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Abstract: This paper articulates a paradigm shift in the adoption of a critical ecopedagogy focused
on substantive and systemic change within nature sports. In analyzing the unifying concept of nature
sports, we propose an ontological shift towards genuine sustainability, a communion among people
and with nature. These activities comprise a group of physical practices that have the potential
to challenge participants in novel ways that provide an alternative to traditional sports and the
ideological values associated with these dominant sports, such as competition and personal gain.
Nature sports inscribe meaning on bodies in motion, with a blurring or erasure of boundaries, as
participants become one with nature rather than seeking to exploit or conquer it. These novel and
countercultural practices promise the possibility of systemic sustainability, as participants redefine
sport in terms of relational equity and ecoliteracy. As a utopian project, this systems approach
recognizes the nature-sport nexus as a living framework to honor culturally appropriate practices
and traditions in building an ecological movement centered on environmental justice. In this way,
nature sports offer an opportunity to reimagine sustainable development through the promotion of a
circular, rather than linear, economy—an economy based on re-creation rather than exploitation and
waste.
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1. Introduction

Hope springs eternal in the human breast;
Man never is, but always to be blest.
The soul, uneasy, and confin’d from here;
Rests and expatiates in a life to come.
Alexander Pope, An Essay on Man [1].
The world emerges from one of the harshest winters we have seen in our lifetime.

A global pandemic has infected hundreds of millions of people across the globe, with a
death toll of more than four million and counting [2]. Populist leaders perpetuate lies, both
big and small, for their own profit, seeking increased power, money, and relevance. Their
gains are at the expense of others. Democracy is under siege, a precarious political system
made all the more vulnerable by human ignorance and greed. The silent domination of
hegemony gives way to despotism and overt oppression as shameless strategies of rule.

It is perhaps no surprise that such despotism fuels its energy on the exploitation of
people and of the world’s natural resources, ever increasing the planet’s environmental
crises and social injustices. These same leaders and their followers deny that such degrada-
tion is taking place at all. They are so bold as to deny that these attacks on human dignity
and our larger ecosystem ever took place, denouncing indictments of institutional racism,
sexism, homophobia, and climate change as fake news and woke politics from the left [3].

But fortunately, hope springs eternal. Today, looking out across the San Francisco
Bay, the spring air is a little clearer and cleaner, the birdsongs more melodious and the
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jasmine flowers more prolific and sweeter in scent. A new dawn arises, shedding light in
upward rays of shine. As former United States President Franklin D. Roosevelt wrote in
the aftermath of World War II, ‘we have always held to the hope, the belief, the conviction
that there is a better life, a better world, beyond the horizon’. This article seeks to build on
the hope of the future at the intersections of sport, nature, and sustainability.

The purpose of this paper is to explore a paradigm shift in the adoption of a critical
ecopedagogy, a moral and political philosophy or worldview that seeks substantive and
systemic change. This begins by redefining how we conceive of the world through domi-
nant readings of our daily practices in relationship to the natural and social world. In an
analysis of the unifying concept of nature sports, we propose an ontological shift towards
communion with, rather than against, one another and against nature. This paradigm shift
seeks to dampen the will to dominate others and to dominate nature for personal gain, an
existential competition pitting people against one another and in disharmony with our
very souls and our ecosystem. This project, then, echoes the call for harmony with the
conviction to act.

The paper defines nature sports as a unifying concept that comprises, a group of
physical activities that have the potential to challenge participants in a novel way to provide
an alternative to the traditional ways of seeing, doing, and understanding sport [4,5]. In
accordance with Krein’s [6] proposition, competition against others is not an essential
component of nature sports. As Booth [7] has articulated, nature sports participants
interact with surfaces, textures and fluids of physical geographical features as well as the
dynamic forces that create them. It is a reframing of the ontological assumptions grounded
in dominant definitions of sport regarding both competition and nature, whereby social
connections with the environment need not be antagonistic and one based on controlling
and conquering nature.

