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Abstract

Prevailing discourses on understanding and educating the child tend to view the child mainly
through psychological-developmental, legal, or skills-based approaches; approaches that
regard the child as a “deficient” and “still developing” being and define the aim of education
as bringing the child to a desirable state in adulthood. Examining the relationship between
childhood and social sustainability, this article revisits the common “a posteriori” view of
social sustainability, which treats it as an external, future-oriented state to be attained, and
explores the possibility of an “a priori” view: one that understands sustainability as an
ontological matter rooted in human beings’ mode of being in the world. The central argument
is that the ontology of childhood is not a marginal topic but a gateway to thinking about social
sustainability; not in the sense that children should be educated for a future sustainability, but
in the sense that the child’s mode of being, as a being who simultaneously “is” and
“becomes,” already lives a form of sustainability here and now. Drawing on the contested
literature on “being” and “becoming” in childhood studies, and critiquing the prevailing
educational discourse that views the child largely through deficiency, the article shows that
the relationship between childhood and social sustainability is not merely instrumental and
temporal. The educational implications of this rethinking are formulated not as new
prescriptions but as a shift in the quality of the educator’s presence alongside the child, from
“compensating for a deficiency” to “making room for the child’s emergence,” and as a
distinct understanding of childhood among parents. The study adopts critical reflection as its
method and does not seek to advance a definitive claim; rather, it seeks to open a theoretical
possibility for rethinking the relationship between the ontology of childhood and social
sustainability.
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Synopsis

This article examines the relationship between childhood and social sustainability by asking
where sustainability originates. In Iran, as elsewhere, social sustainability has become a
major concern for policymakers and researchers, yet studies in Tehran, Zahedan, Ilam
Province, and other settings continue to report low sustainability and persistent educational
inequality. Most of these studies, and the major conceptual frameworks in the field
(Eizenberg and Jabareen, 2017; Vallance, Perkins, and Dixon, 2011; Ahman, 2013), treat
sustainability as an external state, measured by indicators and attained in the future. The
article calls this the “a posteriori” view. Even the studies closest to this claim, such as Lecusay
and colleagues’ view of sustainability as an ecology of caring practices, reach their
conclusions by analyzing practice, and systematic reviews show the field is organized around
policies and programs, not theoretical foundations explaining why childhood should be a site
of reflection. Its central question is whether the limited yield of the a posteriori view points
to a deeper, ontological layer: an “a priori” possibility in which sustainability is rooted in the
human mode of being in the world.

Methodologically, the study is a theoretical inquiry based on critical reflection (Fook,2025;
Morley, 2008). Texts from the literature on childhood studies and social sustainability were
purposively selected for their link to the tension between “being” and “becoming” or to an
ontological redefinition of sustainability. They were analyzed in three steps following the
DEAL model (Describe, Examine, Articulate Learning). Each text was read on its own terms;
the texts were compared in light of the guiding question, and an ontological formulation and
its educational implications were drawn out. Validity rests on the transparency and coherence
of the interpretive reasoning, the fair representation of alternative views, and the researcher’s
explicit reflection on their assumptions, not on statistical tests. The study makes no definitive
claim; it aims to open a theoretical possibility.

The first finding concerns the dominant discourses on childhood: the psychological-
developmental, the sociological-legal (e.g., Lundy’s participation model,2007), and the
skills-based (e.g., the OECD Learning Compass 2030). Despite their differences, all define
the child as “deficient” and “still developing,” whether psychologically, legally, or in terms
of competence, and thus define the child only in relation to adulthood (James and
Prout,1990). A limited review of Iranian upstream documents suggests that the same logic
prevails there, although this judgment is preliminary. Such approaches reproduce the a
posteriori logic: qualities such as cooperation and responsibility are transmitted as external
skills, not lived by the child.

The second finding is that the child can be understood as simultaneously “being” and
“becoming” (Uprichard,2008). Taking the child’s present seriously is the condition for a
desirable future, not a means to it. This leads to rethinking being as both necessary and
dynamic. Drawing on a general insight from Heidegger’s being-in-the-world, and on
resonances with Takkinen, Pulkki, and Vadén, the article suggests that human existence is
relational from the outset. If sustainability is the quality of this relation, it cannot be imposed
from outside. The third finding follows: childhood is not an instrument for achieving
sustainability, but the place where sustainability is already lived, and it cannot be postponed
to adulthood.

Conclusion

The educational implications are formulated not as new prescriptions but as a change in the
quality of the educator’s presence. Drawing on Arendt’s notion of natality and Biesta’s
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critique of “learnification,” the educator’s task shifts from “compensating for a deficiency”
to “making room for the child’s emergence,” recognizing the child as someone who appears
and not as something to be shaped. This resembles a Socratic, midwife-like role. The teacher
accompanies the child’s own questions, for example about a leaf’s shape or a plant’s need
for water, deepening and orienting them without imposing values. The same logic extends
from the child’s encounter with a phenomenon, to a dispute over sharing, to collective
decisions about a shared space. Sustainability grows from “I and the other,” then “I and
others,” not from external rules. Planting, cooperative games, and environmental storytelling
can serve as settings for this ontological dialogue. Parents’ views of childhood, largely
shaped by market-driven and competence-oriented pressures, need reconsideration in the
same way: from preparing the child for adulthood to understanding childhood as both being
and becoming.

The article concludes that persistent unsustainability may stem partly not from weak
implementation or policy but from the a posteriori view itself, which seeks sustainability in
indicators and programs and not in the mode of being of those who must sustain it. Its
principal contribution is an ontological argument for why childhood should be a site of
reflection on sustainability, whereas most existing studies ask how to work with children for
it. Because the study is theoretical, it offers an opening, not a definitive claim. Future research
should examine it through empirical study of educational practice, closer analysis of Iranian
educational documents and field experience, and engagement with alternative theoretical
traditions. The view should be tested alongside existing approaches, not as their replacement,
to deepen understanding of where social sustainability begins.
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- Equity

- Safety

- Eco-prosumption

- Sustainable Urban Forms

- Compactness

- Mixed land uses

- Greening

0. development sustainability
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