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The idea for this book arose in the spring of 2020. It began when one of 
us, Michael Paulsen, in December 2019 wanted to join the conference 
“Anthropocene—Reworking the Wound” in Katowice, Poland on June 
17 to June 20, 2020, and offered to chair a panel session on “Pedagogies 
of the Anthropocene (s)”. The conference organizers, Ania Malinowska 
and Karolina Lebek, then wrote back affirmatively, after which Michael 
began to look for researchers to join the panel. The interest was indeed 
great, and already on January 10, 2020, we registered four panel sessions 
with a total of 20 researchers from around the world. Everyone was very 
excited to meet in Katowice. However, then COVID-19 pandemic came—
the physical version of the conference was canceled, although some panels 
continued virtually. However, one of the panelists, jan jagodzinski, sug-
gested that we “instead” transmute the panels into a book on Pedagogy 
and the Anthropocene. There seemed to be enough interest to reach the 
group that was to appear at the conference sessions. ‘I edit a series for 
Palgrave press called Educational Futures’, jan told Michael. Michael 
agreed to co-edit and wrote to the panelists to garner interest for such a 
book project. Most responded with a yes! One panelist, Shé Hawke, had 
been considering editing a Special Journal Issue on the Anthropocene and 
Inter-disciplinarity, with Reingard Spannring, and offered to consolidate 
editing energy into one robust and diverse book. As Reingard was now 
involved in another book, our editing team of three got to work. We 
drafted a proposal for Palgrave, which led to the publishing contract for 
us, for which we are extremely grateful. A huge thank you goes to Milana 
Vernikova, Antony Sami and everyone at Palgrave who helped with the 

Preface



viii  PREFACE

execution of the book. Many thanks also to both the original panelists and 
the authors of the 16 chapters of this book. It has been a fantastic journey, 
with valued commitment from so many good people full of energy and 
passion for the project. Many of us have yet to meet in person, but we are 
not strangers to one another’s work, or our shared commitment to a 
‘new earth’.

Odense, Denmark� Michael Paulsen
Edmonton, AB, Canada � jan jagodzinski
Koper, Slovenia � Shé M. Hawke 
August 2021



“Much has been written about the Anthropocene but surprising little about its 
implications for education. This book tackles that fundamental issue head-on. The 
definitions and interpretations of the Anthropocene are vast, but they all point 
towards the same formidable challenge—we need to examine who we are and what 
relationship we should have with the rest of the planet. The next generations will 
feel the full force of the Anthropocene, so there is nothing more important than 
preparing them for the uncertain future of the human epoch.”

—Will Steffen, Emeritus Professor, The Australian National University, 
Canberra

“This book, written by authors of passion and conviction, charts pedagogical path-
ways for an unknown future. The offerings range from those who believe that the 
future is dark yet hold a flickering torch of hope, others who believe that our hope 
for the future lies in our ability to re-member, re-new, re-gain our deep relational-
ity to all species, to re-wild and re-pair the extraordinary damage that we have 
done to the beautiful planet we call home, and those whose call is to re-vitalize our 
spiritual consciousness and connection to the nonhuman and more-than-human 
world. Wherever we are on this continuum, this book points to critical pedagogies 
for a liveable future—for our children, for our grandchildren and for our more-
than-human relations. It is a much-needed and magnificent book. I am honored 
to write its endorsement.”

—Makere Stewart-Harawira, Professor, Faculty of Education, University of 
Alberta, Canada. Dr. Stewart-Harawira is of Māori and Scots descent, her 

primary iwi affiliation being Waitaha ki Te Waipounamu. She is the author of The 
New Imperial Order: Indigenous Responses to Globalization.

Praise for Pedagogy in the Anthropocene
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CHAPTER 1

A Critical Introduction

Michael Paulsen, jan jagodzinski, and Shé M. Hawke 

We now live in the geological epoch called the Anthropocene (Crutzen & 
Stoermer, 2000; Steffen et  al., 2011; Zalasiewicz et  al., 2008; Steffen 
et  al., 2016; Morton, 2016; Sørlin, 2017; Ellis, 2018). In this age, 
Anthropos, through human activities, technologies and alterations of the 
global environment have begun to affect the whole life-critical zone of the 
Earth more than ever before, and more than anything else (Lin, 2010; 
Latour, 2017). The consequences are many: “the great acceleration” of 
technology, industry, agriculture, and an over-use of natural resources 
(McNeill & Engelke, 2016), mass extinctions (see for example Chap. 2), 
global warming (Oreskes & Conway, 2011), collapse of eco-systems 
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(Steffen et  al., 2006), and the spread of pandemics and multi-resistant 
bacteria. All this promises an ever more impoverished earth if we continue 
along the prevailing trajectory. Innovative, integrated, achievable, and 
inclusive pedagogical intervention into climate change and Anthropocene 
damage, form the two-pronged yet intertwined focus of this collection.

Integrated Pedagogy

Let us begin with the pedagogical stream of this collection. The over-
arching question for this aspect of the book is how transformations in 
pedagogy and education can change the face of the earth for the better.

We have intentionally invited scholars from pedagogy and beyond, to 
develop potent intersections with other scientific inquiries, and creative 
industries. For a more enlightened—or re-enlightened—sustainability 
praxis in the educational domain, in both the school and with the public, 
we engage inclusively with cultural and research fields, and ethico-political-
critical pedagogy, as a significant focus of this collection of essays. 
Innovation and integration alongside disruption and challenge, form 
equally important parts of the book’s direction and intention.

Pedagogy, and by extension language, ontology, and epistemology, is 
predicated by our social, cultural, and geographic situatedness and con-
junctions. Even in the western world, the variance in teaching practice and 
curriculum is vast. But what has been observed in recent decades—partly 
because of the increase in digital cultures—is that learning and teaching is 
less-often enacted outside the classroom than in previous decades 
(Spannring & Hawke, 2021), and less-often cross pollinated with other 
cultural systems of knowledge. A return to First Nations’ invitation to 
dialogue about cross-cultural sustainability learning practices is now 
increasing. This has perhaps been provoked by the planetary perils and 
catastrophes brought on by the Anthropocene Epoch and its hyper-
productive agricultural practices, deforestation, and the residual effects of 
colonization and imperialism (Stewart-Harawira, 2012). While compre-
hensive cross-cultural engagement with pedagogical practices is beyond 
the scope of this collection, several chapters reference, and engage deeply 
with such ontology and pedagogy (see for example Chaps. 3 and 10) from 
the northern hemisphere to Australia in the deep south. Such critical ped-
agogies and cartographies of place, add valued dimensions to sustainable 
pathways in which culture and the environment converge.
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The Anthropocene

‘The ‘Anthropocene’ … is the current working term to describe anthro-
pogenic changes since the late Holocene Geological Epoch. It is the lan-
guage used by scientific and research organizations such as UNEP, and the 
European Commission, and refers to the current geological age, begin-
ning with the Industrial Revolution’ (Spannring & Hawke, 2021, 3). Yet 
not all fields agree on the term, its date of birth, or its applied application 
across the sciences. For purposes of delineation, we outline below some of 
the challenges and contestations about the term Anthropocene, and its 
understanding in both scholarly and everyday life, as they relate to the 
provocations presented in this book.

