its various dimensions and components. Nature-as-City calls for rethinking the “we” within this shared web of life; it invites us to examine the political dimension of our relationship with nature, grounded in the development of an eco-citizen identity. Through this exploration of complementary modes of relationship, we seek to contribute elements of response to the following question: what foundations and educational approaches should be adopted to foster the construction or reconstruction of our ontological bond with nature, as the matrix of our action in/with this shared living world?
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RESUMEN

Abordamos esta cuestión de la construcción de la identidad humana desde nuestro anclaje en el ámbito de la educación ambiental y, más específicamente, en el campo de la ecoformación. En primer lugar, aclararemos de forma resumida estos fundamentos iniciales y sus puntos de encuentro en torno a la formación de nuestra identidad a través de la relación con la naturaleza. A continuación, esbozaremos una diversidad de representaciones más comunes de la naturaleza, cada una reflejando un tipo de relación con ella y llamando a prácticas pedagógicas específicas y complementarias entre sí. Nos detendremos en dos de estas representaciones que nos parecen especialmente fecundas para la construcción de la identidad y el impulso de actuar: la naturaleza como «territorio» y la naturaleza como «ciudad». La Naturaleza-Territorio invita a crear un vínculo de pertenencia y solidaridad con el tejido de la vida compartida; forja nuestra identidad a través de nuestras interacciones con sus dimensiones y componentes. La Naturaleza-Ciudad nos llama a repensar el «nosotros» en esta casa de vida común; nos invita a examinar la dimensión política de nuestra relación con la naturaleza, lo que implica el desarrollo de una identidad ecociudadanía. A través de tal exploración de modos de relación complementarios, intentaremos aportar elementos de respuesta a la siguiente pregunta: ¿qué fundamentos y enfoques educativos pueden favorecer la construcción o reconstrucción de nuestro vínculo ontológico con la naturaleza, como matriz de nuestro actuar en este mundo compartido?

Palabras clave: educación ambiental; ecoformación; naturaleza; territorio; ciudad; identidad; ecocidadanía.

1. INTRODUCTION

In this decade, which is nevertheless crucial for maintaining the integrity of life on Earth, we are witnessing the dismantling of fragile ecological and social gains. It is the steady rise of a form of politico-economic governance that tramples on life itself and deepens social inequalities. It is the crushing of democratic dynamics and the full weight of “activist fatigue” Has education, then, failed to build a society capable of resisting such a tragic tidal wave? Yet this is not the message young people sought to convey during the courageous climate strikes before the pandemic scattered them. Nor is it the message of the citizens who mobilise to protect their territories and demand ecosocial justice.

It is clear that the walls of schools, colleges and universities can no longer attempt to remain sealed off from the floods of both social and ecological assaults, which are closely intertwined. “Neutrality” has never existed, and even less so now, when it has become indecent to claim it. Schools are called to get involved in a critical and democratic process facing socioecological realities.

Among the guiding principles of transformative education, we recognise the relevance and generative power of three aims of schooling, as envisioned in the context in which we work:1 the construction of a worldview, the structuring of identity, and the development of agency. These three aims are closely interconnected: driven by a worldview, being and acting are indissociable. In the implementation of various educational programs, focused on knowledge - preferably critical and interconnected knowledge -, it is essential not to lose sight of this indispensable fabric of fundamental education.

More specifically in relation to building a worldview and developing identity, which form the fertile ground for action, a broad pedagogical movement has taken shape over recent decades around the relationship with nature, perceived as a foundation of our existence. The aim is to recover a lost identity—that of belonging to the living world.

One can observe here the development of a diverse theoretical field and the unfolding of a rich pedagogical “landscape” While some approaches to “nature” remain linked to “outdoor” education from a health, kinesthetic or recreational perspective, others are rooted in a framework of fundamental education: explicitly or implicitly, they mobilise the ontological, anthropological, psychological and sociological dimensions of the relationship with nature2 in view of integral human development. This is what we will address in this article.