Finally, the paper describes how a critical ecopedagogy lens focused on nature sports
offers possibilities for systemic sustainability and a genuine ethic of care for nature. In order
to address the interlinked challenges of environmental sustainability, many scholars have
called for a socio-ecological ’regime shift’ or redesign to achieve global sustainability [8–12].
As Beddoe et al. [8] have argued, this transformative change “will require a whole systems
approach at multiple scales in space and time. It will require integrated, systems-level
redesign of our entire socio-ecological regime, focused explicitly on the goal of sustainable
quality of life rather than the proxy of unlimited material growth” (p. 2488).

Systemic sustainability draws on the notion of relational equity, ecoliteracy, and envi-
ronmental justice. Relational equity is a living framework to honor culturally appropriate
practices and traditions in the building of an ecological movement centered on an environ-
mental politics and justice. Ultimately, this paper offers hope, a beacon of light during dark
times. Hope reveals an emerging utopian project, a politics of possibility, and a mandate for
moral and political action. This call to action promises a collective commitment to systemic
sustainability, a light that envisions and enlivens tomorrow’s social and natural world.

2. Ecopedagogy and the Traditions of Critical Pedagogy

An important strand of ecopedagogy (also defined as earth or nature pedagogy)
is rooted in the theoretical traditions of critical pedagogy [13–16], a moral and political
practice or project [17,18] grounded in possibility and hope for a more just and democratic
world. Critical pedagogy as a moral and political project must begin by first naming, and
then denouncing, the dominant forces that dehumanize people and deny them access,
justice, and an equality of opportunity [19]. Paulo Freire’s [17] seminal text, Pedagogy of the
Oppressed, was a call to action, an awakening of critical consciousness, or conscientização
among the oppressed in society “to liberate themselves and their oppressors as well”
(p. 44).

Conscientização is a process of developing critical thinking skills or literacies, a self-
reflection and interrogation to better understand how institutions of power deny indi-
viduals access, equity, and social justice [17]. Rather than internalizing their oppression,



Sustainability 2021, 13, 8732 3 of 14

students develop a deepened consciousness of their historical reality as a means of trans-
forming that reality [19], conjugating a more future perfect. Freire writes [17], “It is as
transforming and creative beings that humans, in their permanent relations with reality,
produce not only material goods—tangible objects—but also social institutions, ideas, and
concepts. Through their continuing praxis, men and women simultaneously create history
and become historical beings” (p. 101).

This process of honest self-reflection and interrogation initiates the possibility of
liberation, a process of becoming. As Macedo [19] reminds us, “liberation comes only
through a process of resolution of tensions and contradictions in the relation between the
oppressor and the oppressed” (p. 24). Citing Freire [17], “if the goal of the oppressed is to
become fully human, they do not achieve their goal by merely reversing the terms of the
contradiction, by changing poles” (p. 56).

Liberation is, by necessity, a relational process, a communion of individuals working
together in fellowship and solidarity towards the collective goal of freedom or emancipa-
tion. Macedo [19] continues: “According to Freire, liberation is never about the democ-
ratization of violence, human misery, and obscene poverty. Liberation that resolves the
contradictions between the oppressor and the oppressed can only do so “by the appearance
of the new man [and woman]; neither oppressor nor oppressed, but man {and woman] in
the process of liberation” (p. 24).

For critical theorists, pedagogy is a tool for civic engagement and self-determination
rather than a prescriptive methodology or a commodity that can be exchanged in any
context [18]. The action and reflection of those engaged in this praxis or process of ‘becom-
ing’ can only be contextualized to a given social and historical reality. In this sense, one’s
perceived reality is actually a process, one undergoing constant transformation. Freire [17]
writes, “I consider the fundamental theme of our epoch to be that of domination—which
implies its opposite, the theme of liberation, as the objective to be achieved” (p. 103, author’s
original italics). Men and women experience domination and structures of oppression in
real and material ways; in order to transform these realities, we must undertake a mutual
process of liberation. As Freire [20] has noted, “the consciousness of incompleteness in
human beings leads us to involve ourselves in a permanent process of search” (p. 312).

While Freire’s initial efforts towards liberation were focused on educating peasant
and working-class adults for revolution in his native Brazil, his own writings [20–22], and
the critical theorists that have followed [23–27], have expanded this framework to address
more than class struggle and oppression. These other theoretical categories have focused
on race, gender, sexuality, and nature without losing sight of social class.