By manifold anthropogenic effects—including uncontrollable domino-
effects, negative feedback loops, and further non-intended consequences 
(Tønder, 2020)—humankind has ended the geological epoch called “the 
Holocene”, an unusual climatically stable period beginning about 11,500 
years ago, after the last Ice age (Crutzen & Schwägerl, 2011). In the 
Holocene epoch (the forerunner of the Anthropocene), all human civili-
zation—including cities, agriculture, democracy, science, and capitalism—
developed, under climatically favorable conditions, which are now 
undermined by the very same development and its excessive consequences 
(see for example Chap. 11). DNA nanotechnology and other new inven-
tions have made it possible to change and reshape the conditions of earthly 
life, to an incomprehensible and unpredictable extent (see for example 
Chap. 8). Thus, in all stratums of the life-critical zone, from nano to macro 
global planetary level, human activities now reshape the earthly conditions 
of life (Zalasiewicz et al., 2016, 2017). This has also led to the collapse of 
the old western distinction between cultivated land (the world of nomos 
and culture) and uncultivated wild areas (the world of physis and nature)—
a distinction that has now deconstructed itself (Marris, 2011; Oppermann 
& Iovino, 2017; Emmett & Nye, 2017; Latour, 2018; Paulsen, 2021a). 
We now live in a world where the effects of humans can be found every-
where—result: the end of (untouched) nature (e.g., Mckibben, 2006; 
Morton, 2009) as we have known it.

The key ethical-political-pedagogical question of today is not so much 
how to change the world, but how to change it less, or in ways that are less 
harmful to it (see Purdy, 2015); to partner with nature rather than work 
against it (Spannring & Hawke, 2021)—towards a new earth. In a com-
paratively short time in Earth history, the zone slightly above and below 
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the surface of the earth (Latour, 2017) has been reshaped to meet human 
needs, pointing towards the making of an artificial and human manipu-
lated world; a ‘man’s world’ one could say—the world of Anthropos, 
where a total ecological breakdown, threatens to remove the foundation 
of this world. Thus, we live in a time of transition and risk, but perhaps 
also in a world that has moved off the edge of history (Giddens). We are 
no longer living in a late modern society, in distinction to modern and 
premodern societies. This self-understanding has become obsolete, 
because it does not take account of what it set in the background, our 
interrelatedness and entanglement (for good and for worse) with our envi-
ronment, i.e., the rest of life’s critical zones, the multi-species and more-
than-human world. While the concept of late modernity places us only in 
human history, seeing ‘nature’ as a mere background as a ‘scene’ for 
human development, the story of the Anthropocene inscribes our species 
in a larger earthly history, which opens a whole new view of ourselves, our 
past, present, and future, here on Earth (Paulsen, 2021b; Spannring & 
Hawke, 2021). This story tells us that we have become re-shapers of the 
earth, but with many overwhelmingly negative consequences for the life 
of the planet, including ourselves.

The Contested Anthropocene

Yet, the Anthropocene is a contested concept (see Paulsen, 2021c) and 
rejected outright by some (e.g., Malm & Hornborg, 2014), while others 
argue that it is inadequate and needs to be complemented by other stories 
(Haraway, 2016). Thus, two of the main objections to the Anthropocene 
story are: (1) that it gives humans/Man too big a role in earth history, by 
focusing on Anthropos (Haraway, 2016) and (2) that it blames humanity 
as such, while some humans and some human activities are much more 
guilty/damaging than others. For example, the industrialized world and 
owners of fossil-fuel driven activities (Moore, 2015) (see also Chap. 2). 
Our retort to the first objection is that it is precisely human industry and 
activities that have created the negative effects (Morton, 2017). Against 
the second objection we would extend the contestation to include more-
than-humans and marginalized human communities, globally (Spannring 
& Hawke, 2021). This creates a double entanglement in its specific asym-
metrical and contemporary forms, e.g., capitalistic, consumer-oriented, 
with inequality between both ‘humans and humans’ and ‘humans and 
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more-than-humans’, that makes up the Anthropocene situation we now 
live in (Braidotti, 2013; Paulsen, 2021b).

The important thing here, however, is not whether some are right, and 
others are wrong, but rather that different understandings of the 
Anthropocene and different confirmations and rejections of the story—
and so eo ipso of the time and situation we now live in—have political, ethi-
cal, practical, and pedagogical consequences. Or perhaps better stated: 
How one responds to the Anthropocene is framed by how one under-
stands the world (and crisis) we live in. Depending on how we understand 
our current age, past and future, different solutions and paths might come 
to the fore, as many of the chapters in this collection demonstrate. Some 
chapters argue for the need of a radical change as a response to the 
Anthropocene (see for example Chap. 8), while others suggest more mod-
erate rethinking and adjustments of our Holocene institutions (see for 
example Chap. 16).

There is also the further dimension of shifting away from being human-
centred to becoming more life-centred (Chakrabarty, 2015). Numerous 
other options are available, such as: the hope we can solve the planetary 
crisis by advancing green technology, improving the environment-making 
state and regain our control of the spaceship/spaceshop Earth (Parenti, 
2015) often found in political rhetoric, which others see as either human 
hubris or as an outright dystopic image of the world to come, a totally 
artificial and man-made Technopolis (to use a term coined by Postman, 
2011). Some of the critics of such control-regimes want to roll back cul-
ture and thus “go back to nature”, before we civilized everything (c.f. the 
re-wild movement); others (still!) deny that climate changes and other 
planetary calamities are serious problems, thus wanting to keep on with 
business as usual, in schools and elsewhere (see for example Chap. 15). 
There is also the backdrop of fossil fuel capitalism being the main driver, 
which creates the call for a needed solution that is a social revolution 
(Malm, 2014). Moreover, some of the chapters in this collection are opti-
mistic and project utopias and active hope (see for example Chap. 12) or 
think that the ‘anthropocene recognition’ might open the space for culti-
vating and enjoying a wider range of life-possibilities and ways of life than 
in the late Holocene (see for example Chap. 11); while others are pessi-
mistic and forecast dystopia and catastrophe, which might already have 
happened: we are ‘in’ it (see for example Chap. 6 and Morton, 2016). 
Such differences are reflected in the pedagogical responses to the 
Anthropocene, unfolding within a spectrum from light and optimistic 
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pedagogies to dark and horror-acknowledging pedagogies (Lysgaard 
et al., 2019).