We will first briefly acknowledge the existence of a diversity of representations of nature associated with various educational aims and calling for a plurality of pedagogical approaches that are complementary. We will then focus more specifically on the generative potential of engaging with Nature-as-Territory and Nature-as-City to foster rootedness in the living world. Here, in particular, we see a break from an anthropocentric stance toward nature, whose own agency must be recognised, and a call for personal and collective commitment driven by a concern for ecological democracy, in which Nature (with a capital N) appears as a subject of rights.

We thus seek to offer several elements of response to the following question: which foundations and educational approaches are best suited to fostering the construction or reconstruction of a worldview and the ontological bond that anchors us in Nature, this shared living world within which our actions take place?

2. A DUAL PERSPECTIVE: ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION AND THE FIELD OF ECOFORMATION

Let us first clarify the dual perspective from which we approach the idea of nature in relation with ecological identity and eco-citizen action: that of environmental education, with its long-standing and continually renewed tradition, and more specifically that of the field of ecoformation, which continues to deepen and expand, highlighting the reciprocal relationship between a subject and his or her context of being and acting.

2.1. Environmental education: an ecological education

It must be clarified first that the object of environmental education is not the environment as such. The environment is the object of environmental sciences, which study the various aspects, components, and interaction dynamics within ecological systems, including humans, with a view to understanding these realities, preventing imbalances, managing or resolving problems. The specific object of environmental education is more precisely our own relationship with the environment—a personal and social relationship. While the field of “environmental humanities” observes and analyses this relationship from anthropological, psychological, sociological and other perspectives, the distinctive role of environmental education is, more fundamentally, to support the very process of constructing or reconstructing the network of relationships we weave with the living world, whose wholeness corresponds to the idea of Nature—as a shared web of life. Needless to say, the scope and complexity of such a project require rethinking education as a whole.

Over the course of its history, the field of environmental education has developed in various ways. We can observe a diversity of theoretical and pedagogical currents, each reflecting a particular representation of the environment (as problem, resource, nature, ecosystem, neighborhood, biosphere, etc.) and a particular conception of education and learning (cognitivist, constructivist, humanist, behaviourist approaches, etc.) (Sauvé, 2005; 2017). All these avenues are complementary, responding to a diversity of contexts. In the development of our own work, in search of an integrative framework carrying fundamental meaning, environmental education is broadly conceived as an ecological education, adopting a holistic approach: one that anchors our humanity in the Oikos, this shared house of life, this thread of existence that runs through us, connecting all forms and systems of life.

Here, indeed, the very idea of environment must be reconsidered. In his book Où suis-je?, Bruno Latour (2021, p. 23), reflecting on the literal meaning of the word “environment” observes that “this idea of environment hardly makes sense, since you can never draw the boundary that would distinguish an organism from what surrounds it. Strictly speaking, nothing surrounds us. Everything conspires to our breathing”. There is therefore no inside and outside. We are part of a network of interconnections: think, for example, of the constant flow of water and air that passes through each of us.

In this sense, the idea of environment that should mobilise us is not so much the world “in” which we live, but the world of which we are a part, the living world, the ever moving matrix of the life to which we belong. Here, Bruno Latour invites us to undergo the most demanding transformation: that of our human identity, as an ecological identity, at the foundation of our vital action to restore the major “mutations” we have already induced. Education is clearly called upon here in the foreground. Education throughout life, across formal and non-formal contexts, but also informal ones, where learning is incidental and unplanned, arising through encounters, experience, and the unexpected.

An integral environmental education, conceived as ecological education, seeks to integrate the three spheres of interaction at the basis of human identity development: the sphere of the relationship to oneself, where one learns to learn, to relate, to define oneself, to construct an identity; the sphere of the relationship to other human beings, the place of learning human otherness, where issues of communication, collaboration, peace, justice, interculturality and more emerge; and finally, the often-neglected sphere of the relationship to the entire living world, the Oikos, where the “I” becomes a “we”:3 it is the same breath of life that passes through us, animates us and connects us, humans and other-than-humans. An education that neglects this third sphere of interaction remains truncated; we then form incompleted beings (Sauvé, 2009).

