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Critically evaluate outdoor education as a site of cultural struggle
Introduction
In this essay, I approach outdoor education as a diverse field subject to conflicting forces (Roberts, 2012, p. 7) rather than a defined discipline or profession (Allison and Telford, 2005, p. 27). As noted by several scholars, outdoor education does not have a consensual disciplinary base, nor is there agreement about its philosophical underpinnings, educational goals, or the value of current offers (Allison and Telford, 2005; Nicol, 2002a; Roberts, 2012). For example, Knight (2018, p. 245) perceives the British Forest Schools as “widely accepted” and “a valuable model”, while Leather (2018, p. 6) argues that “practitioners are emulating practices without necessarily understanding why they are doing things in certain ways and not others”. Evaluating the field as a site of cultural struggle is advantageous for understanding how different actors, philosophies, cultural conceptions, and structural constraints have impacted the field in the past and continue to produce tensions over the purpose and direction of outdoor education. The essay adopts a broad definition of culture as a way of life; cultures are constrained by contradictory social forces and developments (Williams, 1986). As noted by Williams, there is not one unilinear cultural development; he attributes to Herder the idea that social forces shape cultures differently in each context (p. 17). 

Furthermore, the essay understands the site as impacted by tensions both within ‘the outdoor’ and within ‘education’, as the field is an amalgam of “recreational and educational forms of outdoor adventure” (Loynes, 2013, p. 136). I draw on literature from both areas in the discussion of cultural struggles. The first part of the essay draws on the notion of hegemony (Robbins, 1987; Williams, 1986) to examine historical accounts of how certain values and practices struggled for dominance in outdoor pursuits (Gelter, 2000; Pike and Beames, 2013b; Robbins, 1987), and similar struggles within experiential education (Allison, 2020; Allison and Telford, 2005; Cook, 1999; Dahlgren and Szczepanski, 1998; Hunt, 1989; Loynes, 2008; Nicol, 2002a; Roberts, 2012). In the second part, I turn to structural constraints impacting the field, specifically the role of the state and market. Drawing on concepts from Weber and Marx (Cater and Dash, 2013; Varley, 2013), I argue that bureaucratisation and marketisation constrain recreation and education practices, producing further struggles in the field, but also enabling greater participation. Third, I draw on identity politics and poststructuralist perspectives to discuss current and future challenges concerning the inclusion of marginal groups (Allin and West, 2013; Pedersen Gurholt, 2008; Pike and Weinstock, 2013), as well as the challenge of environmentalism (Nicol, 2003; Rawles, 2013). I argue that these challenges may require a profound reevaluation of what constitutes authentic outdoor experiences. 

The essay’s main argument is that the cultural struggles impacting the field should be perceived as a strength rather than a limitation. The outdoors has gained increasing popularity in the Covid-situation (Kantar, 2020; OF, 2021; ONS, 2021), a fact that should serve as an inspiration to investigate how different individuals and groups attach meaning to outdoor life and how current understandings and practices enable or limit participation. Rather than using ideological and philosophical positions to attain a form of ‘closure’ – to end the struggle and solidify a disciplinary base – I would argue for a radical interdisciplinarity where outdoor education offers a productive environment for examining historical and current contradictions and struggles, as well as conflicting ideas on handling future challenges.
I. History and hegemony
The first part of this essay examines historical tensions in outdoor adventure and experiential education and how certain understandings and practices emerged as dominant. Williams (1986) and Robbins (1987) prefer the notion of hegemony (as defined by Gramsci) to cruder Marxist analyses of class dominance and determinism. People shape their own lives, but their options are constrained by inequality, political and economic structures, and what is considered consensual and ‘normal’. When values and practices become hegemonic, they encourage participation from some and exclude participation from others.
Three aspects are considered in this first part. The first concerns the historical understanding of what outdoor life entails and how different conceptions are represented in the struggles over outdoor education. Pike and Beames (2013b, p. 3) use the term ‘outdoor adventure’ and define it as “lifestyle sports that have a certain degree of perceived excitement on behalf of the participants, exist as alternatives to mainstream sport, and which take place outdoors”. Here, outdoor adventure is understood as sporting activities with defined outcomes, as opposed to a philosophical outlook or lifestyle. Based on the Scandinavian tradition, Gelter (2000, p. 82) argues for a different understanding: “Friluftsliv is not an activity or activity program with a narrow goal; it is a lifestyle and a philosophy”. This latter understanding has inspired outdoor education outside Scandinavia and has been linked to Dewey’s ideas about experiences as a primary form of learning. Dewey is a central progressive figure in education as he placed equal value on practical and theoretical knowledge; he is often referred to in critiques of classroom practices and inspires holistic designs rather than a narrow skill-focus (Dahlgren and Szczepanski, 1998; Nicol, 2003; Quay and Seaman, 2016; Roberts, 2012; Wurdinger, 1997). The holistic approach is a central contribution of outdoor education, and it is valuable to investigate whether participants embrace this approach to the same degree as educators. 