The Anthropocene term, despite coming out of geological science, has 
also spread to other disciplines and areas, including humanities and social 
science. It has also become a popular concept and attractor outside of 
academia, for example in creative industry such as art exhibitions (Davis & 
Turpin, 2015) and in pop music (for example the 2020 album Miss 
Anthropocene by Grimes, and Bjork’s 2011 album and app Biophilia that 
turns the focus the other way, to name a few). This means that we cannot 
take for granted what we understand by the term ‘Anthropocene’. One 
might even conclude that the term is so ambiguous that it is not useful. 
Or, that we should settle for the geological definition of the Anthropocene 
only. Yet we take the ambiguity of the concept as an advantage because of 
its great rhizomatic and transversal capacity. It has become a meeting point 
of so many different understandings, enterprises, controversies, discus-
sions, and conflicts, both within and across different sciences, and attracted 
huge attention outside of academia as well (Latour, 2017). The aim of this 
critical introduction to pedagogy in the Anthropocene is therefore to 
explicate its immanent complexity. Further, we indicate that different ped-
agogical responses to the age we are now living in depend on what parts 
of the Anthropocene story are narrated, accounted for, and legitimated 
based on different worldviews and outlooks, theoretical and practical incli-
nations, and preferences. We fulfil this task in the following, by emphasiz-
ing four controversies of the Anthropocene.

Controversy # 1: When Did It All Start?

Although there have been forerunners in the late Holocene, it is only now 
that we really see and acknowledge that we are in an earth-historical bor-
der situation, with several phenomena that signify a transition from the 
Holocene that is ebbing out, to the Anthropocene, which is about to 
open. It is not “only” about the climate crisis and global warming, but 
about the entire life zone transformed throughout the Holocene, the 
great acceleration, the sixth mass extinction, the biodiversity crisis and 
much more, including its full acknowledgement. Only today, when life is 
more threatened than ever in the history of mankind, do we begin—more 
comprehensively—to understand ourselves as also living in an earth zone, 
and not just as citizens of society. However, a question now arises: When 
exactly does the Anthropocene era begin?
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In one sense, the Anthropocene (understood as man mega-influencing 
overall life on earth) begins with the agrarian revolution that unfolds at 
the beginning of the Holocene era. However, the Anthropocene is rein-
forced with the Industrial Revolution (from 1750) and further with 
nuclear explosions and the great acceleration (of, among other things, 
resource consumption from 1945). In a slightly different sense (namely 
understood as recognition of ourselves as earthly and in the process of 
destroying all earthly life), one might highlight events such as lunar land-
ings (1969), where we see the earth from the outside and the very naming 
of the Anthropocene era (2000). For us, however, it is not important to 
settle upon one exact start date. You can also not set an exact date on the 
modern or late modern.

More importantly, the belief that we are now living in the Anthropocene, 
is more unshakable than ever before. Most importantly, should we be 
aware of how different start dates frame different historical understand-
ings, and therefore also understand what has given rise to our current situ-
ation? If, for instance, one thinks that the Anthropocene started with the 
agrarian revolution, the inventing of agrarian religions and what Morton 
(2018) calls “agricultural civilization” and “agrilogistics”, it most likely 
implies that the adequate political, practical, ethical, and pedagogical 
response today will be to cancel and/or rethink monocultural agriculture, 
including all the societal institutions build around agrilogistical values and 
worldviews. This, for instance, could also imply a critique of the main-
stream western (idea of the) school (including academia) as being under-
stood itself mainly as a kind of agricultural treadmill, treating students as 
seeds to be cultivated and sorted in artificially made “greenhouses”—
schools—as auotomated instruments, separated from everything else. 
Here, an understanding of education as taming of what is otherwise ‘wild’ 
(see for example Chap. 3) becomes apparent.

If, on the other hand, the starting date of the Anthropocene is identi-
fied with the industrial revolution and the rise of modern capitalism, from 
1750 an onwards, it is more likely that one responds by criticizing capital-
istic structures and the tight link between a capitalistic society, the school, 
and the damaging effects on the environment. This might also include a 
critique of the industrial view of the school, framing schools as factory 
halls and students as products produced by the society to meet societal 
needs, especially in relation to the labor market; transforming human 
beings into a workforce, human capital, a mere manipulable resource (see 
for example Chaps. 7 and 8) on a production line of life. Finally, if one sets 
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the Anthropocene to start around 1945 or early 1950s, with nuclear pro-
liferation and testing and many new technological inventions such as the 
modern computer (1936), the lunar landings (1969), and so-called mod-
ern agriculture, it is more likely to see modern science and technology as 
the great cause of the anthropogenic effects. This then enacts an option 
for political, practical, ethical and pedagogical responses that criticize and 
counter the increasing instrumentalization, technification and scientific 
management of both humans and the earth, as well as the school (see for 
example Chaps. 7, 11 and 13).

To agree on one specific start date therefore, is not necessarily the 
‘most’ crucial factor. Rather, it can be an advantage to think and act on the 
basis of a multi-stranded understanding of history, so that, for example, 
both agrarian logic, capitalist logic and technical-scientific logic, all of 
which are important layers in the Holocene, are exposed to criticism and 
constructive alternatives. These can then be translated into (among other 
things), better pedagogical practice, supporting future generations to dis-
solve these Holocene logics, and to replace them with better approaches 
to life here on earth.

Controversy # 2: The Name of the Game

Two key objections have been raised to designating the time we live in as 
the Anthropocene.

Firstly, it has been objected that not all humans are equally guilty of its 
negative consequences (Moore, 2015, 2016; Malm, 2016). Global fossil 
companies and rich people are especially guilty, much like the unequal 
distribution as to who should take responsibility for the problems. 
However, objectionists have asserted that it is not fundamentally human-
ity as such (and thus the species homo sapiens) that are the cause of global 
warming, but a capitalist way of relating to the world that has spread from 
Europe to the entire globe from around the fifteenth century onwards. 
The story of the Anthropocene is too superficial, as it does not dive into 
the specific capitalist relations between humans and the more-than-human 
world that capitalism exploits. Instead of such a specific mosaic of relation-
ships, Anthropocene history speaks only of an abstract homogeneous act-
ing entity—humanity—facing the great forces of nature. The concept of 
the Anthropocene therefore implies, critics say, a reductionist narrative in 
which humanity as a collective actor faces Nature. It means that one con-
ceptualizes the Anthropocene from a catalogue of geological and 
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biospherical consequences, while what leads to these consequences appears 
as a black box consisting of categories such as industrialization, urbaniza-
tion, population growth, and so forth.

These two features: (1) that humanity is abstractly seen as a cause, and 
(2) the Anthropocene is based on consequences for nature—implies a 
Cartesian dualism, where the world is divided into separate domains: 
human activities in one box, and nature in another. Such a narrative has 
political-pedagogical consequences: it draws attention to technical vari-
ables such as population growth and technologies for dealing with the 
challenges that have arisen. Part of this narrative is that the Anthropocene 
starts with coal and steam engines in mid-eighteenth century England. If, 
instead of periodizing based on external consequences, its emergence was 
placed in relation to capitalist structures and relations, then its decisive 
beginning is as early as the fifteenth century; politically, its these relations 
and structures that must be overcome. Having an eye for the origins of 
capitalism in early modernity and its extraordinary transformation of cul-
ture and nature before the steam engine, is therefore politically crucial, as 
our understanding of the origins of problems affects how we choose to 
respond pedagogically. Such a critique of capitalism questions the resource 
and technology determinism embedded in the concept of the 
Anthropocene. The concept of the Capitalocene focuses on the fact that 
today we live in a time shaped by structures that privilege an endless accu-
mulation of capital. The hope in this critique is that the Anthropocene is 
not to be conceptualized by and through external consequences, but 
based on which structures produce these consequences.