Our personal and collective identity being ecological, peace among us is closely linked to the peace we must restore with Nature. Global justice is ecological justice: the seizure of territories and resources crushes life, including human life. Integral citizenship thus becomes eco-citizenship, exercised together in the city of the living world. We will see that such a comprehensive education must first and foremost be eco-formative, recognising the living world as an agent of our learning.

2.2. Eco-formation and eco-constructivism

Human beings are formed throughout their lives. According to the three spheres of interaction at the foundation of human development, this formation occurs through three continuously intertwined channels: self-formation through reflective lookback on the lived experience; hetero-formation or socio-formation through relationships with other human beings; and finally eco-formation, within one’s relationship to the Oikos (Pineau, 1989; 2023). This third channel refers to formation through the elements of one’s living environment, and more specifically here, through the natural living environment in all its abundant diversity. This category of elements is very broad: it may include a plant, a tree, animal tracks, a landscape, the water of a stream or ocean shores, the wind or clouds... Dominique Cottereau (2025, p. 8) defines ecoformation as the shaping of oneself through direct contact with the biogeophysical world that constitutes our habitat, the Oikos. It is a “direct, yet reflective contact” (Pineau, 1989, p. 24) that follows the autopoietic principle (Maturana & Varela, 1980) of the self-eco-re-organisation inherent to living beings (Morin, 2008).

    Ecoformation calls for a comprehensive educational approach that may be described as eco-constructivist. Such an approach, the guiding principles of which have been articulated by Virginie Boelen (2023/2024; 2025), is grounded in a relational ontology of the living world, of the Oikos as matrix of life. Its aim is to reintroduce the living world as a partner in experience (Ingold, 2017) and therefore in learning, across all spheres of existence, including the school sphere. This ontology embraces both the principle of complexity, which recognises the intertwining of elements in perpetual self-eco-re-organisation (Morin, 2008), and a holistic vision of the world in which everything is interconnected within a unified whole (Bergandi, 2000). It is based on recognising an ecology of mind and a “sacred unity” in the terms of Bateson (1996). Unfortunately, this relational holistic ontology has long been inhibited within the culture of modern societies, constructed upon a paradigm of disjunction and disconnected from the web of life, in favour of a form of technological connectivity that drains vitality. The climate crisis dramatically confirms such a rupture.

If we relate the three poles of lifelong formation identified above—self-formation (relationship to oneself), socio-formation (relationship to other human beings), and eco-formation (relationship to the Oikos)—to dominant pedagogical approaches in contemporary education, it becomes important to consider eco-constructivism alongside constructivism and socioconstructivism as a mode of learning. Regarding knowledge acquisition, self-formation aligns with cognitivist and constructivist theories, while socio-formation corresponds to the socio-constructivist approach, which mobilises social relationships, particularly with peers and teachers, in the construction of knowledge. Eco-constructivism, for its part, broadens and deepens the spectrum of learning interactions (Figure 1).


FIGURE 1
EDUCATIONAL PRACTICES IN SCHOOLS IN LIGHT OF THE TRIPOLAR THEORY OF EDUCATION
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To date, the socio-constructivist current, particularly through group-class dynamics, has gained significant ground. The eco-constructivist approach, which considers the living world as a learning partner, is only just emerging. Even today, in outdoor classroom practices, one often observes either a simple transfer of the classroom outside, while maintaining the original learning model without particular attention to the living world, or the use of the outdoors merely as teaching material. Sometimes this material is not even living, for example, in primary school when students are asked to identify even numbers on car licence plates. In other situations, nature serves as didactic material: a secondary-level French teacher may ask students to describe a tree chosen in the schoolyard, or science lessons may be conducted in the field to study the different states of water. Yet in all cases, whether consciously acknowledged or not, an eco-formative interaction occurs with the elements of the natural setting. For example, measuring the circumference of a tree in primary school leads the child to touch the texture of its bark, smell pine resin as it flows from the trunk and sticks to their fingers, and walk over or among its roots. Most often, unfortunately, these eco-formative dimensions are neither made explicit nor foregrounded. Here lies the central challenge of developing a holistic pedagogical culture.

