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11  ‘Livsfragor’ — a Swedish Narrative from the 1960s
What About its Status in the 2020s?

Karin Sporre, Katarina Kdrnebro,
Annika Lilja and Christina Osbeck

Abstract: During the 1960s, the Swedish RE subject underwent a complete transforma-
tion. The former Lutheran Christian education was criticised and something new was
demanded. In the syllabus for compulsory school (nine school years for all Swedish
children) launched in 1969, ‘livsfiigor’, existential issues, were introduced to open
the subject to students’ own questions. ‘Livsfrdgor’ has had a place in Swedish RE
syllabi ever since.

This chapter provides a background to the changes of the 1960s and traces the
concept of ‘/ivsfrdgor’ through the curricular transformations for compulsory school
0f 1980, 1994, 2011 and 2022. The concepts of ‘small’ and ‘grand narratives’ by Jean
Francois Lyotard are used for analysis. In 1980, the narrative of ‘livsfidgor’ became
the ‘grand narrative’ with considerable space for students’ questions and ‘/ivsfrdgor’
assuming the integrating pedagogical role of the RE subject. However, this role was
lost in the next curricular transformation to become a ‘smaller narrative’.

The authors discuss the concept of ‘Zivsfragor’ in relation to challenges such as
the plurality of worldviews, the changing views on children and youth giving more
authority to them, and secularism. Although the curricular changes of the last decades
have not been favourable to 7ivsfidgor’ the authors note how Lyotard emphasises
that change can open up for small narratives to replace dominating ones.

Keywords: ‘livsfragor’, existential issues, small and grand narratives, secularism, plu-
rality

1.  Aim, earlier research and methodological concerns

The concept of ‘livsfiigor was launched in the conflictual and secularising Swed-
ish religious landscape of the 1960s, a time when the former Lutheran confes-
sional religious education' was heavily debated and criticised, but also defended.

1 In international research, Religious Education or Religion Education, abbreviated
RE, is used to refer to a knowledge area where education regarding religions and
worldviews are studied. RE can take various shapes and forms, being more or less
confessional or non-confessional. There are researchers who argue that the school
subject ought to be called Worldview Education (cf. Braten, 2021; Valk, Selguk &
Miedema, 2020) in order to be inclusive of worldviews other than religions. The
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It had functioned as a powerful grand narrative for decades, and even centu-
ries, and shaped Swedish education in both compulsory primary and secondary
school. In the RE syllabus for the compulsory school grades 1 to 9 launched in
1969, ‘livsfragor’ were introduced as an attempt to formulate a response to the
discussions of the 1960s. Was this a new narrative in the making?

When analysing the contemporary conditions for knowing in developed coun-
tries, Jean-Francois Lyotard coined the concept of ‘grand narratives’ (Lyotard,
1979). In his analyses of the conditions for knowledge and knowing of his time,
and in centuries past, Lyotard used the concept to denote political, ideological
or philosophical traditions having the power to become recognised and accepted
knowledge paradigms, thereby legitimising understandings of the surrounding
world. He argued that in postmodern societies (Lyotard’s term for his own
period) the time was ripe for grand narratives to be challenged and replaced by
other, smaller narratives. Situations of disagreements and conflict, rather than
consensus, would then be at hand (Lyotard, 1979).2

In this chapter, we use Lyotard’s concepts of ‘grand narratives’ and ‘smaller
narratives when discussing the Swedish RE subject in the 1960s, but also today
and into the future, with a focus on the role of the concept of ‘/livsfragor’. As
already indicated, ‘/ivsfrdgor’ first appeared in discussions on the RE syllabus
in the 1960s and were introduced in 1969 into the syllabus for the compulsory
school, Lgr 69.3 From an international perspective, the curricular insertion of this

Swedish school subject ‘religionskunskap’ [Knowledge of religions] has been
non-confessional and plural since the 1960s. The subject also includes non-religious
worldviews and is referred to here as the RE subject, RE then denoting a non-con-
fessional religion and worldview education. Given this character of the Swedish RE
subject and its naming in Swedish language we use Religion Education (and not
Religious Education), abbreviated RE, when speaking of the Swedish RE education
in this chapter. It is a compulsory school subject for all students during the first nine
years of school.

2 Contemporary discussion arose around the question of what ‘postmodern’ as a
designation of the period meant, and whether it was a correct way of understanding
the societal situation of the times, which meant that Lyotard had to elaborate on his
way of understanding those matters (Lyotard, 1988/1992). However, the use of the
concepts of narratives, grand and small, and meta-narratives, became accepted and
has become customary.

3 The full title is Lgr 69, Ldroplan for grundskolan, [Curriculum for the compulsory
school]. It was issued by Skoldverstyrelsen, Stockholm and is presently available
through libraries. When referred to, Lgr 69 will be used. In general, the same abbre-
viation is used for curricula, Lgr plus the year of their adoption, here 69 referring to
1969, Lgr 80 meaning the curriculum adopted in 1980 etcetera. In this chapter we
discuss the situation of the compulsory school, grades 1 to 9. For a comprehensive
and comparative overview of the development of upper secondary school and ‘/ivs-
fragor’ in that context, see Selander, 2018.
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concept was unique. We understand it to represent an emerging narrative of its
time, and in this chapter, we will reflect on its transformations through curricular
changes and conclude by discussing its capacity to respond to the challenges of
the 2020s. The role and function of “/ivsfrdgor’ in the Swedish curricula from the
1960s until 2022 have varied considerably.

Literally translated into English, ‘/ivsfrdgor’ means questions or issues of life.
It has been translated in different ways, e.g., as ‘vital issues’ (Hartman, 2010),
‘life questions’ (Nilsson 2018) but also as ‘existential questions’ (Hartman,
1986b; Gunnarsson, 2008; Ristiniemi, Skeie & Sporre, 2018; Selander, 2018;
Sporre, 2022).