The second point in this part concerns struggles over the historical legitimation of outdoor pursuits; what was the alleged purpose of spending time outdoors? Robbins (1987) investigates how the conflicting values of scientism, athleticism and romanticism struggled for hegemony among Victorian middle-class mountaineers. The scientistic influence could be seen in the dry, “obsessively factual” (p. 589) prose used to record observations, while athleticism saw the virtues of mountaineering “in the moral and physical improvements that derive from its pursuit” (p. 589). Romanticism became more influential in the late 1870s as a deeper meaning was attached to mountaineering “in its capacity to satisfy and refine the spiritual and aesthetic needs of its adherents” (p. 592). The cultural struggle over these values is observable in many countries, although in different formations. For example, writers on Norwegian friluftsliv tend to place even greater emphasis on romanticism and how it was used in nation-building to legitimate a Norwegian identity (Gelter, 2000; Løvoll, 2020; Pedersen Gurholt, 2008). These different values are also legitimated with reference to philosophical positions, as evidenced by the literature on outdoor education. Plato is a central reference for the notion that education should build character as well as the importance of learning through experiences. Aristotle is referenced for the value placed on direct experiences, which inspired scientism and empiricism and a holistic, organic view of nature. Romanticism was a reaction against the era of Enlightenment and a renaissance for holistic thought, and Rosseau is referenced for his ideas that learning is best stimulated in nature. Rosseau also inspired athleticism as he believed that physical exercise was important: a healthy body and sound mind (based on Dahlgren and Szczepanski, 1998; Quay and Seaman, 2016; Wurdinger, 1997). While philosophical debate is enlightening, a fruitful way forward is to follow Robbins (1987) approach, as he shows empirically how several conceptions are present in one specific settings. 

So far, it may seem like the struggle over outdoor education is all about philosophy and ideas, but such a view would negate specific historical influences. The cultural climate of the Victorian era influenced the shape and form of outdoor education in the UK and elsewhere. The era was characterised by outbursts of moral concern over the young’s exposure to popular media, music, gambling and alcohol (Rowbotham and Stevenson, 2003). Single young men were awarded particular concern because of their reckless lifestyle and high mortality, and disciplining them through physical exercise served the needs of the state and military (Loynes, 2008). At the same time, Victorian ideals included genuine concern to improve public health and life conditions, as pointed out in the Swedish case by Sundin and Willner (2007, p. 142): “Humanism mixed with moralism and paternalism was a characteristic feature of this ideological period of transition between a hierarchical class society and democratic equality”. A similar dualism is credited to the British pioneers in the many accounts of early institutionalisation of outdoor education (Allison, 2020; Allison and Telford, 2005; Cook, 1999; Dahlgren and Szczepanski, 1998; Hunt, 1989; Loynes, 2008; Nicol, 2002a; Roberts, 2012). Allison (2020) emphasises how the three main pioneers shared the view that outdoor education should be seen as a tool to build a better society for all. Jack Longland, instrumental in establishing outdoor centres, was concerned about social deprivation. George Murray Levick, who designed expedition experiences, and Kurt Hahn, an extremely influential figure involved in boarding schools, outdoor movements, and award schemes, believed in improving the individual so that they could contribute to society. Based on this account, I would argue that it is important to recognise the dualism present in the early history, and how the dominant perspectives then (and now) may include both humanistic and paternalist attitudes. 