It is therefore essential to value the potential of an eco-constructivist approach, which is above all experiential and rooted in a specific living environment, and to recognize that it is at the heart of a Deweyan praxis (Dewey, 1963), where reflection is linked to action (and vice versa), that an ethical and critical reflexivity can emerge regarding questions of meaning and responsibility in one’s own relationship to the world (Bergandi, 2000).

3. TWO MODES OF RELATIONSHIP WITH NATURE: A COMPLEMENTARITY AT THE FOUNDATION OF ECOLOGICAL IDENTITY

In the previous section, we have outlined the background framework that inspires our work. It is indeed rooted in the field of environmental education and, more specifically, of ecoformation. Within this theoretical “landscape” we now turn more specifically to two modes of relationship with nature at the heart of constructing our human identity, conceived as an ecological identity: Nature-as-Territory and Nature-as-City.

There are, of course, many ways of understanding the idea of nature and the educational action related to it. As we have seen, nature may be considered an object of learning (its components, the ecological relationships woven within it, points of rupture, etc.); or a context for better understanding concepts or phenomena through contact with concrete realities; a laboratory for experimentation; a museum of natural objects to interpret; a landscape to be decoded through geography, history and culture; a habitat or “home” in which to learn how to dwell; an art studio; a gymnasium for physical activity; a refuge or therapist to heal body and heart; a place of contemplation fostering reflection and spiritual awakening, etc.4 Each of these various representations ground specific educational aims and pedagogical practices, which may prove complementary. Thus, we find different avenues of educational action addressing one or another of these modes of relating to nature, grouped under terms such as “outdoor schooling”, “nature school,” “outdoor education,” “nature interpretation” and others. In short, we can identify a whole range of modulations of the relationship to nature, supported by adapted pedagogical practices that are often innovative compared to usual teaching and learning modes. Each of these avenues fosters one or another mode of relationship to nature: cognitive, affective, heuristic, aesthetic, kinesthetic, therapeutic, spiritual, etc. Together, they hold complementary potential for a more global formation of learners.

However, in order to engage more deeply and broadly with the construction of personal and collective identity, we focus here on two particular representations of nature and the modes of relationship they entail. First, nature as “territory”, the matrix of our human trajectory, at once shaped by that trajectory and shaping our identity in a movement of reciprocity. Second, nature as “city,” a place of being and acting together where identity coherently joins commitment in action. These two representations intersect in that they share the idea of nature as a “common”, that which belongs to the living world as a whole, that which we share, that which flows through us all.

3.1. Nature as an acting territory

In connection with the principle of eco-formation explained above, we approach here the idea of Nature-as-Territory: 5 the use capital letters allows to emphasize, on the one hand, its own identity and, on the other, the fact that this identity is tied to a geographically situated territory. Such a Nature-as-Territory exists through its visible and invisible, material and symbolic manifestations as the matrix of life, which grants it intrinsic value simply by virtue of its existence (Bergandi, 2000; Boelen, 2021). This Nature-as-Territory is thus associated with the entire living world in which our own existence is rooted. And according to the self-eco-re-organising characteristic inherent to living beings, clouds may also be included in this category, as well as rocks and mountains—if, for the latter, one adopts geological timescales.

According to the principle of eco-formation, Nature-as-Territory is more precisely defined as an acting territory that participates in our formation, even our transformation. All kinds of learning are generated through interaction with the elements of a territory. This may begin with elementary learning, such as realising that water makes one wet, or that after day comes night and then day again. Over time, these eco-formative learnings become more complex: understanding that wind is a force capable of pushing a floating object across water, or that roots help stabilise soil. This eco-formative principle applies not only to human beings, but to all living beings according to the autopoietic law. A cat avoids bodies of water because it does not like to get wet. A sea anemone opens in calm, clear water but quickly closes when it senses murkier water, a sign of the passage of a potentially threatening presence. Like us, it follows diurnal and nocturnal cycles corresponding to distinct rhythms that shape its existence.

Returning to the human being and to more complex learning processes, we should recall the model of the pedagogical situation systematised by Renald Legendre (2005). It is composed of four interrelated subsystems: the Learner (Subject), the Object of learning, the Agent (which facilitates the integration of the Object by the Subject), and the Educational Environment. Here, Nature-as-Territory fully assumes the role of learning Agent in addition to that of Environment; it may, of course, also become an Object of learning. Through this approach, which grants a central place to the living world as an agent within a relational ontology, young people experience forms of eco-connection in which they may feel linked to the great web of life and part of a unified whole.