Given this background, the aim of this chapter is to describe and analyse the
Swedish curricular development of the theme of ‘/ivsfragor’ in relation to the RE
subject with the purpose of critically discussing the actual potential of the narra-
tive formed during the 1960s. Lyotard’s concepts of narratives, small and grand,
are used as an analytical tool in our interpretive discussion of Swedish religion
education from a curricular point of view, in particular the role of ‘livsfrdgor’
with a focus on its origin, development and capacity to capture the challenges
of the 2020s. Peering into the future, what might be the role of the narrative of
‘livsfragor’ in the context of the Swedish RE subject? And are there lessons to
be learnt in other countries from the Swedish ‘experiment’ with this narrative?
To delimit the scope of this study, the institutional level (cf. Goodlad & Su, 1992,
p- 328-329) in the form of national syllabi is given priority.

The chapter has the following structure: in the first part, the background situ-
ation of the 1960s is sketched. This is followed by an overview, where Lyotard’s
concepts are used descriptively, of the ways the concept of ‘livsfirdgor’ has been
dealt with in the curricular transformations of the RE subject since its introduc-
tion in 1969, and then in 1980, 1994/2000, 2011 and 2022. Next, the standing
of ‘livsfragor’ as a narrative in Lgr 22 is evaluated against three contemporary
challenges. A discussion concludes the chapter where the status of ‘fivsfrdgor’ as
a narrative is summarised, and questions regarding the capacity of this narrative
today and into the future are raised. Below follows a brief overview of research
related to ‘livsfrdagor’ in the Swedish context, and some methodological concerns.

1.2 ‘Livsfrdgor’ in Swedish research

Sven Hartman is a key scholar when it comes to research on Swedish children’s
‘livsfragor’. Ever since the late 1960s, he has been part of, and later led, empir-
ical investigations into what existential questions Swedish children in primary
and middle school actually ponder (see e.g. Hartman, 1986a; 1986b; Hartman &
Torstenson-Ed, 2007). Important theoretical issues have also been raised in rela-
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tion to these studies (e.g. Hartman, 1986a; 1986b; 2010; 2018; Hartman & Tor-
stensson-Ed, 2007).

Discussions about ‘ivsfragor’ have also been linked to other concepts, such
as ‘life interpretation’, in studies of children’s and young people’s personal
worldviews (see e.g. Osbeck, 2006; Gunnarsson, 2008; Risenfors, 2012) or
‘existential configurations’, as named by Gustavsson (2013). Reviewing the
development since the 1960s, various philosophical, curricular and conceptual
questions were raised by Gronlien Zetterqvist, Gunnarsson and Hartman (2009).
In another study, the concept of ‘livsfidgor’ was understood as a vague concept
varying over time (Nilsson, 2018), and current didactical and epistemological
questions were also addressed. Falkevall (2010), in turn, studied teacher educa-
tors’ perceptions of ‘livsfragor.’

Several studies have been undertaken* within the framework of the research
project ‘The Child and Curriculum. Existential questions and educational
responses’. Repeating the methodology of Hartman and others in studies like
Hartman (1986a; 1986b) and Hartman & Torstensson-Ed (2007) parts of the
older studies have been replicated and older material re-analysed, providing a
foundation for comparisons over time (see e. g. Osbeck, Kérnebro, Lilja & Sporre,
2024). In a study of drawings made by children in the late 1980s, the focus was
on interpreting the children’s understanding of outer space using history of emo-
tions methodology (Buchardt, Kérnebro & Osbeck, 2022). In addition, Sporre
has compared the Swedish RE syllabi in Lgr 11 and Lgr 22 to their equivalents in
Denmark, Norway and the German regions of Bavaria and Berlin-Brandenburg
regarding the commended connection between child and curriculum (Sporre,
2022)3, and how children’s questions should be responded to (Sporre, 2023).
Furthermore, an interview study with Swedish teachers about their attitudes to
children’s ‘ivsfrdgor’ has been conducted using discourse analysis (Kérnebro,
2023); and the teachers’ ways of balancing children’s existential questions and the
curriculum has been analysed in relation to established RE didactical approaches
(Osbeck, Lilja & Fancourt, 2025). In a historical study, Buchardt and Kérnebro
(2023) have discussed the data production in experimental education projects in
the early 1970s, as a part of the role of education in a welfare state perspective.

4  The authors of this chapter, together with Mette Buchardt, constitute the research
team of the project, the C & C project for short, funded by the Swedish Research
Council, 2019-2024 (Dnr 2018-03435).

5 In Sporre (2022), the Swedish curricular development from 1969 up to Lgr 11 is
described to provide a background to the comparison of the Swedish, Danish and
Norwegian RE syllabi in use in 2019. Compared to this chapter, that description
is brief; it does not include Lgr 22, and does not use the interpretive framework of
Lyotard and narratives.
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1.3  Methodological concerns

Since the approach of this chapter is directed towards a meta-reflection on ‘ivs-
frdagor’ in relation to the RE subject, a number of choices have been made regard-
ing what texts and sources to use. Obviously, as curricular texts are important
here, the RE syllabi from the curricular transformations in 1969, 1980, 1994,
2011 and 2022 in Sweden are significant.

Next, as the socially tense and conflictual situation of the 1960s forms the
background to the emergence of the narrative of 7ivsfragor’ and its insertion
into the curriculum, it is important to sketch that historical situation. We do so
from a history of ideas point of view by presenting two opposite views which
exemplify different ways to interpret the situation, one held by a philosopher
(Jansson, 2018) and the other by a theologian (Girmalm, 2006). Additionally, an
unpublished manuscript by John Ronnas, the main person behind the curricular
change processes in the 1960s, is used to illustrate the situation.® Our choice to
use the manuscript by Ronnés should not be interpreted as attributing the historic
changes that took place in the 1960s to the work of one single person, but as a
way to gain deeper insights into some of the events of that decade. We chose
these three voices in order to obtain different perspectives on the atmosphere of
the 1960s in our account of the background to the forming of the new narrative
of ‘livsfragor’. However, they all agree that the situation was conflictual with a
great deal of tension and disagreement, out of which, in Lyotard’s terms, smaller
narratives could be formed.