We agree in principle—and to some extent—with this critique. If the 
Anthropocene is simply understood as a boxing match between Man and 
Nature, and viewed from the consequences, then one has both a weak and 
politically-pedagogically problematic concept of the Anthropocene. We 
have argued in this collection, one can well thematize that it is not Man 
abstractly theorized that is the cause, but specific assemblages of unequal 
and asymmetrical intricacies of ‘humans and humans’ and ‘humans and 
non-humans’ that result in negative effects. In the above critique, empha-
sis is placed on the fact that these intricacies have increasingly assumed a 
capitalist format since the fifteenth century. We do not necessarily disagree 
with this, but will nevertheless suggest that one should trace the cause a 
layer deeper, namely down to the underlying human-centred worldview 
developed especially in western culture, including and perhaps especially 
in the Renaissance (Paulsen, 2021b) (see further in Chap. 11). The 
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advantage of such deeper explanations, among other things, is that it 
becomes possible to explain that structures other than specifically capitalist 
ones can also rest on the same worldview, and therefore have many similar 
negative consequences; for instance, the major environmental deficits in 
the planned economic arrangements in the so-called communist coun-
tries. This also makes it clear why a mere critique of capitalism is politically-
pedagogically inadequate as it does not really penetrate to the underlying 
worldview and the need to change it. Yet it must be considered as part of 
the bigger picture (see for example Chaps. 7 and 8). Furthermore, the 
concept of the Capitalocene—as an alternative term preferred by some to 
the Anthropocene—has the added problem that it only focuses on intra-
human relations. Secondarily, the focus on human capital does not open 
the gaze to the diversity of non-humans, including their potential and 
capacity for creating symbiotic life and being part of new solutions.

Secondly, it seems inappropriate to name an era of the earth’s history as 
Man’s new age—which is what the ‘Anthropocene’ literally means. Such a 
designation overemphasizes Man and his role (which is also the case with 
alternatives like the Capitalocene) (Haraway, 2016). By designating the 
current epoch of the Earth as the time of Man, the anthropocentrism that 
some proponents of the concept of the Anthropocene try to do away with 
is simply confirmed. This is sheer hubris—insofar as the term fortifies an 
attempt to take control of a geohistory that is being co-authored by cos-
mological earthly forces (see Chaps. 2 and 7).

It is apparent however, that anthropogenic activities have led to the 
plastic waste in the oceans, so much so that yet another designation has 
emerged: Plastocene. The ‘Anthropocene’ can signify specific arrange-
ments (or entanglements) between humans and non-humans that have 
begun to play a major role in Earth’s overall geobiohistory, which are new 
and therefore might justify the name. However, if an understanding of the 
Anthropocene is solely based on the fact that we live in a time where 
mega-influences of the planet are attributable to humans, then it leans 
towards a problematic anthropocentrism. Alternatively, incorporating 
understandings of specific entanglements between humans and non-
humans, and developing new dialogical sensitivity to the latter, then this 
anthropocentrism is countered. Furthermore, it is precisely the ambigu-
ous, ambivalent, and controversial nature of the name that enables this 
term to do what no other term can currently do; on the one hand, it 
emphasizes the crucial role of Man, but on the other hand it problema-
tizes this very claim by bringing together the cultural history of Man and 
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the geobiological history of the earth, so that Man (re)enters a geobio-
logical time together with other beings. The Anthropocene invites think-
ing of the interweaving of the human species with other beings on a 
common fragile planet. Understood along such lines, the Anthropocene 
term does not involve a celebration of human impact on earth systems, but 
functions as a critical concept, which problematize our species’ current 
earthly presence. The concept holds a critical potential—and now pos-
sesses a normative self-negating dimension; it points to a fictitious desir-
able post-Anthropocene future in which our species does not constitute a 
mega-influential centre, but has become one among other beings who 
stand in a dialogical relationship of care and co-existence. Alternative 
terms such as Chthulucene, proposed by Haraway (2016), only receive 
their meaning and role as supplementing the Anthropocene term. This is 
also the reason why Haraway (2016) tends to tell a three-fold story about 
the Anthropocene, Capitalocene and Chthulucene, arguing that all three 
narrative layers are important. We agree with such a multi-narrative start-
ing point as it enables a way to counter too simple one-dimensional 
political-pedagogical solutions. The essays in this book can be seen as a 
contribution to such enabling, pointing to different dimensions of the 
Anthropocene and complementing solutions. Some chapters point out the 
need for education to address the current negative impact of human activi-
ties (see especially Chap. 15). Other chapters criticize the capitalistic struc-
turing of the Earth (see for example Chaps. 2, 7, 8 and 16). But most 
chapters emphasize the need to pay more heed to entanglements and care 
for more-than-humans and interspecies relationships (see for example 
Chaps. 3, 4, 10, 11, 13 and 16), and take on the perspective of 
Planetarianism (see especially Chap. 12) and Biophilia (see for example 
Chap. 10).

The upshot is that the term Anthropocene is useful to gather and join 
a constellation of current forces and ideas that point towards new peda-
gogical practices suited for a better Earth and future.

Controversy # 3: A Narrow or Broad

Some argue that we today, due to the latest impact of human industrial 
manufacturing and urbanization on the global climate on Earth, live under 
Anthropocene conditions, characterized by global warming, extensive eco-
logical destruction, biodiversity crisis/mass extinction and the loss of 
inhabitation. These conditions generate, among other things, a movement 
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where urban families begin to flow out of the cities to become permacul-
tural (see especially Chap. 17). By designating the Anthropocene as the 
condition for a new situation, one might avoid the question of just when 
the Anthropocene epoch began (or ended), but that ultimately many 
forms of regernation are necessary now.

Yet, another question, which cannot be avoided, is how narrow or 
broad the Anthropocene should be understood. For example: if the 
Anthropocene is understood only as an age where, through natural sci-
ence, we can detect that human activities profoundly affect the environ-
ment, and that we now realize that there is a risk to destroying the 
environmental conditions of human life as we know it, the pedagogical 
response would probably only be about learning to manage resources—
and spaceship Earth—better; that is, to try and solve planetary problems 
with the same Holocene instruments and logics, understanding the world 
in the same way that created the problems in the first place. If on the other 
hand, the Anthropocene is understood as opening up a new “more life-
friendly” world understanding, i.e., a new way of being-in-the-world, the 
pedagogical response would be to support and encourage the emergence 
of alternative ways of being present in the world, and paying attention to 
new ways of understanding ourselves, and the world (see for example 
Chap. 11). While many politicians, policymakers and established regimes 
might be attentive to global warming and the need to respond to the 
global environmental problems of today more inclusively, in our view 
there is an over emphasis on political rhetoric (Kopnina et al., 2021) and 
basing responses on arguably redundant late Holocene logics. This is pri-
marily a technical worldview, a narrow scientific-geological understanding 
of the Anthropocene that attempts to control the new situation through 
instrumentalized means (see for example Chap. 2).