Such eco-formative experiences, lived in a relationship of otherness with the elements of Nature-as-Territory, contribute to the emergence of an ecological Self. This is defined as “the knowledge one has of one’s being in its constructive [indeed constitutive] and personalising relationships with the non-human world” (Cottereau, 2025, p. 216). The capital “S” signifies a Self that transcends the human self in order to connect it with the entirety of the living world, following a unified, holistic conception of the world (Næss, 2008). Such an Ecological Self, or ecological identity, grounded in a holistic and therefore relational ontology, deepens the quality of one’s being in connection with the living world; it becomes integrated into a register of action within a Nature-as-Territory (Thomashow, 1995). Indeed, in the wake of such eco-formative practice, significant space is granted to the agency of the Learner in relationship with the living world. This relationship is founded upon reciprocity between the Subject and the elements composing Nature-as-Territory, where the “I–You” relationship replaces the distant “I–It” (Cottereau, 1994), in a perspective of conviviality.

In such eco-constructivist practices, the Subject must be considered holistically, just like Nature itself, that is, with visible and invisible components, material as well as spiritual. This implies taking into account all dimensions of being: somatic, sensory, and bodily, as well as cognitive, affective, and spiritual. The spiritual dimension is understood as holistic in itself, associated with being connected to the great matrix of life through the vital flow that runs through us. Such a holistic understanding of one’s unified bond with the world awakens in the human being a desire for harmony (Boelen, 2021).

This multidimensional immersion at the heart of Nature-as-Territory generates numerous forms of learning: the acquisition of knowledge, skills, and ways of being, but also a the “know-how to position oneself” (Bertrand & Valois, 1999) in relation to the living world. The aim is to awaken in the person an ecological identity capable of transforming his/her relationship to the world, thereby contributing to a broader ecological transition, or even an ecological “mutation” in the words of Bruno Latour (2021, p. 53). This approach leads to the exercise of an environmental ethic that could be described as an ethic of connectedness, arising from the emergence of solidarity with the living world. It seeks to decentre the human being from an anthropocentric vision toward greater ecological justice, moving from a reductive stance to a cosmocentric one that places humans on equal level within the matrix of life, in a search for symbiosis and synergy, thus “symbiosynergy” (Bertrand & Valois, 1999), with it.

In this connectedness to the entire living world, which restores agency to Nature-as-Territory in shaping our human being-in-the-world, we reconnect with the ancestral traditions and knowledge of Indigenous peoples. In a sense, we awaken our Indigenous roots, considering that all of us on this Earth genealogically descend from ancestral communities. For most people, this Indigenous identity rooted in connection with Territory, and thus this deep ecological identity, has been destroyed, greatly diminished, or buried in forgetfulness by the culture in which they have evolved. This is the case in modern Western cultures, marked by religious influences, the scientific paradigm, and a view of nature as something to be exploited without restraint and sometimes feared. Yet at the margins of dominant Western culture, in rare spaces relatively removed from modern influences, traces of this ontological connectedness to Territory persist, among women and men who know how to listen to plants and animals, to rivers that sing and landscapes that speak to them. This eco-connectedness is maintained without being openly proclaimed: though invisible, it remains present, inherited from Indigenous ancestors who recognised the power of the living world and of the eco-generative matrix (Corneloup, 2025) of Nature-as-Territory. For Indigenous people, this eco-connectedness to Territory is part of their identity. It has been culturally maintained, though it is now strongly challenged among younger generations influenced by a modern culture centred on consumption and digital connectivity.

If this ontological connectedness to Nature-as-Territory has been erased, rendered invisible, or destroyed by modern culture, just as spirituality has, it nonetheless persists deep within our being. It seems that the ecological crisis, through the anxieties it generates, may also serve as a catalyst for recognising this fundamental bond with the entire living world, a bond at the origin of an ethic and a biotic solidarity made visible through the exercise of eco-citizenship.