In the study of the syllabi texts, we primarily searched for the word ‘/ivs-
frdgor’ Other search terms were combinations consisting of the prefix ‘/ivs-’
[life] and ‘fragor’ [questions]. This generated an overview of the use of concepts
where also, for example, the concept of ‘livsdskddning’ [worldview] and syno-
nyms of ‘livsfragor’ were found. In a next step, a content analysis was conducted
where the relevant text passages were carefully studied and shifting nuances
noted. Of importance in the interpretation was also noting where in the curricular

6  Ronnas (n.d.) ‘Ménniskan som subjekt. Om skola, radio och kyrka och méanniskors
livsfrdgor’. [The human being as a subject. On school, radio and church, and human
being’s existential questions]. The manuscript adds information about proceedings
and processes of the 1960s and has so far not been studied. It is to be found in the
archives of Umea University in the records pertaining to the research project ‘The
Child and Curriculum. Existential questions and educational responses’. It probably
dates from the late 1990s, as Ronnas (p. 33), commenting on the matter of objectiv-
ity, a problem discussed in the 1960s, notes that this problem remains at the end of
the 1990s.

7  Information on where the syllabi can be accessed is provided in the respective para-
graphs below. The same way of working with syllabi texts was also used in the two
studies by Sporre (2022; 2023).



182 Karin Sporre, Katarina Kdrnebro, Annika Lilja and Christina Osbeck

texts the concepts occur. Are they centrally placed, or are they more in the charac-
ter of additions? However, as already stated, our approach to curricula represents
a study of the institutional level, in the terms of Goodlad and Su (1992), which
means that the instructional, experiential, and societal levels are generally not
considered in this study. To facilitate the reader’s understanding of the discussion
on the curricular changes of the RE syllabi over the time period in question, a
table is presented in Appendix 1 summarising the development. Throughout the
chapter, we use the Swedish word ‘/ivsfidgor’ in order to make it clear, not least
in the descriptions of curricula, which term is used.

Next follows an introduction to the discussions of the 1960s, where their
background and the curricular situation of the 1960s are described.

2.  The role of Christianity in Sweden in the 1960s — and the
syllabus for RE

In 1949, Swedish philosopher Ingemar Hedenius published the book ‘Tro och
vetande’ [Belief and knowledge] (Hedenius, 1949) in which he articulated a dis-
tinctly secularist position. From this position, he criticised theology in Swedish
academia for being an unscientific discipline (see e. g. Jansson, 2018; Girmalm,
2006). The book gave rise to a profound debate on academic theology. The debate
came to involve the status of the Lutheran church, the Church of Sweden, with
its special connection to the state, as well as the public role of Christianity in
society, and it also influenced discussions about how RE was to be taught in
Swedish schools. Up until the beginning of the 1960s, a confessional school sub-
ject called ‘Kristendom’ [Christianity], introduced in 1919, had been taught in
Swedish schools. What should be included in the RE subject and how it should
be taught became issues of serious debate in the 1960s. The debate around this
complex of issues (academic theology, the public role of religion and the role of
the state church) came to last for decades. The importance of Hedenius’ book and
the debate it stirred are still dealt with by both secular philosophers (e. g. Jansson,
2018) and theologians (e. g. Girmalm, 2006).

In his unpublished biographical manuscript, John Ronnas describes the times
of the 1960s (Ronnas, n.d.). Ronnés, an experienced teacher from Lund with
studies in theology at Lund University, was recruited to the national Swedish
Agency for Education (Skoldverstyrelsen). Between 1964 and 1969, Ronnas led
the work and effectuated the development of the new RE syllabus. He describes
the times as conflictual. One example given by Ronnas is the petition started in
the autumn of 1963 calling for maintaining the number of weekly RE lessons
in upper secondary school, which a governmental investigation had suggested
should be halved (Ronnds, n.d., p. 7; see also Algotsson, 1975). More than 2
million Swedes of the then total population of 7,6 million (SCB, Folkmédngdens
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fordndringar ar 1963, p. 19, accessed 16.11.2022) signed the petition, making it
the second largest in Sweden to date.

Ronnés also mentions meetings and negotiations with parties with differing
views, such as groups of teachers, school administrative staff, and representa-
tives of churches and denominations (Ronnés, n.d., pp. 11-20). As for his own
concerns, he repeatedly states that the RE syllabus must express an interest in
students’ ‘livsfragor’, respect the diversity of worldviews among teachers, and
convey elements from Christianity and other religions (Ronnas, n.d., pp. 13; 16).
When arguing for his own view, he contrasts it to the systematic-dogmatic con-
struction of the school subject formerly found in the syllabus for upper secondary
school students, which mirrored the way studies of theology were then conducted
at the universities of Lund and Uppsala (pp. 21 f.; 25).

Summarising the events of the 1960s, it is obvious that during this decade,
and even earlier, in the 1950s, the grand narrative of Sweden as a Christian,
Lutheran society was shaken. This situation called for a new RE narrative, as new
demands were placed on the RE subject and influenced the forming of it. What
would the role of ‘ivsfirdgor’ be in this context?

2.1 ‘Tonaringen och livsfragorna’ and Lgr 69

In the autumn of 1967, Ronnas received funding for a survey of existential issues
among teenagers (Ronnas, n.d., pp. 21-27). In his work with the survey, he
formed a group consisting of a theologian from Lund and school administrative
staff engaged in continuing education for teachers (Ronnas, n.d., p. 22).5 In 1969,
the results of the survey were presented in a report entitled ‘Tonaringen och livs-
fragorna’ [the Teenager and Existential Issues] (Lindskog & Ronnas, 1969). That
same year, the new syllabus for the compulsory school was introduced.

The study consisted of two parts which included 1,303 and 884 students,
respectively, from various communities across Sweden. The results of the study
showed clearly that questions about such issues as suffering in the world, rac-
ism, the ‘solving’ of international problems through violence and war, as well
as matters of life and death, were questions of considerable importance to the
students in grade 9 (15 to 16 years old) who responded to the study’s question-
naires (Lindskog & Ronnas, pp. 111-166).° In the summary, the research group
notes that the ways in which “7ivsfidgor’ are responded to within traditional

8  The group consisted of Harry Aronsson, Lund, Carl-Olof Bergquist, Halmstad and
Ake Magnussson, Borlinge and John Ronnas (Lindskog & Ronnas, 1969).