And yet, feminist, environmental, and post-structuralist scholars have critiqued the
Western epistemological assumptions—language, root metaphors, and metanarratives—
of critical pedagogy [25–29], which privilege not only men over women but the human
enterprise over nature and the more-than-human world. This anthropocentrist blind spot
within critical pedagogy [30] “places humanity and human interests at the center of value”
(p. 122) rather than acknowledging the “permeability of human/nonhuman borders” [28]
(p. 200) and the complex kinship between human beings and nature [7,31].

In this regard, critical pedagogy has focused on human liberation and the naming,
dismantling, and transformation of social inequalities (classism, racism, sexism, homo-
phobia) without a similar exploration of the systemic ties between human oppression and
the domination of nature. As Bell and Russell [28] revealed, “the exploitation of nature
is not separate from the exploitation of human groups” (p. 190). These systems of domi-
nation are often interconnected and mutually reinforcing, disproportionately impacting
those groups (in particular, Black, Brown, and indigenous peoples) deemed to be closer to
nature—savage, uncivilized, and animalistic [17,32,33].

While these designations of savage and uncivilized proffer pedantic interpretations
of linear processes of progress and development, the irony is that indigenous, so-called
savage, peoples of the world have lived, and continue to live in far more harmonious
relationship with nature than do the so-called civilized peoples of the ‘developed’ world.
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Similarly, the nonhuman world bears no responsibility for the current global crises (e.g.,
climate change, species extinction, ozone depletion, toxic contamination, deforestation,
etc.) except as products for human consumption.

What critical pedagogy and ecopedagogy have in common, however, is hope, hope
for the future and for possibility. In his sequel to Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire [22] wrote
Pedagogy of Hope, where he states “hope is an ontological need. Hopelessness is but hope
that has lost its bearings, and become a distortion of that ontological need . . . I am hopeful,
not out of mere stubbornness, but out of an existential, concrete imperative” (p. 2). It
should also be noted that Freire was working on a book on ecopedagogy when he died in
1997, a process of growth and development in his own thinking, in his own becoming and
being with nature. As he had written earlier [17], “hope is rooted in men’s incompleteness,
from which they move out in constant search—a search which can be carried out only in
communion with others. Hopelessness is a form of silence and fleeing from it” (p. 91).

The ecopedagogy movement grew soon thereafter, particularly at the First Interna-
tional Meeting on the Earth Charter and Education Perspectives, organized by the Paulo
Freire Institute in August 1999 in São Paulo, Brazil. The meeting was supported by UN-
ESCO and the Earth Council. The First International Forum on Ecopedagogy took place
in March 2000 at the University of Porto, Portugal. The guiding principles for the ecope-
dagogy movement were established at these two meetings [8]. Many scholars, as noted
above, have taken that intellectual development in Freire’s work and built a strong body
of literature, connecting critical pedagogy, ecoliteracy, and environmental justice over the
past two decades [28,34–41]

Adopting this ecopedagogical approach, then, it is our conviction that we can and
must hope for the best, even in the face of adversity and in the face of environmental
crises. One area to spotlight as a potential vehicle for possibility and the articulation of an
interactionist ontology is the unifying concept of nature sports.

3. Nature Sports

Both nature and sports are contested ideological sites that require a reframing of
the dominant narratives which undergird both constructs. These narratives focus on
competition, opposition, and conquering the Other, whether by conquering Nature or
other human beings and/or groups. There is an inherent violence and corresponding risk
associated with these reigning renderings, whether actual and/or perceived. This notion
suggests that combined, nature sports, as a unifying concept, offer the possibility of resisting
the ways in which both constructs have been conceived and therefore experienced.

As Booth [7] has argued, nature sports are an ideal vehicle to delve into Western
ontology and the grounding assumptions of both sport and nature as distinct constructs or
categories. Taken together, the unified concept of nature sports challenges epistemological
binaries of mind and body and of culture and nature [4,42,43]. He [7] notes, “the abstract
concepts and categories of ontology, that are typically presented as binary opposites, do
not readily marry with lived experiences and practices [44] that are invariably complex,
contextualized, nuanced and situational; nor are they necessarily ‘proved’ by empirical
evidence, notwithstanding the common retreat into data to support ontological arguments”
(p. 21).