This part has discussed historical struggles over values and philosophies that continue to create tensions, I have argued that acknowledging these struggles is a strength of outdoor education. Despite the diversity, however, there are commonalities between the strands. The history of outdoor education tends to focus on white, middle-class males as ‘founding fathers’ and elevates practices inspired by Western philosophies, military influences, and perceptions of character building as hegemonic, ‘the way it is done’. Expeditions, boarding school style accommodation, and military survival skills, such as navigating with a map and compass, can easily be pinpointed as dominant in the early years based on Williams’ (1986) classification of dominant, emerging and residual forms. These practices are familiar examples in the British tradition but also a staple of the Norwegian tradition of ‘friluftsliv’, which by many are associated with multiday hiking expeditions and accommodation in shared barracks (modest huts) (Large and Schilar, 2018; Westskog et al., 2021). Since I argue that outdoor education should strive to become more inclusive, creating alternative histories is a welcome development. Loynes (2008) refers to play and liberal education as alternative roots predating the Victorian era. Roberts (2012) points to indigenous people with other relationships to nature and other histories. In Norway, there are debates over the Sami relationship with nature (Valkonen and Valkonen, 2014), which are not included in the hegemonic ideas of ‘friluftsliv’. Such histories serve as inspiration for new practices and the inclusion of new groups. As Roberts (2012, p. 19), notes, history “is not simply retelling of “facts about the world”” but a construction privileging some stories over others. Knowledge is socially constructed, and so is the historical understanding of outdoor education (Nicol, 2003, p. 16). 
II. The state and the market
The second main part of this essay concerns the impact of structural constraints and how state and market forces have produced additional struggles. Drawing on the Weberian concept of bureaucratisation (Varley, 2013) and the Marxist conceptions of commodification (Cater and Dash, 2013), I discuss three measures that constrain, but also enable greater participation, in the outdoors: access to land, inclusion in educational curricula, and commodification of experiences. 

Weber’s analysis of bureaucratisation highlights how social life is rationalised. Bureaucratisation disciplines citizens through rules of behaviour, laws, practices and proceedings, but also promise stability, security and fair treatment according to transparent standards (Varley, 2013). As Loynes (2013) notes, rationalisation overcomes complexities but simultaneously encourages a means-end instrumental approach challenging the idea of outdoor education as holistic experiences. One example of bureaucratisation that is crucial in our case is the right to be in nature. Access to recreational land has historically been stratified and marked by struggles between landowners and citizens (Loynes, 2013). Struggles to get the state to codify access rights for citizens are, to varying degrees, successful in different countries. In Norway, the public right of way is secured through the Outdoor Recreations Act of 1957 which secures the right to roam, camp and harvest ("Friluftsloven," 1957). This is one of the ways that the state support ‘friluftsliv’ (Løvoll, 2020). The legal framework is widely celebrated but also sets limits, for example, by defining how close you can be to property and how long you can camp, and there are constant conflicts over the interpretation. In the UK, the year 2000 saw legal protection of The Right to Roam in England and Wales (similar rights exist in Scotland) (Loynes, 2013, p. 135). Even more, in this case, the codification is crucial for expanding participation; however, at the same time, it excludes certain rights and restricts certain pursuits (gov.uk, 2022). Citizens campaign to get the state to expand the framework to include woodlands, rivers, and riverbanks and rights to kayaking, swimming, and wild camping ("The right to roam is the right to reconnect," undated); hereby illustrating the crucial role of bureaucracy in underpinning the freedom to move in nature.