9 The teenagers were asked to rate a number of statements on a scale with four
response options (not important, quite important, important, very important) from
which conclusions could be drawn of what issues they regarded to be of importance
(see Lindskog & Ronnas, 1969, pp. 110-166).
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systems of thought, such as Christianity and other worldviews, do not evoke the
same interest in students as the questions themselves do. Therefore, the group
underlined that ‘livsfrdgor’ must be approached from the students’ point of view,
as young people are to be understood as raising their concerns from a different
perspective and understanding of the surrounding world, with values that are
their own, and not the same as those of earlier generations (Lindskog & Ronnaés,
1969, pp. 102-108).

The study and the interest in ‘“/ivsfrdgor’ that undergirded it (see Ronnas,
n.d., pp. 21-27) came to be influential for the new RE narrative in the Lgr 69
curriculum, in which the subject was renamed ‘Religionskunskap’ [Knowledge of
religions]. ‘Livsfragor’ were mentioned three times in the syllabus which stated
that they were part of the main content of the RE subject for grades 7-9, but
not for the lower grades (Lgr 69, pp. 175-176). However, there is a reference
to younger students in the syllabus’ directives and comments [Anvisningar och
kommentarer] on the teaching of the subject, where it is stated that fundamental
‘livsfragor’ of a personal and social nature are experienced strongly by both
children and young people. Examples of existential issues given are questions of
life and death, responsibility and guilt, suffering and humanity, fear and security,
loneliness and community. It is further stated that it is important that existential
issues essential to children and young people be given a comprehensive treatment
and that the teaching must not take the form of a systematic treatment of world-
views (Lgr 69, pp. 176-177).

In this new RE narrative, an explorative approach to RE is envisioned,
whereby students’ questions are intended to serve as an entry to RE studies. Ron-
nas, in his autobiographical reflections, recounts how in 1967 a chance encounter
on a train with a philosopher of religion from Lund, Hampus Lyttkens, came to
influence his own thinking and resulted in a complete rethinking of the former
understanding of the RE subject. Until then, the RE subject in upper secondary
school had represented a recontextualisation (cf. Bernstein, 2000) of the studies
at the theological faculties, but RE studies could now take as a starting point
existential issues brought up by the students. This became influential for his work
with the study “Tonaringen och livsfragorna’ (Ronnas, n.d., pp. 21f.) — and also
with Lgr 69.

Furthermore, in line with the contentious times, the description of the content
of the RE subject in Lgr 69 starts by stating that the teaching is to deal with
questions related to faith and worldviews and give prominent place to ethical
issues. Issues are to be discussed in the light of Christianity, other religions, and
non-religious worldviews (Lgr 69, p. 176). Consequently, in the new ‘grand RE
narrative’, a plurality of religions and worldviews is envisioned with explicit
mention of Christianity, but next, early on in the fairly long directives for the
subject, the small narrative of ‘/ivsfragor’ is mentioned and described as above,
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i.e. as a way of ‘opening up’ the subject to students. Thus, within the new RE
narrative, ‘livsfragor’ are introduced as a small surfacing narrative regarded to
be of importance to children and young people and an essential didactical entry
to the subject.

3.  ‘Livsfragor’ in Swedish curricula 1980-2022
3.1 Lgr80

The tendencies of the new RE narrative in Lgr 69 with regard to ‘livsfrdgor’ were
fortified in the 1980 curricular reform, and the role of the small narrative of 7ivs-
fragor’ was considerably strengthened and given a central place.

In the description of the overarching goals for the social and natural science
subjects in Lgr 80'°, the specific content of each subject is related to the human
being [mdnniskan], and the RE subject is renamed ‘Human beings’ questions
about life and existence: knowledge of religions’ [Mdnniskans frdagor infor livet
och tillvaron: Religionskunskap’]. Thus, ‘livsfragor’ are brought to the fore, and
even placed before ‘knowledge of religions’ in the name of the subject. Could
this be interpreted as an indication that ‘livsfidgor’ was becoming the grand
narrative, intended to encompass the study of religions and worldviews, but also
to give meaning to, and be an integrating force in, the RE subject?

Looking at the syllabus text in greater detail, it is already initially emphasised
in the overarching goal for the RE subject that school should help students to deal
with issues about life and existence. Next follows the idea that students should
develop their knowledge of Christianity and the Bible, and then that the Christian
heritage is to be compared to other religions and worldviews. It is also stated
in the descriptions of the overall goals that contributions from students from an
immigrant background about their own religious traditions are important."

Further on, when the more specific content is presented for the three stages
grades 1-3, 4-6 and 7-9 (corresponding to primary, middle, and lower secondary
school), they all start in the same way by first mentioning: ‘Livsfrdgor, tro och
etik’ [Existential questions, faith and ethics]. This is elaborated further: ‘How
different ethical perceptions guide our actions and stances on different existential

10 The full name is Lgr 80. Léroplan for grundskolan. It was issued by Skoloversty-
relsen, and is available through libraries.

11 In Swedish: ’Skolan ska hjilpa eleverna att bearbeta frdgorna infor livet och tillvaron.
Eleverna ska fa vidgade kunskaper om den kristna religionen med bibeln i centrum.
Aven om kristendomen betyder mest for att forstd var egen kultur, skall det kristna
arvet jamforas med andra religidsa traditioner och livsaskadningar. Det religisa arv
som manga invandrare for med sig ger virdefulla bidrag till belysningen av dessa
fragor. (Lgr 80, p. 121).
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questions, for example about right and wrong, good and evil, views on the human
being and existence.’!? (Our translation and italics).

It is clear that the small narrative of ‘livsfirdgor’ in Lgr 69 has been expanded
in Lgr 80. It is now to be taken up in all grades, from grade 1 to 9, but it has also
taken the place as the entry to the RE subject and become part of the subject
content. The narrative could be said to have progressed to having an internally
integrating and meaning-giving capacity. It has thus become the grand narra-
tive of the RE subject, as there is now a strong emphasis on it as a pedagogical
approach permeating the syllabus text, as well as an important content (Lgr 80,
pp- 121;127f.). Compared to the more limited role of ‘/ivsfragor’ in Lgr 69, the
small narrative has been significantly expanded.