On the other hand, many eco-critics, eco-artists, and eco-critical 
researchers respond on the basis of a broader epistemological concept of 
the Anthropocene. They argue for the need to change dominant world-
views: how to understand ourselves as a species in the larger context of life 
and cosmos, situated together on a planet with other living beings 
(Chakrabarty, 2015, Paulsen, 2021a). It remains open as to how this new 
possibility to understand such inter-intra-relations should be encountered, 
actualized, and understood more precisely. On a theoretical-philosophical 
level, there are different implications for such a new life-centred world 
understanding.
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A ‘soft distinction’ between two slightly different movements can be 
detected: the first movement, new materialism (Coole & Frost, 2010), 
mainly tries to map and understand how human and non-human bodies 
are entangled, and part of the same living earth (see for example Chaps. 6, 
8, 9 and 17). One of the main theoretical references here is the differential 
‘cosmology’ and rhizomatic conceptual framework and ideas put forward 
by Deleuze and Guattari, along with process-philosophical thinkers like 
Spinoza, Bergson, and Whitehead. It is important to notice that this kind 
of materialism is interested in creations, affections, relations, and what 
bodies can do together and to each other. The pedagogical consequence 
of this kind of thought, is perhaps most of all about creating new educa-
tional practices, in which students are encouraged to experiment with 
bodies (artistically), and develop ecological awareness of entanglements 
and affections (see for example Chap. 9). What is at stake is to see things 
as “vibrant matter” (Bennett, 2010), possessing virtual possible capacities 
for creating something new, possibly a ‘new Earth’ on a geopolitical scale 
(see especially Chap. 8) if these capacities are not suppressed and/or mar-
ginalized/restricted, but encountered with experimental openness and 
affirmative life affections. This might bring some hope. If the basic capac-
ity for life and creation is not destroyed, and the actual possibilities of 
destruction are reduced, it might be possible to detect and further grasp 
the virtual life capacity of the Earth, and perhaps then have a direction to 
recreate a new and better Earth. Yet (as argued especially in Chaps. 7 and 
8), the power of capitalism to reinvent itself and counter life and alterna-
tive movements is strong and should not be underestimated.

Aside from new materialism, there is a second movement, which makes 
it possible to talk of a new idealism (Paulsen, 2022). It mainly pays heed 
to the possibility and value of dialogical relationships between singular 
human beings and more-than-human creatures (see Chaps. 2, 3, 4, 5 and 
10). This line of thought expands the realm of subjectivity and ethical 
beings to more-than-humans—animals and plants (see for example Chaps. 
11 and 14), as well as other entities such as landscapes (see for example 
Chap. 3), waterscapes (see for example Chap. 9), and whole environments 
and collective entities (see for example Chap. 12). This way of thinking is 
often based on a reconceptualization of humanism and humanistic ethics, 
drawing on thinkers like Gadamer and Levinas as well as non-western 
thought. Ontologically speaking, it might involve a kind of pan-psychism 
(Skrbina, 2017), and overlaps with new materialism to the extent that 
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both movements treat ‘all beings’ as ‘actors’ that are able to ‘do’ things in 
relation to their environments.

The pedagogical consequence seems to be slightly different between 
these two movements. While new materialism invites educational practices 
that contain possibilities for the creation of differences and building new 
ecological awareness of entanglements and possibilities of connecting 
things differently—it recreates how we connect to the world—new ideal-
ism invites (1) a change to our own (self)understanding and ways of 
being-in-the-world, and (2) more specifically, begin to develop life com-
munities in which both human beings and more-than-human-beings can 
participate and enter dialogue with each other as to how to live well 
together. One of the main motives of new idealism is to (educationally) 
establish valuable relationship with more-than-humans. In this way, it 
becomes more likely that such an attunement will enhance more care and 
responsibility for others—including more-than-humans. When we recog-
nize the intrinsic value of more-than-humans, that is, recognize them as 
singular unique irreplaceable beings, and thus not only as resources or 
background for human life, we become ethically committed to become 
responsible for more-than-humans, de-centring ourselves.

Difficult questions arise as we untangle a broad spectrum of inter-
connected issues. A number of the essays deal with these difficulties (see 
for example Chaps. 13 and 14), rather than completely resolve them. They 
are pedagogical-practical-ethical-political wicked problems, fundamen-
tally undecidable. Also, there seems to be two strands in the new idealistic 
literature: on the one hand some seem to argue that we should pay atten-
tion to how many more-than-humans are like us. Given these similarities, 
we should treat them better, learn from them, and include them as near-
equals (Fredriksen, 2020). On the other hand, others put forward a kind 
of Levinasian argument: it is precisely because the more-than-humans are 
different from ourselves than we are ethically called to take care of them as 
Others. It is precisely their radical Otherness as to why they cannot be 
totally understood or replaced by us. At the same time, it is also the reason 
that it might be profitable to be together with more-than-humans and 
learn with and from them (see for example Chap. 14 and Paulsen, 2021c). 
In our view, all these difficult questions presented by new materialisms and 
idealisms, generating exciting discussions, are part of responding to the 
current Anthropocene situation. These issues should be incorporated into 
educational discourses and practices, inviting new generations to 
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participate in their further thinking and experimenting without arriving at 
final answers. The essays in this book demonstrate ways to engage in such 
an enterprise.

Controversy # 4: A Good or Bad Anthropocene—or, Does It 
Ever End?

The last controversy we want to highlight in this introduction is about 
what kind of future we can hope for, dream about, or aim for. How is this 
better state to be conceptualized and understood as a post-Anthropocene 
state or a different kind of Anthropocene than we live in now? This 
includes the question of whether we should “stay with the trouble” or try 
to find “a way out” of the Anthropocene, or indeed go further to imagine 
a spectrum between these binary positions. This controversy is linked to 
others previously mentioned. If for instance, one thinks that the 
Anthropocene is rightly called the Capitalocene, an age started with the 
growth and spread of capitalism, then there is the inclination to think that 
the needed future is a post-capitalistic one. If this is not possible, we are 
doomed in one way or another (see for example Chap. 7). Our future 
imaginaries are linked to our views on the past and present, and our peda-
gogical responses are also framed by this in relation to what kind of imagi-
nations are encouraged in our schools.

Some argue that the Anthropocene is a time of catastrophe: we are in 
it, right now! Gloomy and disastrous, it will only become worse and worse 
over the next years, until the end of the world as we used to know it comes 
to a halt (Scranton, 2015; Morton, 2013, 2016). The only sane pedagogi-
cal response to this will be to empower new generations to cope and make 
the most out of it; that is, if human life is still possible. This might include 
learning to protect ourselves against the worst effects and minimize the 
negative effects as much as possible. Afterall, nothing lasts forever, so what 
we can do is only to act so as to live well and as long as possible. In this 
dystopic story, the Anthropocene is the end of history. Part of this narra-
tive is to expect ‘worst case scenarios’—ecological breakdowns, but also 
societal breakdowns, anarchy and new totalitarian regimes, mass extinc-
tion, wars and global crime. Thus, the Anthropocene is ‘bad,’ and remains 
so. We better learn fast to realize this, to “know our enemies,” to counter, 
resist and modify the best we can. This seems to be the lesson of much 
current dystopic literature, film, gaming, and music that young people 
today grow up with, paving the way for apathy and depression (see for 
example Chap. 12). The world, when it comes to both nature as well as 
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society, is bad, and cruel. When it strikes (back), it comes with death and 
terror. There is no way out. It’s a strong narrative!