Might these climate upheavals ultimately be a radical lesson from Nature-as-Territory, undeniably active, reminding us that humans are not masters of worlds, but living beings connected to a plurality of life forms? Hence the importance of an eco-formative reframing through which we grasp our rightful place within the Earth’s ecosystem, even the cosmic one. Such an eco-formative reframing, which also gives greater presence and visibility to our Indigeneities by recognising our existential bond with the world, would enable a holistic awareness of the need to think and live a cosmic “we” far removed from any harmful utilitarian practices toward this Nature-as-Territory. As Dominique Cottereau (2025) expresses it, by giving attention to this eco-formative approach, aimed at transforming our relationship to the world, even toward “an ‘eco-birth’ into a connected world” (p. 257), what is at stake is the emergence of “an ecological Self for an unlimited We” (p. 255). It would then be a matter of moving from a “relationship of use” to a “relationship of wisdom” (Pineau, 2023) regarding this existential common that is Nature-as-Territory.

3.2. Nature as “city”

In a different—yet complementary—register, we now turn to another mode of relating to the living world: that which connects us to Nature as “city”. At the heart of Nature-as-Territory, we find this other dimension of our ecological identity that we must learn to unfold.6

Among the ancient Greeks, the idea of “city” was expressed by the word polis, the root of the word politics. The “city” referred to that space of collective life where citizens decided together, democratically, on matters concerning them all. But in which “city” do we live? In what shared world? What “city” do we form together? To which “collective” do we belong and for which are we responsible? Which voices can—or must—be heard for the “common good”? The idea of Nature-as-City invites us to rethink the “we” within this shared world. It calls us to examine and reconstruct the political dynamic at the heart of the living world. Here emerges reflection on the responsibility we must assume, on ecological justice, and even more fundamentally, on nature as itself a “subject of rights” which calls for an “ecological democracy.” We thus enter the political dimension of our relationship with nature, which entails the development of eco-citizenship.

This dimension complements, and also synthesises, the various modes of relationship to the environment, and more fundamentally to Nature, that education must address. The complexity of our relationship with the living world can indeed be approached from multiple intersecting dimensions: the epistemic dimension, referring to the construction of ecological knowledge; the ontogenic dimension, concerning the development of ecological identity; the ethical dimension, accompanying the search for meaning and values; the aesthetic dimension, centred on perceiving and celebrating the world; the critical dimension, stimulating questioning necessary for emancipation; the heuristic dimension, inviting the (re)creation of an inhabited world. The political dimension, for its part, engages all the others in order to lead more specifically toward eco-citizen commitment. Here lies a vast educational endeavour with multiple and convergent aims.

First, what do we mean by politics? The idea of politics is certainly not limited here to formal political systems (which often hinder the exercise of genuine citizenship). More fundamentally, it refers to a collective dynamic of taking responsibility for our common affairs. Chaia Heller (2002, p. 216) defines political activity as “what happens when citizens come together to discuss, debate and decide the policies that will shape their existence as inhabitants of a city or village”, or of any territory of social life: a school, acollege , a university, a workshop, a factory, etc. Therefore, politics, in its concrete (and accessible) sense of engagement and action, essentially means this: collectively taking care of what concerns us all—the “common”—first at the local level and then at all levels of interaction and shared life, depending on context—often interrelated. Among these “commons” that concern us all is certainly this Nature that runs through us, and also education itself, the process of constructing meaning, being, and action, for which the entire “educational society” bears responsibility.

As David Orr (1992) notably reminded us, education is inherently political, both in what it does and in what it fails to do. Education is a powerful means of social control, he emphasised. For example, beyond the adoption of an “environmental management policy” for a school or campus, an educational project is itself a political project with an environmental dimension: simply failing to include the environment and our relationship to it in curricula conveys a message. From this perspective, the idea of neutrality in education is untenable. Moreover, through manifestations, marches, and climate strikes, young people have long been calling for a school rooted in “real life” one that recognises them not as “future citizens” but as full citizens, capable of engagement and action here and now, within the “city” of their school, their neighbourhood, their world, their only world—which is already so deeply damaged. Young people are demanding their rightful place, beyond the confinement of a school enclosed within an overly narrow mission.