It can also be noted that the overall pedagogical ambition of Lgr 80 places
emphasis on students’ own activities. Students are described as actively searching
for knowledge in a pedagogical practice that is to widen their knowledge basis,
indicating a close relationship between the student and the curriculum, where it
is explicitly stated that their questions and views on life are an important compo-
nent in their education (Lgr 80, e.g. pp. 14-15; 48; 121;127-128). ‘Livsfrdagor’
are now also included in the syllabi of other school subjects, such as the natural
sciences (Lgr 80, p. 118), and Swedish (Lgr 80, pp. 136-138).

3.2 Lpo9%4

Given the role of ‘livsfrdgor’ as the suggested grand narrative in Lgr 80, the sit-
uation changes dramatically with the next reform in 1994. ‘Livsfidgor’ no longer
have a central role and do not permeate the syllabus the way they did in Lgr 80.
Under the new name ‘Religionskunskap’ [Knowledge of religions] in Lpo 9413, it
is stated that the task of school is first and foremost to provide knowledge about,
and stimulate reflection on, different religions and worldviews as a basis for stu-
dents’ personal stance (Lpo 94, p. 24 of the pdf). ‘Livsfragor’ are mentioned
only once, at the end of the syllabus, as a goal that students should have reached
after the ninth grade. It is formulated as follows: ‘The student should ... be able
to reflect on and articulate existential, religious and ethical issues important to

12 In Swedish: ’Livsfragor, tro och etik: Hur olika etiska uppfattningar styr vara hand-
lingar och stillningstaganden till olika livsfragor, tex om rétt och orétt, gott och ont,
synen pa ménniskan och tillvaron.” (Lgr 80, pp. 127f.).

13 The full name is Lpo 94, Léroplan for det obligatoriska skolvisendet, [Curriculum
for the compulsory school]. Several revisions took place after 1994. Here the orig-
inal RE syllabus from the governmental document SKOLFS 1994:3, issued on 29
April 1994, is used.
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them.” (Lpo 94, p. 26 of the pdf)'*. Here, ‘livsfidgor’ are mentioned together with
religious and ethical issues as a goal that should have been reached after nine
years, but the concept is not further elaborated on, and no directives are given as
to how it is to be treated, even though, like previously, the importance of such
questions for students is mentioned, but with no enlargement. As compared to
Lgr 80, ‘livsfragor’ are only mentioned this time and once more, in connection
with the subject Swedish, where it is said that literature and its study in school can
provide answers to the big issues of life [de stora livsfrdagorna] (Lpo 94, p. 32).

Interestingly, however, in addition to ‘fivsfragor’, a new term is introduced in
the RE syllabus in Lpo 94, namely ‘existentiella fragor’ [existential questions].
This term appears three times (Lpo 94, p. 24f.], in the introductory part and
as a goal to be reached. On all three occasions where ‘existentiella frdagor’ are
mentioned, they do so together with questions of faith [trosfrdgor], pointing to
an understanding where questions of faith and ‘existentiella fragor’ are coun-
terposed. Thus, existentiella fragor’ are not used as an inclusive concept, which
seems to suggest that the concept refers to questions of an agnostic or secular
nature, but not to questions of faith.

Summarising Lpo 94 from the point of view of “ivsfrdgor’ as a narrative,
the essential role it was given in Lgr 80 has radically changed in Lpo 94 — it has
become a small narrative. ‘Livsfrdgor’ are still there, mentioned once, and as a
goal to be reached, but they are marginalised, and knowledge about religions
and worldviews is placed at the centre. Thus, the status of ‘livsfidgor’ as the
grand narrative in Lgr 80 is significantly weakened. This can be seen in the light
of a general trend in Lpo 94 where great weight was placed on acquisition of
knowledge, which was a key concept in the governmental investigation report
‘Skola for bildning’ [School for Education] (SOU 1992:94)'5, It also deserves
mentioning that curricular revisions undertaken quite soon after 1994 resulted in
a slightly greater focus on ‘livsfidgor’.'¢

14 In Swedish: ’Eleven skall — kunna reflektera 6ver och formulera sig kring for dem
viktiga livsfragor och religiésa och etiska fragor’. In the general syllabus structure
two kinds of goals were formulated, goals to strive for and goals to be reached.

15 It formed part of general political discussions about Swedish education where several
changes took place during the 1990s, not least the opening up of the municipally-run
school system to publicly funded independent schools (see e. g. Sporre, 2013).

16 1In the revision Lgr 2000, in force between 2000 and 2011, more detailed didactical
approaches were elaborated in addition to the overall goal-directed approach in
Lpo94. In this revision, some of the ways in which the role of ‘ivsfragor’ was
interpreted in Lgr 80 were kept and students’ life interpretation and own questions
given importance, but the internally integrating role of the syllabus was lost.
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33 Lgril

While the narrative of ‘ivsfrdgor’ was given significantly less importance in
Lpo 94, it seems to have regained some strength in the next curriculum revi-
sion, Lgr 117, where it is present to a somewhat larger extent than in Lgr 94. It
is mentioned both in the purpose of the RE subject, and as part of the abilities
students are to develop, and it also appears as part of the core content and in the
knowledge requirements (Lgr 11, pp. 215-223). Thus, the narrative is consist-
ently brought up in the various parts of the syllabus’ structure used in Lgr 11, but
religions and worldviews in their societal context are still stated as the primary
focus of the RE subject.

In Lgr 11, the concept of ‘ivsfrdgor’ is primarily connected to issues
of students’ identity formation, as an ability, a core content and a knowledge
requirement. It is specified in the syllabus that in preschool class and grades 1 to
3, ‘livsfragor’ are to be the students’ own questions. For the preschool class, such
questions are to be of interest to the children (Lgr 11, rev 2019, p. 21), and for
grades 1-3, ‘livsfrdgor’ are to be of significance to them. Examples given of such
questions are ‘good and evil, right and wrong, fellowship, gender roles, gender
equality and relationships.’!® For grades 4 to 6 and 7 to 9, however, there is no
connection between the students’ questions and existential questions, i.e. it is not
stated that existential questions should be the students’ own questions. Instead, it
says in the description of the core content of the RE subject that students should
identify existential questions in religions, worldviews and popular culture (Lgr 11,
rev 2019, pp. 217; 219). The same absence of a connection between the students’
questions and ‘Tivsfrdgor’ noted above in the core content can also be found in
the knowledge requirements for grades 4—-6 and 7-9, where the interest, as in Lpo
94, is directed towards ‘livsfrdgor’ as expressed in traditions of religions and
worldviews, and in popular culture. However, in passages relating to identity and
ethical positions, it is mentioned that students should develop a personal stance
(Lgr 11 rev 2019, pp. 220-223).