There is also a different kind of hope, proposed by a myriad of alterna-
tive storylines. Many agree that it all looks very hopeless, but that there is 
still “a good life” to strive for, even if there might not turn out to be a 
“good Anthropocene” as such. The Dark Pedagogy movement (see the 
essays in series II of this book) respond in this way: try to face the per-
ceived darkness, at the same time, keep or remain sane and “stay with the 
trouble” in a broken world so as to create feasible solutions from within. 
From this point of view, it is not advisable to be too optimistic and have 
un-realistic utopian views of a “good Anthropocene.” This ideologically 
erases—makes one blind to—the real troubles, dilemmas, deep structures, 
and wicked problems that are pressing, leading only to false hopes and 
dreams, which are yet but further disillusions and/or blind spots, in-
action, and an incapacity to act and recreate or, even more fundamentally, 
to make necessary radical resistance and change possible.

There are other voices who are optimistic and think that the 
Anthropocene is an opportunity to create new ways of life, new world 
understandings, coming into dialogue with more-than-humans, so as to 
create a much richer life (see especially the essays in series III in this book). 
While it is true that many young people today grew up with dystopic nar-
ratives in mainstream culture, it is possible to find and relate educationally 
to a literature that possesses active hope. These are narratives that can help 
young people create hope for the planet, at the same time cultivate their 
anticipatory imagination, fostering ideas about how to act and create a 
biophilic society (see especially Chaps. 10 and 12).

Still others propose that it is possible to transition from bad to at least 
a better Anthropocene, but only if we can succeed by deviating from our 
current unsustainable monocultural habits and practices. This includes re-
creating our educational institutions away from places where students are 
over-disciplined and controlled, but rather engaged, resilient and open to 
love and care of the planet. For example, this is the path that is envisioned 
and enacted by the Wild Pedagogy movement (see the essays in series I of 
this book), in which a ‘re-evaluation of all values’is called for, and human 
‘forgetting’of the more-than-human world is called to account (see for 
example Chaps. 3 and 5).

What almost all essayists of this book agree on is the bankruptcy of 
prevailing order of ‘control societies.’ As the old saying goes: the devil is 
in the detail. When it comes to details, and basic interpretations of the 
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Anthropocene situation and adequate pedagogical solutions, most of the 
essayists disagree with each other, more or less. This should not, in our 
view, be seen as a disadvantage, but reflects the complexity of the issues 
that call for multiple perspectives we hope readers will find both provoca-
tive and stimulating so as to further contribute and foster new and even 
better thoughts and practices that go beyond what we have dared to think 
in this book and exist today.

Structure of the Book

We have structured the book into four parts—series—that help navigate 
the collection thematically. Each series can be read on its own, but also as 
part of the book’s chronology.

The first series, Wild Pedagogies, contains four chapters, which all 
relate to the Wild Pedagogy Movements, initiated by Canadian scholar 
Bob Jickling and others. Wild Pedagogies (WP) aims to renegotiate what 
it means to be human in relationship with the world by engaging in deep 
and transformational change using educational practices (see https://
wildpedagogies.com).

The first chapter in this series introduces the main ideas of WP. Chapters 
3 and 4 are independent contributions that relate to and can be viewed as 
part of the WP movement. Chapter 5 seeks to bring WP into new terrains. 
Together the four chapters capture the essentials of WP and demonstrate 
how WP ideas can be used to appreciate more-than-humans in educational 
contexts. All four chapters respond to the Anthropocene mainly by pro-
posing that new more ‘wild’ educational practices are needed, which cul-
tivate non-instrumental and non-control-seeking relationships with 
the world.

Chapter 2 argues that the Anthropocene reminds us of three critical 
ideas: (1) Earth is in a state that threatens myriad species, including our 
own; (2) any effective response will require a radical rethinking of ideas 
and ways of being that run counter to dominant cultural narratives; (3) we 
live in unprecedented times, meaning that we can no longer prepare stu-
dents for an assumed world, with confident learning outcome. WP is an 
educational response to these challenges—and has arisen as concerns 
about the ways in which control does violence to many species and restricts 
the possibilities for change in an era of uncertainty. WP is based on at least 
two premises: first, that modernist relationships with the world must 
change; and second, that education is a partner in the project. WP argues 
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that the desire for control plays too big a role in education today, and 
brings too few possibilities for relational engagements within the natural 
world. As an alternative, WP suggests that teachers should be supported 
to become wilder, even rebellious, in their practices, and be supported to 
develop less mainstream, more non-linear, outdoor, and wilder forms of 
education.

Chapter 3 calls for a shift in Western perception of human and more-
than-human relations. The West’s propensity to conceive of humans, 
plants, elements, and land as separate entities merely capable of ‘interac-
tion,’ limits epistemological and relational possibilities. It is argued that 
standard (North American) educational practices do little to foster signifi-
cant relationships between humans and more-than-humans or acknowl-
edge their relationships. As an alternative, Chap. 3 reflects on relational 
ontology and the need to relearn to love more-than-human-entities, 
including deep listening to their responses and intrinsic values. This means 
shifting away from the object-oriented worldview towards more relation-
ally oriented ontologies, whether through forms of new materialism 
(Bennett, 2010), animism (Stengers, 2012; Bai, 2015), posthumanism 
(Snaza & Weaver, 2015), making kin (Haraway, 2016) or a scientific rec-
ognition of deep interconnectedness of human development (Lieberman, 
2013; Narvaez, 2014). Chapter 3 relates this to the nexus of love, and 
quotes Kimmerer’s (2013) important saying: “Knowing that you love the 
earth changes you, activates you to defend and protect and celebrate. But 
when you feel the earth loves you in return, that feeling transforms the 
relationship from a one-way street into a sacred bond” (p. 125). Further, 
both Chaps. 3 and 5 argue that children have an intuitive entanglement 
with more-than-humans, but learn today in mainstream education to hide, 
suppress, ignore, or even unlearn this kind of knowledge.

Chapter 4 demonstrates how nature educational programs can be 
enriched to help to inspire an appreciation for non-human agency and 
values in learners. Levels of possible experiences are delineated: Level 1: 
Learning about non-human beings as isolated objects. Level 2: Learning 
about non-human beings as interconnected objects. Level 3: Learning 
about non-human beings as interconnected subjects with agency and 
interests. It is argued that the most important learning of all will not be 
the names of creatures or even their broad ecology, but the realization that 
the organisms being ‘studied’ are individuals with needs and with value 
that are independent from any instrumental benefits that humans might 
derive from them.
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Finally, Chap. 5 turns toward children, and explores how it might help 
educators wild their pedagogies if children—and their capacities for wild 
thinking—is taken seriously as a starting point for educational activities. 
Thus the chapter claims that children and adults encounter their worlds in 
different ways. Children, the chapter suggests, relate to their environ-
ments with all their senses, emotions and skills. These relationships posi-
tion children differently in the world both ontologically and 
epistemologically. In some senses, their thinking is wild; it isn’t corralled 
or regulated—yet. In other ways, it is argued in the chapter that anthro-
pocentrism is a learned positionality—and that children are taught to be so 
in the world.