According to Bronwyn Hayward (2012), the issue is not primarily to teach about politics (though that may be relevant in some contexts), but to offer children and young people the opportunity to experience a democratic political dynamic around issues that concern them here and now. It is important to acknowledge with them that so-called “ecological” problems are closely linked to problems of violence, poverty and injustice. They are both witnesses to and participants in these realities. The greatest gift we can offer them, she suggests, is to invite them to conceive and carry out collective action through which they can understand “how ordinary people, within their school and community, can mobilise to achieve extraordinary things” (Hayward, 2012, p. 2).

Education must therefore address this dimension of self-awareness that is political identity. Here we must raise the most critical questions: Who are we? Where do we come from? What is this place we share? With whom? What do we want, and what can we do together? What are our spaces and tools of power? What are our constraints? Can we overcome them?

We understand that the political dimension of environmental education, concerning the living world, connects with the ontogenic dimension discussed earlier regarding belonging to a Nature-Territory. Political identity is rooted in ecological identity, the wholeness of which must be fully assumed. The political dimension also relies upon the ethical dimension of ecological education, particularly in raising questions of responsibility and engagement.

It must be recognised that, like any value, responsibility has no a priori meaning. It only makes sense within the context in which it is invoked and in relation to the objective pursued. Responsible for what, and to what end? Thus, defining responsibility becomes the object of a reflective and critical process, grounded in the context in which it is exercised. The value of engagement must likewise be critically examined. A fundamental commitment at the heart of Nature-as-City concerns the exercise of democracy. Democratic engagement is a central value of integral citizenship, that is, ecological citizenship. Education cannot evade the mission of clarifying and stimulating the various forms of democracy, their potential and their limits, and the issues each one raises: representative, participatory, deliberative, active democracy, and beyond these, ecological democracy, in which Nature becomes a subject of rights—the basic right to integrity first and foremost.

As the contributors to the collective work edited by Paul Carr et al. (2025) observe, more than ever the values of participation, inclusion, equality, respect, dignity and justice must ground democratic action. Furthermore, Bachar Chbib and Greg William Misiaszek (2025) invite us to draw inspiration from the current of ecopedagogy (Gutiérrez & Prado Rojas, 1989) in order to recognise kinship and belonging to that which is more-than-human, thereby “encompassing and expanding the limited idea of anthropocentric citizenship proposed by contemporary democratic practices through engagement with the entire living world”.

We must therefore evoke the idea of “ecological democracy” as developed notably by Dominique Bourg and Kerry Whiteside (2010). Increasingly, in constructing arguments in favour of protecting natural environments, we are learning to invoke the rights of nature. In Bolivia and Ecuador, for example, such rights, recognised within national constitutions, extend to the entire living world. Elsewhere, specific ecosystems have been granted protection, such as the Ganges River in India or the Magpie River in Québec. This implies that citizens must learn to defend these rights, listening to the living world and carrying its voice into spaces of human interaction (Dupouy, 2024).

Certainly, the concept of ecological democracy may initially seem quite abstract, especially for children. Yet their sensitivity can bring them closer to such an idea of nature’s “subjectivity” as a “subject of rights” Through the projects they design and carry out, nature becomes a partner.

Thus, beyond a citizenship limited to human “affairs” the idea of ecocitizenship emerges, one that gives greater depth to our human identity, rooted in that of the living world, whether we call it, Gaia, Ubuntu, or Madre Tierra. Adding the prefix eco—that is, the idea of Oikos—broadens the notion of the city to that of a “home” welcoming all forms and systems of life to which we are closely connected. The project of eco-citizenship is to learn to live together here, animated by the same breath that runs through us all.

If ecocitizenship leads us to grasp the global reality of the city of the living world in order to better situate ourselves within it, it is essential to translate this awareness into concrete engagement. We are embodied, situated, contextualised beings. Ecocitizen action must be rooted in the realities of “here”, those of the shared territory: the region, but even closer to us—the village, the neighbourhood, the school, any local environment.