While ‘livsfrdgor’ as a small narrative are given slightly more space in Lgr
11 than in Lpo 94, the concept is primarily connected to religions, worldviews
and popular culture, and considerably less to existential issues that children and
young people themselves can express and bring to school. Thus, even though

17 Lgr 11, full title: Ldroplan for grundskolan, forskoleklassen och fritidshemmet,
revised in 2019. Both Swedish and English versions are electronically availa-
ble. In Swedish: https://www.skolverket.se/download/18.35¢3960816b708a5
96¢3965/1567674229968/pdf4206.pdf. In English: https://www.skolverket.se/
download/18.31¢292d516e7445866a2181/1576654682907/pdf3984.pdf (Both
retrieved 23 11 30). The analysis is based on the Swedish version.

18 In Swedish: "Livsfradgor med betydelse for eleven, till exempel gott och ont, rétt och
ordtt, kamratskap, konsroller, jamstélldhet och relationer.” (Lgr 11, p. 216).
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more space is given to the narrative, it is a different kind of space where the
opening up of the RE subject via students’ own questions emphasised in the Lgr
69 and Lgr 80 syllabi is radically toned down. While ‘ivsfragor’ are briefly
mentioned in relation to children in preschool class and grades 1 to 3, there is no
mention of the students’ own questions when it comes to the other two stages,
where instead the students are supposed to identify such questions through the
study of traditions and in popular culture.

Interestingly, however, a connection to students related to didactical choices
is found in the syllabi for Mathematics, Civics and Swedish L2, where the term
‘elevndra’ [student-centred] is used (Lgr 11, rev 2019, pp. 59-62; 220; 270-276).
Given the strong tradition in RE of using the students’ own questions as a starting
point when working with ‘livsfragor’, could the hesitant attitude in Lgr 11 towards
working with students’ existential issues be due to a fear of addressing matters
of personal convictions related to such issues? Be that as it may, as compared to
Lgr 69 and Lgr 80, the narrative is definitely diluted as regards students’ own
questions, and rather different in that the focus is on ‘livsfragor’ as expressed
in the knowledge content of the RE subject, and not on students’ own questions.

34 Lgr22

Finally, tracing the small narrative of ‘“/ivsfidgor’ in the RE syllabus in Lgr 22",
we can note that ‘livsfrdgor’ is mentioned as one of three themes together with
ethics. In Lgr 11, ‘livsfrdgor’ was the fourth theme and connected to issues of
identity, and ethics was a theme of its own. Thus, in Lgr 22, the former connec-
tion of ‘livsfrdagor’ to questions of identity has been dropped, and ethics and
‘livsfragor’ have been merged into one theme.

The tendency in Lgr 11 to place a certain emphasis on younger students’
interests remains and is now extended also to students in grades 4 to 6 and 7 to
9. In the description of the new theme together with ethics, it is explicitly stated
that students’ own thoughts should be recognised in dialogues and reflections on
‘livsfragor’. 1t is suggested that in grades 4 to 6, such questions can be about life
and different ideas of what happens after death, and in grades 7 to 9 about identity,
love, sexuality and the meaning of life (Lgr 22, pp. 191f.). In the description of
the overall purpose, the ability to reflect on ‘livsfrdgor’ from various perspectives
is stressed (Lgr 22, p. 188).

19 Lgr 22, full name Ldroplan for grundskolan, forskoleklassen och fritidshemmet —
Lgr 22, can be downloaded at https://www.skolverket.se/publikationsserier/styrdo-
kument/2022/laroplan-for-grundskolan-forskoleklassen-och-fritidshemmet---1gr22
in Swedish. (Retrieved 23 11 30).
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The merging of ‘livsfrdgor’ and ethics into one theme (and the reduction of
the number of themes in RE from four to three in Lgr 22) is one of the changes
in this curricular revision stated to be aimed at making the evaluative criteria
less detailed. Generally, it is also stressed in the syllabus that the character of the
subjects is now more focused on facts and understanding.

In the commentary material accompanying Lgr 22 and in the more detailed
teaching directives, it is underlined that ethics and ‘/ivsfrdgor’ have long been
part of the RE subject. The importance for students to connect with long-standing
traditions where such issues have been treated and dealt with is stressed, with
the comment that connecting to thoughts and stories from such contexts can
contribute to students’ personal development. However, it is also stated that, at
the same time, the teaching must provide space for students’ own experiences and
thoughts, as otherwise ethics and ‘livsfrdgor’ risk becoming something distant
and abstract to the students (Kommentarmaterial till kursplanen i grundskolan,
religionskunskap, p. 7£.).2

Summarising, ‘fivsfragor’ is a fairly small narrative within the wider RE
narrative in Lgr 22. They are connected to ethics, forming the third theme, while
the first two themes of the RE subject focus on religions and worldviews and their
societal aspects. Even though students’ own experiences and thoughts, and the
risks of not addressing them, are mentioned in the commentaries to Lgr 22, the
syllabus still has a bias towards ‘ivsfrdgor’ as expressed in traditions of religions
and worldviews. Compared to Lgr 80, students’ ownership of such questions and
the RE subject as a platform for this are considerably less emphasised in Lgr 22.

4.  ‘Livsfrdgor’ as a RE theme in the 1960s and 2020s

As shown in this exposé of Swedish curricula, the narrative of ‘livsfidgor’ has
made its way through four revisions after its initial introduction in Lgr 69. The
narrative appears initially to have had the potential to become the grand RE nar-
rative, but over time it has been diluted in that the role of students’ own questions
has been diminished and its role as a crucial didactical approach to opening up
the RE subject and making it a meaning-giving and systematically integrating
force has been limited.