The second series, Dark Pedagogies, contains four chapters, which all 
emphasize the need to educationally address the dark sides of our current 
situation and of the world of today. The concept Dark Pedagogies (DP) is 
used here in a loose sense. Only Chap. 6 explicates and elaborates the DP 
concept, while the 3 other chapters relate to dark issues and part of the 
same literature—French philosophy, especially Deleuze and Guattari, new 
materialism, speculative realism and Timothy Morton and his concept of 
Dark Ecology (2016). Based on this loosely shared frame of reference, we 
have chosen to bring these four essays under the same umbrella, Dark 
Pedagogies.

Following Morton (2016) Chap. 6 argues that the Anthropocene binds 
together different temporalities through humans, the planet, and other 
large-scale entities (called hyper-objects by Morton) into the form of a 
strange loop. We can no longer see ourselves escaping from being ‘cut up’ 
and compartmentalized. The Anthropocene signals to humanity: 
“Congratulations! You have now become aware of being part of an entity 
that operates at global scale and there is no way back or out.” From this 
perspective, Chap. 6 argues that the Anthropocene shatters any notion of 
effectuated intentionality, and brings inherent contingency that leaves us 
educationally numb, but could also better be countered by approaches 
that accept the limitations of the human scope of perception and under-
standing. One could say, following this line of thought, that the 
Anthropocene makes us ridiculously small and unimportant. We must 
learn to accept this and form sane responses to the Anthropocene. Thus, 
education in the Anthropocene should, first and foremost, ensure an 
openness to the contingent intertwinedness of the world-for-us, the 
world-in-it-self, and the world-without us as developed by Eugene 
Thacker (2011).
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Chapter 7 develops the concept Dark Labour and demonstrates how 
current mainstream educational thought and practice is pervaded by an 
industrial, capitalistic, and product-factory worldview that limits the pos-
sibilities of overcoming ecological problems of today. In this worldview, 
the world is seen as a site of potential value to be extracted through labour, 
including educational labour, linked to an image of human exceptional-
ism. Where the world is reformatted according to its extractible value for 
us, it founds a relation to matter that enables the conditions of exploita-
tion and extinction. The world is thus understood within an all-too-human 
orders of significance and control. This pervasive commitment to produc-
tion, resides everywhere, including as the orthodoxy of the school of 
today. Chapter 7 relates education of today to the Capitalocene, and argues 
that modern education is linked to an industrial imaginary. It has through-
out its modern development conspired in the exploitation and control of 
the world by reformatting its value according to its very susceptibility to 
control; it has also conspired in the production of monocultures and the 
standard human. The ecological influence of the modern “Educacene” is 
its implicit ‘cheapening’ of the world reformatted into institutional value 
and capital. According to Chap. 7, this also goes for the field of Education 
for Sustainability Development (ESD), which aims towards the habilita-
tion of an ‘optimized productivity’, while sustaining the very logic of pro-
ductivity that today conspires towards the exploitative cheapening of the 
world. Chapter 7 also argues that the emergence today, in the 
Anthropocene, of non-human labour in the form of climatological catas-
trophe advances the understanding that one cannot do what one likes to 
do with the world; meaning that this alien productivity demonstrates the 
limits of productions for organic life.

Chapter 8 argues that the Anthropocene is not a future disaster that 
must be prevented. This is the fantasy of extending the Holocene indefi-
nitely. Rather the epoch presents a changed ontology, a new geological 
and political era, a difference in kind and not degree, marked by the burn-
ing of fussil fuels. Chapter 8 also relates the Anthropocene to Moore’s 
(2016) Capitalocene, but with two added features: (1) The Anthropocene 
understood as a new geological epoch outdates capitalism, as demonstrated 
by Anthropocene science, which studies shifts in Earth Systems far beyond 
the Holocene and the human impact on these systems; (2) The 
Anthropocene exceeds the geology of our species and should therefore 
not be equated with the geology of the system of capitalist power as Moore 
(2015) claims. Chapter 8 suggests framing the educational relevant 
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question of our time as how capitalism hinders or intensifies the state of 
the Earth System, and what then would be the educational imaginary ade-
quate to this planetary condition. In connection to this question Chap. 8 
investigates four paths ‘out of the darkness,’ so to speak: (1) Ecomodernist 
humanism, (2) Posthumanists, (3) Posthuman thinkers, (4) Deleuze and 
Guattari cosmology—and the ‘cosmic artisan’ as a conceptual persona. All 
paths are confronted with the dark reality of the Anthropocene, as it is 
influenced by capitalism. The fourth path is investigated more closely in 
relation to craft-bioart, biomimesis, and biosensing, where art, technology 
and biogenetics come together, and seems to be the most promising path 
if we want to rethink our species relationship to the Earth. Yet, in the end 
none of the paths seems very promising, all ending up being caught—or 
risking being caught—within a capitalistic mindset of a world-for-us, yet 
another form of nonhuman exploitation. Also, the cosmic artisan has been 
essentially captured by capitalism. Thus, the chapter argues that extreme 
difficulties for transvaluative change (e.g., movements beyond anthropo-
centrism and capitalism) persist in the world of today.

The last chapter of series II, Chap. 9, is more optimistic and demon-
strates how Dark Ecology, speculative realism and new materialism can be 
applied to pedagogic and the field of aesthetic learning processes in con-
structive ways. It is argued that the speculative ideas and concepts of 
Morton (2016) and others can be used to support and understand in 
which ways human bodies might be involved in the transition from a well-
known human-centred way of relating to the world to an unknown 
Anthropocene way. The chapter uses the example of an action by Fridays 
for Future Denmark in front of the Danish parliament to discuss this.

All in all, the four chapters of series II explore in different ways how one 
can develop new pedagogies that consider the dark sides of Anthropocene 
reality, and translate ideas of new materialism and speculative realisms into 
educational thinking and practice.

The third series, Interspecies Inclusion and Environmental 
Literacy, contains four chapters, which all thematize the possibilities and 
values of developing relationships to and with more-than-humans within 
educational practices. Yet, the four chapters move in different directions 
and base their investigations on different theories and assumptions. What 
they share is a positive interest in the same issue, and the belief and hope 
that relationships between humans and more-than-humans can be estab-
lished, both educationally and as a general value. But how it can be done, 
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differs across the four essays, digging into different spheres—waterscapes, 
language games, literature, and human-machine entanglements.