A second example of bureaucratisation is the institutionalisation of the outdoor as an educational subject and how it is defined in curricula. Inclusion in curricula set limits to how a subject is taught, producing new struggles, but also extend participation. Nicol traces a range of tensions emerging from the institutionalisation of outdoor education following the 1944 Education Act as the first step (2002a). As noted by Cook (1999), the Act obliged local education authorities to provide facilities for recreation and physical and social training, but it also meant that dominant values and practices were solidified. Outdoor education should serve the national interest in the war situation; offer physical and moral education and a taste of boarding school experiences. Constant debates over the price to be paid for outdoor education’s place in the formal education system ensued. Nicol (2002b) shows how the field is influenced by both progressive and conservative forces, while Loynes (2008) points to a gradual shift of focus towards empowerment rather than just moulding the young. Yet, as the field became less upper-class and patriarchal, the emphasis on qualifications and standards increased. The turn to neoliberalism in the 1980s meant more emphasis on cost effectiveness and defined skills and outcomes (Nicol, 2002b). A 1993 kayaking accident led to new safety legislation (Allison and Telford, 2005), and teachers became less willing to take youngsters outdoors (Allison, 2020). Loynes (2013) refers to Weber in his analysis of new award schemes; while awards can encourage participation and lead to career opportunities, they may also lead to a “paper chase” where the assessment is more important than the skill (p. 136). Elsewhere, he criticises the algorithmic paradigm for emphasising outcomes rather than experiences (Loynes, 2002). These criticisms point to excessive bureaucratisation where the outcomes appear unrelated to the experience. The room for manoeuvring within such norms is worth investigating empirically. 

A third example of structural constraints is commodification, which also produce tensions within the field (Loynes, 1998; Roberts, 2012), while simultaneously extending outdoor provisions. From a Marxist perspective, Cater and Dash (2013, p. 14) point to how adventure can be perceived “just like any other commodity, as it is determined by the social and political world that promotes it”. In a capitalist society, the market is the dominant way to distribute goods, and as leisure time and disposable income rose in the post-war era, the demand for outdoor experiences increased. Outdoor gear and equipment became a significant industry, heavily promoted through advertising and sponsorship, locations were commodified and designed to make money on facilities such as chair lifts, restaurants, shops, and accommodation (Cater and Dash, 2013). Innovations such as artificial snow and indoor climbing minimise risks and extend the season for resorts (Loynes, 2013). Outdoor pursuits are branded as adventure packages for niche markets, including thrill-focused activities such as bungy jumping (Cater and Dash, 2013). Such emerging forms, in Williams’ (1986) terminology, represent contested alternatives, especially if they grow to become dominant. Loynes (2013) uses the term McDonaldisation (p. 140) to describe global brands such as challenge courses with no reference to local history or culture. While the concept is fitting, it may obscure that such activities are healthier than most other forms of entertainment, and much healthier than the real thing (eating at McDonalds). In these accounts, I miss perspectives related to participation, health and wellbeing which I expect would be more present in analyses of participants’ experiences. 

In this part, I have identified constraints and struggles over the cost of bureaucratisation and commodification, but also argued that state and market forces have significantly expanded access to outdoor experiences. Critics argue that commodified experiences are less authentic and point to the outcome-focus as external and invasive. While this is a valuable critique, it might be read as a view of the past as authentic and the present as staged and inauthentic. Loynes (2008) points to expeditions as one of the practices that have lost their original meaning; they used to be imperialistic scientific adventures but are now used to expand young people’s cultural horizons. However, it is worth noting that analyses of late 19th-century polar expeditions identify a multitude of purposes beyond scientism and imperialism and similarities with current expeditions. Historical polar expeditions were staged events, codified as (sports) challenges and competitions, heavily dependent on the most advanced modern technology, gear and equipment, even using PR agents to maximise media attention and income (Ytreberg, 2022). These elements remain important as expeditions are standardised and sold to a wider public and point to the need for further investigations of both past and present.
III. Future challenges
The third part of this essay discusses two recent challenges to outdoor education: the exclusion of certain groups and environmental destruction. I draw on perspectives of identity politics, poststructuralism and environmentalism to argue that these challenges produce new struggles and might require an even more profound reexamination of values and practices. 