This effort to transcend the ontological bifurcation of nature and culture offers the
possibilities of a convergence between human beings and nature [38], surfacing a kinship or
relational sensibility between the human and nonhuman material world [7]. This suggests
that there is an interconnectedness between all parts of the natural world, always in flux
and adaptation, or what Warden [45] identifies as the ‘inside, outside, and beyond’ of nature
as place. For her, inside represents one’s inner self, outside represents our relationships
with others, both the living and non-living elements of the planet. Beyond reflects “the
unobservable, the undefined web of in-betweenness that stretches across the observable
and unobservable aspects of our lives” (p. 7).
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Experientially, nature sports inscribe meaning on bodies in motion, with a blurring or
erasure of boundaries, as participants become one with nature [42,46,47]. Individuals may
also experience this blurring of boundaries as a transcendence of the mind-body ontolog-
ical distinction. Individuals describe these moments of interconnectedness of mind and
body, the balancing of human and physical nature, as evoking a sense of spirituality [48].
These transcendental experiences have been referred to as ‘slow time’ [49–51], ‘flow’, ‘the
sublime’ [7,52], or ‘euphoria’ [53]. In this regard, nature sports symbolize a sense of spatial,
temporal, and institutional autonomy [4,54].

3.1. A Unifying Concept

In their editorial entitled ‘Nature sport: a unifying concept’, Melo, Van Rheenen, and
Gammon [4] challenge fellow scholars to question existing theoretical assumptions and
heuristic biases at the nature—sport nexus. They underscore the need to reconceptualize
nature “as a set of fluid positions and orientations through which embodied experiences
inscribe and produce meaning and purpose” (p. 11).

Nature sports comprise a group of sporting activities that are developed and experi-
enced in natural or rural areas, ranging from formal to informal practices. These practices
are performed in a variety of natural contexts including on land (mountain biking, rock-
climbing, trekking, etc.), in water (kayaking, sailing, surfing, windsurfing, etc.), and in the
air (paragliding and hang-gliding, etc.).

Nature sports have a spontaneous, playful nature, “with participation predominantly
taking place in informal settings, often without governing bodies or clubs or other forms of
external regulation” [55] (p. 117). They are generally autonomous activities, even if some
nature sports are practiced collectively, such as kayaking, or those which create sporting
sub-cultures, such as in surfing.

Nature sports involve interacting with a natural or material feature, rather than with
other human beings, and participants gain the opportunity to strive, employ, and develop
their skills in relationship to nature [6]. They are generally non-aggressive activities that
involve little to no human bodily contact [56,57]. While some nature sports activities are
highly competitive, evidenced in their inclusion within the modern Olympic Games, such
as sailing, windsurfing, mountain biking, surfing, and rock-climbing, the structure of
nature sports activities often varies from traditional sporting practices.

As such, this unique group of physical activities provides an alternative to the traditional
ways of seeing, doing, and understanding sport [4,5]. With new forms and configurations
emerging regularly [7,58], nature sports represent a countercultural phenomenon [59,60],
highlighting the socio-cultural ways in which these novel sporting practices have developed
in contrast to traditional sports and their dominant values [5,57,60–63].

Nature sports reflect the social and cultural changes of late capitalism that have taken
place since the end of the twentieth century. These changes have triggered a meaningful
transformation within the larger system of sporting practices [4,54]. Although each nature
sport “has its own specificity; its own history, (politics of) identities and development pat-
terns, there are commonalities in their ethos, ideologies as well as the consumer industries
that produce the commodities that underpin their cultures” [5] (p. 11).

Active participation in nature sports is directly associated with active sport tourism.
The relationship between nature sports and tourism has drawn considerable attention
to the potential and real economic, environmental, and socio-cultural impacts of these
activities, both positive and negative. Numerous scholars have discussed these tripartite
impacts in terms of the triple bottom line [64–68], seeking to enhance positive outcomes
while mitigating the negative impacts. Nature sports have a particular focus on these
activities relative to the environment. This relationship is complex and, at times, highly
destructive. However, the relationship affords possibility for greater compassion and
understanding, the potential for developing an environmental consciousness, and genuine
ethic of care for nature.
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3.2. Nature Sports and Sustainability

The social and historical development of nature sports has corresponded with the
articulation of environmental policies. Nature sports and other outdoor recreation activ-
ities developed in the United States in the second half of the nineteenth century, when
national policies emerged regarding the preservation of land. This development led to the
conservation and management of natural spaces in the late nineteenth century and the
creation of the national park system in the beginning of the twentieth century [69]. The
creation of the national park system in the USA, followed by similar initiatives throughout
the world, allowed the combination of wildlife protection with the practice of nature sports
and other recreational activities [70].