We must learn to engage in projects of reflective action, taking care to give meaning to what we do. Engagement is, par excellence, an identity-forming act. Identity projects itself into engagement just as it is, in return, forged through the act of engaging. Engagement is therefore an ontogenic process. It is an act of emancipation, an act of hope: yes, we can contribute to change things. It is an act of lucidity that involves recognising the space of freedom that is ours, and assuming it. To engage may require courage, including the courage of perseverance. At the heart of engagement lies the potential for self-transformation, alongside the transformation of our shared world.

Of course, there is first engagement through eco-gestures—everyday practices related to food, transportation, consumption, waste management, etc. This is a first level of engagement and should certainly not be neglected. Adopting eco-gestures requires coherence and perseverance. It is also a matter of authenticity. But ecocivism must not be confused with ecocitizenship. If ecocivism pertains to social morality, eco-citizenship belongs to the realm of ethics, of consciously chosen, grounded, and affirmed values centred on living together in the global city of Life. It is linked to a fundamental commitment to the “common” and takes shape in structuring action. If the sphere of global realities seems out of reach, we must prioritise action at the local and regional scales, engagement in the “here and now” where a whole world of meanings and competencies can unfold, gradually transforming the landscape of our communities and our humanity. There, an ecocitizen identity is consolidated, both personal and collective. There, a capacity to act is developed.

Such an aim (the development of ecocitizenship) poses stimulating challenges for the world of education. In particular, as observed by (Bencze y Aslop, 2014), it requires recognising that the learner becomes a subject of change rather than an object of change: the child, the young person, the student, the learner-in-formation is a political subject who learns through action and develops both individual and collective agency; the teacher or facilitator, in turn, develops a pedagogical culture of accompaniment.

Ecocitizenship is indeed a posture of identity-based rootedness in Nature-as-City, where vigilance, democratic deliberation, and engagement in action in/through/for the living world we form together are exercised. It may be defined as a form of citizenship that recognises the inextricable links between society and Nature, a citizenship that is sensitive, critical, competent, creative, caring, supportive and committed to the entire living world, capable of and willing to participate in public debate, in the search for solutions, and in ecosocial innovation.

Thus unfolds the richness of an ecological identity: from the construction of being-in-the-world in relationship with Nature-as-Territory to coherent engagement in ecocitizen action at the heart of Nature-as-City.

4. TOWARD AN INTEGRAL ECOLOGICAL EDUCATION

“We are water, forest… and ecocitizens. In the end, we are what we do to transform what we are”. Eduardo Galeano (2017) aptly summarises here the dynamic of constructing human identity within the Oikos. His words resonate with those of Dominique Cottereau (1999, p. 11–12): “The environment forms us, deforms us and transforms us at least as much as we form, deform and transform it. In this latitude of reciprocity, accepted or refused, our relationship to the world is at stake”.

By taking such a dynamic of interaction into account, we can more adequately address the three fundamental educational aims mentioned at the outset: constructing a worldview, structuring identity and developing the power to act. As we have seen, these three aims must be conceived in an integrated manner: they are not linear, but intertwined.

Such an educational project raises significant challenges that we must learn to meet by identifying and sharing pioneering initiatives in our various fields of practice. These include curricular challenges, requiring the breaking down of disciplinary silos; pedagogical challenges, moving toward a posture of accompaniment; challenges of contextualising teaching and learning within specific ecological and social realities; and challenges related to teacher education, preparing educators as facilitators of learning situations rooted in, through, with, and for anchoring in the living world. Upstream of these lies the major challenge of developing educational policies that support the anchoring of education in an ecological perspective (Sauvé et al., 2024).

There are indeed inspiring examples of public policy in this regard, particularly in Latin America. One may think of Argentina’s Integral Environmental Education Law, adopted to promote “a new way of inhabiting our common home”.7 The integrity of the educational process is necessary for the development of the integral human identity, rooted in the web of the living world (Bonnett, 2021). It remains necessary to examine the real impact of such policies in practice settings and to identify the obstacles to their full implementation (Lafitte & Sauvé, 2024). Above all, it is essential to mobilise the living forces of our “educational society” around an education capable of responding to the fragmentation of the world and of human identity, an education attuned to the breath of that Nature flowing through us.
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