Many practitioners of outdoor adventure perceive it as an egalitarian field, but inequalities persist, and more work is needed to include genders, ethnicities, ages and social groups (Pike and Beames, 2013a). “It is, despite its best intentions, a very white, privileged community”, observes Roberts (2012, p. 9) about experiential education. Efforts are made to include marginalised groups based on egalitarian principles (what Allin and West (2013) term the liberal tradition in feminism); however, perspectives of identity politics and poststructuralism illuminate why such efforts may be insufficient. Identity politics are based on shared perceptions of injustice linked with characteristics such as gender, race, class, age, and physical ability, the aim being to define experiences on the group’s own terms rather than to become like the majority. Groups such as the elderly challenge the rules of participation in outdoor activities and the domination of young, white, able-bodied, middle-class males (Pike and Weinstock, 2013). Poststructural perspectives illuminate how dominant discourses include certain groups and are employed by Allin and West (2013) to analyse women’s barriers to participation. In the case of ‘friluftsliv’, Pedersen Gurholt (2008) argues that dominant practices reflect masculine ideals, while alternative visions could have made the field more inclusive. While these criticisms point to significant challenges to outdoor education, it is essential to remember that identity politics overstate similarities within a group; hence there is a need for analysis and experiments in local settings. One example is the Norwegian programme to encourage more immigrants to take part in ‘friluftsliv’; this has led to a series of local conversations about how values and practices will have to change to increase cultural diversity (IMDI, 2022).

Environmentalism represents another challenge demanding critical reevaluation of mindset and practices. The urgency of the situation implies that every sector must rethink value hierarchies and notions of authenticity. Flying and driving are often part of the repertoire of wilderness enthusiasts, and moving in unserved areas often depends on state-of-the-art clothes, technology and equipment (Rawles, 2013). In Norway, the trend by which more people demand access to the wilderness prompts local communities to extend roads, infrastructure and accommodation, but also raises  concern for the negative impact on land, animal and marine life (Nord, 2020). From the point of view of the environment, it is perhaps better with ‘adventures in a bun’ (Loynes, 1998), standardised experiences that take place in resorts accommodating many customers, which are accessible by public transport, and where food and services are reachable on foot. Even better for the environment is to embrace the idea of ‘microadventures’ (Rawles, 2013, p. 153), small adventures closer to home which also challenge hegemonic notions of authentic wilderness pursuits. 

In this part, I have examined current and future challenges that have in common that they task outdoor education with problems that go beyond minor adjustments. Challenges such as climate change and exclusion tend to disrupt barriers between educational subjects and require different fields to learn from each other. Furthermore, these challenges point towards initiating a broader conversation where new people and stakeholders are invited in, and existing hierarchies of what considers authentic experiences are critically evaluated.
Summary
This essay has evaluated outdoor education as a site of cultural struggle through a three-part discussion. The first part drew on the notion of hegemony to examine historical struggles and how certain practices and values became dominant. This part demonstrated that despite the diversity of perspectives, the ‘founding fathers’ represented dominant Western ideas, whereas little space was given to alternative histories such as those of indigenous populations. The second part examined structural constraints impacting outdoor education; illuminating how bureaucratisation and marketisation shaped and restricted the field, but also enabling wider participation. Specifically, I discussed access to land, inclusion in educational curricula, and commodification of experiences as three contradictory developments and warned against viewing historical events are viewed as more authentic and less constrained. The third part drew on identity politics and poststructuralist perspectives to discuss inclusion/exclusion and environmentalism, challenges which require further evaluations of philosophical and educational positions and practices. 
Conclusion
The essay’s main argument is that the cultural struggles impacting the field should be perceived as a strength rather than a limitation. Rather than developing outdoor education as a defined discipline or profession, it should expand on its potential as a multidisciplinary field where philosophical and educational positions are debated, the paradoxes of institutionalisation, bureaucratisation and marketisation investigated, educational practices scrutinised, and the experiences of participants (and non-participants) studied empirically. Although I agree that holistic experiences and environmental education are vital, I tend to disagree with contributors such as Nicol, who argue that outdoor education should redirect its focus and be re-named Outdoor Environmental Education (Nicol, 2003). Selecting one challenge as primary could lead to an unnecessary limitation of the field and its subject matter and leave crucial aspects, paradoxes and dilemmas to less qualified fields of knowledge.
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