These efforts toward environmental protection and preservation have often run
counter to the frenetic expansion of nature exploration and the proliferation and corre-
sponding diversification of nature sports beginning in the late twentieth century. Negative
impacts on nature include, among others, natural landscape destruction, soil erosion, water
and air pollution, detrimental behavioral shifts of animal species, and the deterioration
of monuments and historic sites. Pristine places or sites have been overrun by nature
sports enthusiasts—surfers, climbers and mountain bikers, to name a few—leaving these
places littered in their wake, with plastic water bottles, empty cans and human excrement.
Some of the better and lesser known examples of these paradises littered if not lost include
Mt. Everest (‘the world’s highest garbage dump’), once secret surfing spots overrun with
boarding enthusiasts, and inexperienced adventurers flocking to back country locations
such as the Wind River Mountain Range in western Wyoming [71–76]. In addition to
putting themselves in physical danger while straining local search-and-rescue systems,
these enthusiasts often disturb or disrupt plant and animal life. For example, some rock
climbers will ‘garden’ a climb, using a stiff brush to clean off lichen and mosses from rock
faces on their ascent. These species are important parts of a thriving ecosystem, many of
which having flourished in these places for decades, if not centuries [77–79]

As such, nature sports have the potential to damage environmental resources, an
outcome that generates considerable disquiet among environmentalists and well-meaning
participants. Such anxieties have resulted in a call for more sensitive management ap-
proaches to protect particularly vulnerable sites, such as zoning and access-reduction
initiatives [80–83], as well as a call for a genuine ethic of care for nature and an interspecies
communion [7].

Despite the potential negative environmental impacts caused by nature sports, these
activities promise the possibility of environmental conservation and protection when devel-
oped and managed in a sustainable and authentic way [80]. The various sites and facilities
developed for these activities (trails, tracks, routes, take-off and landing areas, mooring
buoys, submerged paths, shops, parking, etc.) have contributed to sound conservation
management practices, thus reducing the exploitation of the environment. This intentional
process allows participants to enjoy nature without harming or destroying it for their
singular pleasure [4,54].

Nature sports promote the discovery and appreciation of the environment and its
diverse and spectacular ecosystems. These activities potentially awaken a respect for,
and a defense of, nature. Participants who immerse themselves in nature experience the
beauty and grandeur of these places, creating the possibility for the construction of an
eco-literacy and eco-citizenship [54]. As Brymer, Downey, and Gray [46] have argued,
“feeling connected to nature leads to a desire to care for the natural world and contributes
to more environmentally sustainable practices” (p. 193). In this regard, nature sports
participants develop an intimate and reciprocal relationship with the natural world [81].

Space and land management remain important areas for the conservation of the envi-
ronment, where nature sports and conservation combine to create a symbiotic relationship
based on sustainability [82]. Nature sports guides and service providers have an important
role in the promotion of sustainability, acting as environmental interpreters, role models,
and activists [83–85]. Ideally, a positive economic impact can help maintain ecosystem
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protection, while a healthy ecosystem provides the venue for sustainable market supply,
even growth [86–89]. And yet, we believe that this genuine ethic of care can only be realized
through systemic sustainability efforts and an intentional commitment to relational equity.

4. Systemic Sustainability: Hope and the Promise of Possibility

Ecological or environmental consciousness, a kind of planetary conscientização, fos-
ters meaningful sustainability or what has been referred to in the literature as systemic
sustainability [8,12,90–92]. In focusing on the system as a whole, structural or systemic
approaches identify specific features of these systems as targets for change, modulated
by decision-making and policy development [8,12,90,92]. As Scoones et al. [12] have ar-
ticulated, “structural or systemic approaches may underpin analyses and offer strategic
responses, whether through informing social movements or guiding policy interventions
that aim to elevate small-scale niche experiments beyond the local” (p. 71). This requires
an integrated or multidisciplinary framework that combines divergent worldviews, insti-
tutions, and technologies to envision global sustainability [8,10,12,93]. Recognizing the
inherent complexity of systems interactions, these authors [12] assert, “system-focused
approaches emphasize the need for knowledge on system dynamics: the interdependency
of social, ecological, institutional, and technological elements that together mark thresholds
in system states” (p. 67).