As part of the evaluation of the capacity of this narrative to meet the challenges
of today and tomorrow, an account is given below of the state of the religious
landscapes of the 1960s and 2020s, ways of viewing children and youth, and
contemporary challenges to the RE subject. What are the chances that a curricular
space for ‘livsfrdgor’ can be opened in the face of the challenges of today?

20 Website at SNAE: www.skolverket.se/getFile?file=9799 (retrieved 22—12-10).
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4.1 The religious landscape — of plurality

The religious landscapes of the 1960s and the 2020s differ to quite an extent.
At the time when Lgr 69 was introduced, more than 95% of the Swedish pop-
ulation were members of the Church of Sweden, and by 2021 this figure had
dropped to 53,2%.%' Available statistics on other Christian denominations in the
1960s show that from then on and into the two following decades, their member-
ship also decreased, with two exceptions, the Catholic Church and the Orthodox
churches. The Catholic Church increased its membership from more than 31,000
to 118,000 between 1960 and 1986, and the Orthodox churches are estimated to
have increased from 10,000 members to 92,900 in the same period. Both these
increases are the result of immigration into Sweden (Skog, 1986). According to
available statistics, 917,193 Swedes are religiously active in the 2020s in Chris-
tian, Jewish, Muslim and Buddhist faith communities??, and the Church of Swe-
den had 5,728,748 members at the start of the decade. Adding up these figures,
more than 6,646,000 Swedes out of the total population of over 10,350,000 have
a religious affiliation. This means that almost two-thirds of the population relate
to religion in activities of some kind, but compared to the 1960s, there is con-
siderably more plurality in the 2020s, both among those refraining from a reli-
gious affiliation and choosing a secular worldview, and those affiliated to faiths
and Christian denominations other than Lutheran. Thus, the picture has changed
compared to the 1960s, when almost all Swedes were members of the Church of
Sweden. To conclude, there is more plurality among the religiously active popu-
lation today, and also among people with secularised views on life.

4.2  Ways of viewing children and young people

When Hartman, in his PhD thesis (1986b), looks back at the 1960s and the
research he then embarked on, he characterises the academic landscape in which
he pursued his research in the following way:

When I began work on the series of investigations presented in this thesis, educa-
tional psychology and developmental psychology were dominated by the cogni-
tive-psychological perspective. The same was true of religious education. Ronald
Goldman (1964, 1965) applied Piaget’s theory of stages in the development of

21 The figures are provided by the Church of Sweden: Medlemmar i Svenska kyrkan
1972-2021 [Members in Church of Sweden 1972-2021], accessible at https:/www.
svenskakyrkan.se/statistik (retrieved 22—12-10).

22 Figures are from 2020 from the Swedish Agency for Support to Faith Communities.
Website:  https://www.myndighetensst.se/kunskap/statistik-om-trossamfund.html
(retrieved 22—-12-11).
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thinking ability to the ability to assimilate the world of religious concepts. Though
this may be considered a paradox, presumably it was the great interest of those years
in how children think that made me come to study what children think (Hartman
1986b, p. 76).

In reflections on his own research, Hartman notes its focus on what children
think about, instead of #ow they think, which was the emphasis in the earlier tra-
dition. Hartman’s and his colleagues’ directing their empirical research towards
what children actually think meant a break with developmental stage theories (cf.
Hartman, 1986a; Hartman & Torstensson-Ed, 2007) and provided an opening for
interdisciplinary discussions. Hartman also points to how the cognitive-psycho-
logical approach of the 1960s focused on children’s difficulties in assimilating
the ‘world of religious concepts’ (Hartman, 1986b, pp. 76—79), which indirectly
could mean that their thinking capacity was not recognised.

Hartman’s and his colleagues’ ways of inquiring about what children actually
think about could exemplify the beginning of a way of doing research with chil-
dren, rather than just about children; i.e., research where children are regarded to
have their own views and ways of thinking in their own right. Respect for children
and their rights found important expression in the 1980s in the UN Convention
of the Rights of the Child, CRC, (1989). Picking up the discussion of children’s
rights, philosopher and ethicist John Wall has argued for ‘childism’ — and the
need to place one-third of the world’s population on an equal footing with adults
(Wall, 2010). Inclusion of children and young people and their views on life on
Planet Earth necessitates a critique of norms and traditional ways of thinking for
children and young people to be adequately represented, also politically, not least
through empowered inclusion (Wall, 2011; 2019; 2022; Josefsson & Wall, 2020).

4.3  Challenges to the RE subject

During the 1960s, as we have argued, the grand narrative of Sweden as a Chris-
tian Lutheran society was questioned, criticised and shaken. The existing RE
subject with its focus on the Christian tradition needed a new framework, and
‘livsfrdagor’ were introduced in Lgr 69 as a way to open the subject to students’
actual existential questions, and we have seen that while that narrative has sur-
vived, it has been modified and altered in curricular changes ever since. But if the
secular criticism of the RE subject of the 1960s was the main threat to it, what are
the main challenges in the 2020s, and will the narrative of 7ivsfirdgor’ have any
potential in this context?

In 2015, Kittelman Flensner presented a comprehensive discourse analysis
of RE education in upper secondary school classrooms. She observed and
audiotaped 125 RE lessons in 24 school classes. The main result of Kittelman
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Flensner’s analysis was that a hegemonic secularist discourse dominated the
classroom practices. This led to religions and worldviews being represented as
outdated, as belonging to history, in discussions about religion. The norm was
that ‘[a] non-religious, atheistic position was articulated as neutral and unbiased
in relation to the subject matter and was associated with being a rational, critically
thinking person.’ (Kittelmann Flensner, 2015, p. 6). Risks of secularist discourses
in RE have also been identified in other studies, for example by Osbeck & Lied
(2012), who researched discourses in middle school, and ensuing discussions
on classrooms as safe public spaces have also been articulated (e.g. Osbeck,
Skeie & Sporre, 2017).