Global sustainability, then, is the ultimate goal of a critical ecopedagogy, envisioned
as the Earth’s and, by extension, humankind’s liberation from its own destruction and
ultimate demise. According to Antunes and Gadotti [13], ecopedagogy “implies making
changes on economic, social, and cultural structures. Therefore, it is connected to a utopian
project—one to change current human, social, and environmental relationships (p. 136,
author’s original italics). In this regard, Kahn [15] defines ecopedagogy “as a form of ethical
epiphany that serves to individuate the state of planetary ecology as a whole within a given
historical time period” (p. 11). Similar to these authors, we argue that the development of
a critical ecopedagogy is therefore a utopian project.

This utopian project intentionally promotes and fosters relational equity rather than
the singular pursuit of economic development for profit. Relational equity is a living or
systemic framework to promote social and environmental justice. Based on the tenets of
equity theory in organizational management [94–96], it seeks to ensure that the distribution
of resources is fair to relational partners [97]. As such, relationships of trust become
foundational to the promotion of social equity and justice. The term relational equity
transcends the business world, however, providing an approach for educators and scholars
interested in fostering a critical pedagogy in support of a more just society [98–101].

Those with a singular focus on economic gain and development often pay lip service to
sustainability or sustainable development as appropriated and hollow buzzwords printed
in glossy advertisements and marketing promotions. As educators, we need to reclaim
these words as authentic and meaningful. As we interrogate cultural practices, activities,
and industries, it is critical to analyze how relational equity can be achieved within our
social and historical contexts. Writer and historian Rebecca Solnit [102] has noted that
“history is more of a crossroads, branchings, and tangles than straight lines” (p. 59). Her
understanding of history challenges the myth of linear progress or development. Critical
pedagogy becomes a tool to reflect on historical structures and envision a healthier future—
a future founded on systemic sustainability.

As Freire [17] argues, “there is no historical reality which is not human. There is
no history without humankind, and no history for human beings; there is only history
of humanity, made by people and (as Marx pointed out) in turn making them” (p. 130,
author’s original italics). In this sense, relational equity calls for critical dialogue and the
development of constructive alliances among people. It also necessitates the importance of
understanding the local context in relation to larger global and transnational forces. The
creation of such alliances serves as a means to mobilize diverse peoples to engage with
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culturally appropriate practices and traditions in the building of an ecological movement
centered on environmental politics and justice [15,103].

Additionally, those who embrace a genuine ethic of care for the environment have
sought to move us away from the current linear, materials economy—a system in crisis—
and have proposed instead the development of a circular economy. A circular economy
shifts the economic logic away from production to preservation and waste reduction,
focusing on the reuse, recycling, repair and remanufacture of products and resources. In
this regard, the Ellen MacArthur Foundation [104] has defined the circular economy as
“an industrial economy that is restorative or regenerative by intention and design” (p. 14).
At best, all healthy ecosystems are circular, a dynamic cycle of birth, death and rebirth, of
decay and regeneration.

While the conceptual contours of the circular economy and sustainability have often
been blurred within the literature, perhaps constraining the efficacy of their use, Geissdo-
erfer et al. [105] have found that the circular economy represents a beneficial condition
for sustainability. These authors write, “while sustainability provides a broader fram-
ing (e.g., [80]), which can be adapted to different contexts and aspirations, the Circular
Economy emphasises economic and environmental benefits compared to a linear system
(e.g., [106])” (p. 764).

People and their commitment to relational equity within the social and material world
are critical to the success of a circular economy. Ownership is viewed as stewardship, while
consumption is reframed as an intentional cycle of use and (re)creation [107,108]. A study
of seven European nations found that a shift to a circular economy would reduce each
nation’s greenhouse gas emissions by 70% and grow its workforce by 4% [107].

Relational equity is a critique of modern capitalism and the voracious appetite for
profit at the expense of human dignity and diminishing natural resources. As Bragdon [97]
argues, “the deleterious effects of business as usual on the biosphere and the growing
gap between the world’s rich and poor have bred ecological collapse, disease, resentment,
social backlash and more recently economic chaos” (p. 6). Entities (e.g., companies,
organizations, and governments) that operate as living, sustainable systems place greater
value on people and on nature than they do on non-living capital assets. It is no coincidence,
Bragdon [97] continues, that “the collapse of global capital markets has come at a time when
important ecosystems are also in collapse” (p. 7). As interconnected and relational parts
of a larger living system, the economy is simply a subsystem of the biosphere. For equity
to be obtained within this biosphere, stakeholders must place a premium on fostering
respect and nurturing a harmonious relationship among diverse peoples and between
these peoples and the natural world, not only an ethic of care for the environment but also
an interspecies care and communion.

Also known as relational equity management [109–111], this governance framework
seeks to innovatively congeal the multiple and often competing priorities of a given sector
or combination of sectors (nexus). This framework fosters systemic sustainability by
promoting effective resource management by balancing trade-offs and enhancing new and
existing synergies [111]. Relational equity, then, is a means toward achieving systemic
sustainability, an essential component of ecopedagogy.

In this regard, ecopedagogy seeks to develop three forms of ecoliteracy, or what
Kahn [15] has articulated as the (i) functional, (ii) cultural, and (iii) critical components of
ecoliteracy. Functional or technical ecoliteracy can be understood as a fluent reading of cur-
rent environmental knowledge and research (e.g., an environmental literacy). This requires
a basic knowledge of how societies or human cultures affect ecological systems for better
or for worse, recognizing the production levers that denigrate and cause environmental
harm and destruction. Equally important is a fluency in more sustainable approaches to
the interactions and interdependencies of local ecosystems, such as thoseat the nature-sport
nexus or the nature-sport-tourism nexus.

Cultural ecoliteracy promotes a rethinking of the exploitive relationship of culture to
nature, an epistemological shift or ethical epiphany that honors and respects the earth as
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the ultimate life source and force. This is a much-needed departure from western ways of
knowing that promote [15] “the pervasive homogenization, monetization and privatization
of human expression” (p. 10) or what Bowers [29,103] refers to as ‘the enclosure of the
cultural commons’.

In juxtaposition to Western ways of knowing, indigenous knowledge or knowing
bonds human and nonhuman elements, a rhythmic process or movement towards finding
balance, a harmony between people and the environment [7,15,29,31,45]. These include
long-standing traditions of sustainability in social and cultural practices, a sustainability
that preserves both traditional culture and the local ecosystem that provides life for the
people. Indigenous knowledge is grounded deeply in the promotion of relational equity
and an intergenerational perspective that includes future generations. As Bowers [29]
insightfully argues, “other traditions provide the basis of living less commodified lives—
and thus do not contribute to degrading the environment in ways that threaten the health
of marginalized groups, including future generations” (p. 33). Modern environmental
conservationists have similarly acknowledged that ‘we do not inherit the earth from our
ancestors; we borrow it from our children’ [112–115].

The goal of relational equity within Western epistemologies requires an awareness
of the past and the socio-cultural relations of power and politics that have led us to our
current crises. This reflective effort documents and calls out historical systems of oppression
reified as a result of industrial and corporate capitalism, colonialism, imperialism, and
neoliberalism. This process acknowledges that “our current knowledge is contingent on
particular historical contexts and political forces” [116] (p. 187). In its place, a new way
of being or becoming proposes a more just worldview. It proposes a politics of possibility
that foregrounds environmental and social justice and embraces progress as existential
transcendence and total liberation.

Critical ecoliteracy, like critical pedagogy, is both a moral and a political mandate, a
call to action for sustaining life. Such political action requires an act of moral imagination,
and a commitment to change, to enliven the world. Hope without will is passive, just as
silence in the face of injustice makes one complicit in that injustice. If we acknowledge that
current crises necessitate action, then this utopian project becomes a moral and political
imperative. Ultimately, this utopian project is an act of love.