Interestingly, in the context of the narrative of ‘livsfragor’, Kittelman Flens-
ner, in a second analysis of her material, focused specifically on lessons where
existential questions or themes had been brought up (Kittelmann Flensner, 2018).
She found that in these lessons, the dominating secularist discourse of the mate-
rial is broken up, and that in explorations of ‘livsfrdagor’, students and teachers
position themselves more openly in relation to religions and worldviews. The
distancing and othering of religions, religious persons, and phenomena is then
replaced by a global human ‘we’. Additionally, teachers’ role as experts may
transform into one of a guide taking part in a common search together with their
students. Kittelman Flensner also notes how dealing with ‘Zivsfrdgor’ opened up
space for a plurality of worldviews and beliefs in the lessons she observed and
analysed (2018, pp. 415-417).

In conclusion, Kittelman Flensner touches on matters of assessment currently
at work in the Swedish school system (Kittelman Flensner, 2018, p. 415). She
questions the meaningfulness of developing means and measures to assess stu-
dents when it comes to their ability to deal with ‘/ivsfragor’. Similarly, Selander
(2018), in his overview of the 50 years of ‘livsfrdgor’ in RE syllabi, also raises
questions regarding assessment and argues for an understanding where not
all aspects of a school subject need to be assessed for them to be meaningful
(Selander, 2018, p. 61). In general, Selander, in his overview, stresses the
importance of ‘livsfrdgor’ in the context of contributing to students’ personal life
interpretations, and also anchors the introduction of ‘fivsfrdgor’ in theological
traditions at Lund University, where phenomenological understandings of human
life have been of importance (Selander, 2018).

The questioning of the assessment of ‘fivsfragor’ by Kittelman Flensner and
Selander can be understood as connecting to the general discussion of Biesta
(2009) regarding assessment of education in the light of the three purposes of
education, and the possibility to measure all aspects thereof. Furthermore, and
of importance in this context, in his later work, Biesta has argued for the need to
recognise the importance for education to include existential dimensions for it to
be truly educational (Biesta, 2022, p. vii; pp. 40-57). All education needs to carry
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within it an existential dimension as a challenge for the students. Education then
becomes an ‘Aufforderung zur Selbsttdtigkeit’ (cf. Benner, 2015), a possibility
for students to be existentially challenged in their education, but also to take on
that challenge and put it into action, to take it into their lives. This argument is
made by Biesta when he elaborates on his own concept subjectification (Biesta,
2022, pp. 40-57).

As a last remark, in their investigation ‘Tonéringen och livsfragorna’, Ronnas
et al. argued that young people interpret contemporary situations in new ways
and with values that may differ from those of earlier generations (Lindskog &
Ronnas, 1969, pp. 102-108). Hartman (1986b) emphasises that the existential
questions of children take on a daily character; they start from where the children
are. Taking such an approach seriously in the 2020s, it becomes obvious that the
way young people today approach climate change and the possible extinction
of species due to human overexploitation of resources, for example in Fridays
for Future (website: https://fridaysforfuture.org/ retrieved 23 01 11), is a strong
indication as to where they believe the main challenge is to be found.

5.  Concluding summarising of the discussion

As compared to today, the situation in the 1960s when the grand narrative of
Sweden as a Christian Lutheran society was put to question might seem easier
to characterise as a challenge to the RE subject than the challenges of today. To
name but a few: a secularist discourse as the norm in RE classrooms; a system for
the assessment of school subjects that marginalises “/ivsfrdgor’ due to difficulties
of measuring students’ abilities, given the measurement standards of today; cur-
ricular tendencies since the 1990s to prioritise the knowledge content of religions
and worldviews in the RE subject at the expense of students’ own existential
questions and life interpretations; the global threat of climate change resulting in
the extinction of species and jeopardised living conditions, which is of concern
globally to children and young people, who, however, are given only limited
opportunities to articulate their concerns in school. In these conflictual times, the
future prospects for our small narrative ‘livsfidgor’ do not seem very good.
However, the point Lyotard (1979) made was that in times of conflict and
disagreement situations become ripe for new small narratives to replace outgoing
ones. So, given the Swedish situation today, with more diversified plurality and
more variation in both religious and secular beliefs and convictions, the need for
an RE subject that provides an open platform for dialogues increases. Additionally,
with a greater emphasis on the rights of children and young people and ensuing
respect for them in their own right — also in society, a curricular space for their
own questions and concerns in fruitful dialogues must be provided. Finally, while
it is obvious that the dominating secularistic discourses in the RE subject hamper
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the intended learning, aspects of interpretation of human life are necessary in RE,
as demonstrated in the empirical work of Kittelman Flensner (2018) and also in
the reflections of the RE scholar Selander (2018), who has experienced the 50
years of ‘livsfrdgor’ as a tentative narrative. ‘Livsfrdgor’ are also a narrative
with the potential to respond to calls to open education to existential dimensions
expressed in international educational debates, for instance by Biesta (2022) and
Hannam (2019).
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Tab. 1:

‘Livsfragor’— a Swedish Narrative from the 1960s
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Overview over Swedish RE syllabi and the role of ‘Livsfidgor’ 1962-2022

Curriculum Year of Role of ‘Livsfragor’in Type of narrative of Emphasis in the

launching the RE subject ‘livsfragor’ RE subject

Ler 62 1962 None Non-existing Knowledge of Chris-

tianity

Ler 69 1969 First time tentatively Small narrative Religions, worldviews,
introduced with a certain emphasis

on Christianity

Lgr 80 1980 Central role. Integra- Suggested: Grand ‘Livsfragor’ serving
tive function. Strong narrative the central role of being
standing in syllabus. the web connecting

the study of religions,
worldviews, and Chris-
tianity

Lpo 94 1994 Almost none. Small narrative, Knowledge of world-

Abrupt change. views and religions
(Grand narrative at the center of the
definitively pushed  RE subject, replacing
back). livsfragor .

Legr 11 2011 Given a little more Small narrative, Content in four themes:
space. Connected to some expansion Religions and other
matters of identity. No outlooks on life;
connection to older Religions and society;
students’ questions. Identity and ‘livs-

fragor’; Ethics

Legr22 2022 Given a little more Small narrative, Content in three

space than in Lgr 11.
Connected to matters
of ethics. Students’

own questions recog-
nised to some extent.

some further expan-
sion

themes: Religions and
other outlooks on life;
Religions and society;
Ethics and ‘livsfragor’