5. Conclusions: Limitations and Future (and Hopeful) Directions

As a unifying concept, nature sports comprise a group of sporting activities experi-
enced in a variety of natural contexts, such as land, sea, and air. These practices provide
alternatives to the dominant ontology of both nature and sport as currently conceived and
promoted. Adopting a critical ecopedagogical framework, we make the case for the inten-
tional and collective development of relational equity in the production and consumption
of these sporting practices. In this way, nature sports offer an opportunity to reimagine
sustainable development through the promotion of a circular, rather than linear, economy,
an economy based on re-creation rather than exploitation and waste.

At the intersection of nature and sport, then, there is an opportunity to ground the
politics of possibility, to reimagine Western ontologies that separate mind from body and
that separate culture from nature. By shining a light on this nexus, in particular, we have
sought to chart a possible path of resistance to the reigning structures of domination and
the exploitation of nature and peoples within a specific socioeconomic context. As with
many niche markets, nature sports have the potential to damage, and even destroy, the
very essence of its appeal—being at one with nature.

This may be the most compelling limitation to this utopian project and vision. Neolib-
eralism and global capitalism celebrate economic gain at the expense and exploitation of
human and natural resources, such that the expanding supply and consumption of nature
sports may simply adopt this exploitative ethos for personal gain. Self-interest and ego
gratification run counter to relational equity and the development of a critical ecopedagogy.
As Freire [17] argues, “manipulation, like the conquest whose objectives it serves, attempts
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to anesthetize the people so they will not think . . . One of the methods of manipulation is
to inoculate individuals with the bourgeois appetite for personal success” (p. 149).

The second limitation of this conceptual article is perhaps its greatest potential: ideal-
ism, undergirded by hope. This contribution begins with a stanza from Alexander Pope’s
famous poem, An Essay on Man, whereby hope springs eternal. To hope is human, but
hoping for a better future is a conscious choice. Hope too can be seasonal, even fickle.
There are also plenty of enemies to hope, not just hopelessness: powerful forces such as
ignorance and divisiveness, cultural vestiges of what Mills [115] identified as uneasiness
and indifference at an earlier time.

Shosana Felman [116] argues, “Ignorance is nothing other than a desire to ignore: its
nature is less cognitive than performative . . . it is not a simple lack of information but
the incapacity—or the refusal—to acknowledge one’s own implication in the information”
(cited in Giroux [18], pp. 94–95). Ignorance, paired with divisiveness, is particularly
dangerous to a democracy, perhaps more than indifference. In addition to the current polit-
ical divisiveness exacerbated by populist leaders worldwide, there have been significant
partisan and ideological cleavages between political parties, leaders and their respective
supporters on environmental issues and policies. Similar to the backlash against critical
race theory, environmentalism and issues such as global warming have been politicized
by neoliberal pundits who seek to maintain the status quo and the privileges they and
their followers enjoy. Mills [115] believed that the teaching and development of a socio-
logical imagination, a critical quality of mind, would enable human beings to confront the
challenges of contemporary society. Some sixty years later, the development of a critical
ecopedagogy likewise promises a much needed quality of mind.

Finally, hope alone will not change the future. The will to act must support the
vision for change. As scholars and educators, working with students and practitioners
alike, we have the ability to help others think more critically, with a focus on social and
environmental justice. Relative to nature sports, there is an exciting opportunity before us
to recreate a healthier environment and a more respectful relationship with nature. This, in
turn, can help to preserve and protect these magnificent spaces for future generations.

Tied to an environmental consciousness and conscience, systemic sustainability be-
comes the ultimate learning outcome of a critical ecopedagogy. This utopian project seeks
to promote a local-to-global ecoliteracy that supports a genuine ethic of care for nature.
This ethic simultaneously seeks the freedom of future generations to live and experience
life fully. We see this as the future direction for scholarship in the field and the promotion of
democratic education, learning and working together to make the world a better place. We
encourage others to develop concrete examples of pedagogical interventions that support
this effort. Utopian projects are acts of conscience and acts of love. They are relational and
equitable. Grounded in specific contexts, such as embodied interactions with nature, we
envision nature sports to be novel ways of experiencing, reflecting, and becoming whole, as
one spirit, indivisible and in harmony. With eternal hope and concerted, communal action,
we believe this vision can be achieved through the development of a critical ecopedagogy.
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