Chapter 10 is situated within posthumanist environmental education 
research, which strives to give voice to humanism’s Others. According to 
Chap. 10, this line of thought is not anti-humanist, since it retains the 
modernist notions of rights, justice, equality, and freedom. The chapter 
argues that the human species risks continued failure if nature is not rec-
ognized as both a sentient and intelligent creator and conveyor of knowl-
edge, and seeks to decentre the human and explore how more-than-human 
actors can be invited into interspecies dialogue through rewilding, affilia-
tion, deep listening, being-with, and re-newed connection with more-
than-human worlds. The chapter focuses on waterscapes and water literacy 
as an example of environmental literacy, and examines the pedagogy of 
entanglements of natural and cultural everyday life within this context, 
with a special focus on youth engagement. It is argued that the main-
stream western management system works against nature, not with it, 
controlling and managing it according to human economic needs. This 
has resulted in the planet’s diminished capacity to continue to provide the 
service for all life. As a response, the chapter suggests new critical ontolo-
gies and pedagogies based on re-visiting and engaging with invitations, 
and practices from First Nations indigenous pedagogy\ies, which have 
been less anthropocentric and have a long tradition for working together 
with and learning from nature. When it comes to waterscapes, it is dem-
onstrated that there is a strong bias within mainstream western culture and 
education towards an anthropocentric outlook on water (primarily eco-
nomic) and an overemphasis of cognitive and western scientific approaches 
to knowledge. As an alternative the chapter presents projects which have 
developed slow pedagogy and place-based learning approaches that focus 
on local context, collective learning, interdisciplinarity and cross-cultural 
learning that convey historical hydrologies, cultural traditions as well as 
spiritual and ethic-based knowledges. Here students are invited to con-
sider water beyond commodification purposes towards being more 
“worldly with water” and waterscapes.

Chapter 11 is based on critical-philosophical reflection of human prac-
tices and logics in the late Holocene and the beginning of the Anthropocene, 
and the results thereof—earth-forgetfulness among other things, which 
calls us to rethink humanity and pedagogy. The chapter argues that what 
is most lacking in the world today, in the Anthropocene, is the develop-
ment of dialogical relationships and life communities between humans 
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and more-than-humans, especially, relationships and communities pene-
trated by mutual love. According to the chapter western educational 
thought and practice has been pervaded by a cultivation of general con-
cepts, monologue, and monoculture, we-and-they-thinking, and has 
thereby paved the way for a Holocene mindset, unable to create dialogue 
and loving relations. Thus, the chapter argues for changing our world 
understanding from a scenic, monological, objectifying, and human-
centred view, focused on resource management, towards a dialogical, lov-
ing, and zoë-centred view in which we pay heed to, and try to develop 
dialogue with more-than-humans. The plea is to join in life communities 
where both humans and more-than-humans can participate and enjoy, 
building up concepts and knowledge about each other as irreplaceable 
unique singular beings. Further, the chapter argues, it is reasonable to 
demand that educational institutions are changed to become places where 
we help each other in fostering good interspecies relationships and com-
munities. The chapter, therefore, explores how educational institutions 
could be set up to enable new generations to gain experiences in trying to 
form careful communities and relationships, together with more-than-
humans. The upshot is a concept of humanity and pedagogy that is not 
centred on humans alone, but reaches out to our ‘life-fellows,’ demanding 
different educational institutions than those of today. Where mainstream 
educational institutions are made primarily for human needs and only let-
ting them participate as actors in the educational events, the chapter sug-
gests that new educational institutions should be developed in which both 
humans and more-than-humans can participate, and where both interests 
are considered.

Chapter 12 is situated within literature studies. According to the chap-
ter ecocriticism has shown that literature studies should pay attention to 
the global environmental crisis. Further, environmental humanities have 
stressed that science alone is not enough to engender a societal transfor-
mation of our world needs. Based on this, the chapter argues that one of 
the greatest challenges facing education in the Anthropocene is to 
empower young people to believe that we can transition to an ecological 
civilization brought about by the urgency of “the explosion of dystopia” 
in mainstream popular culture. Earlier, the dystopic imaginary only existed 
at the margins of mainstream literature. Now, the dominant response to 
the Anthropocene in literature and film today is dystopian, postapocalyp-
tic, and filled with post-disaster narratives. Students today grow up read-
ing dystopia, playing dystopian games, and watching dystopic films. They 
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grow up hearing that capitalism is unavoidable, even as it destroys the 
planet. Many young people have, therefore, internalized the belief that 
imaging a hopeful future is naïve, whereas imaging a postapocalyptic hell 
is reasonable. Thus, the dystopic narratives seem to erase hope, normalize 
expectations about dystopic futures and reinforce the belief that ecocide is 
unavoidable. As a countermovement, the chapter focuses on how non-
dystopic literature for young people can be tapped to nourish hope for the 
planet. The assumption is that hope-oriented anticipatory imagination is a 
precondition for disrupting ecocide and enabling meaningful change. The 
chapter suggests planetarianism as a term for this anticipatory imagina-
tion focused on planet’s biocentric future, as a mode of engagement with 
the issues of climate change in and trough literature for the young reader—
and as a biocentric philosophical commitment to stand up for the planet. 
Thus, the chapter suggests that one productive way of engaging with the 
urgencies of the Anthropocene is through stories that mobilize active 
hope for the planet and tell stories about how to transit to an ecological 
civilization. Planetarianism is therefore to be understood as applied hope 
articulated through stories, that envision the planet as a living entity, 
imagine a non-ecocidal socioeconomic system, depict disanthropocen-
trized relationships among humanity and other living beings, and gesture 
at a biocentric, multispecies future that is worth living for. This keeps alive 
young people’s belief that it is not too late, that we have agency for change, 
and that even a broken world is worth fighting for.

The last chapter in Part III, Chap. 13, also explores the potentials of 
literature, but Science Fiction (SF) and stories about Artificial Intelligence 
(AI). The chapter argues that surviving the Anthropocene is a problem 
that encompasses the totality of human existence. A pedagogy for the 
Anthropocene should therefore strive to build people up as holistic prob-
lem solvers. Further, the chapter argues that achieving a good Anthropocene 
requires a shift not merely in political economy and science/technology, 
but in ontology as well. To turn the Anthropocene around, we therefore 
need to cultivate richer capacities for being-in-the-world than in hitherto 
dominating western metaphysics. The chapter explores alternative meta-
physics and how these could make room for inclusive political subjects 
open to human-nonhuman entanglements. To that purpose, the chapter 
dives into a corpus of fictional texts with AI characters and narrators that 
can be used as starting points—or illustrative examples—for a poetical 
ecopedagogy for the Anthropocene. It is argued that reading SF can lead 
to a deconstruction of one’s worldviews, and to the construction of new 
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ones. SF holds this specific potential as it flows around three poles: the 
world, the text, and the SF world. The de-construction of current main-
stream worldviews is, so to speak, immanent to the SF genre. The chapter 
compares this to the decolonization of thought, when anthropologists 
unravel indigenous ontologies as different than western ones, and thereby 
open alternative perspectives on the relation between body and soul. 
According to the chapter, the SF genre does some of the same. A peda-
gogy which incorporates SF readings will therefore be able to function as 
exercises in perspectivism and alternative worlding.

The fourth series, Critical Rethinking and Future Practices, is more 
heterogeneous, containing four chapters that are all critical in relation to 
the current Anthropocene situation and suggest alternative ways to rethink 
education and shape the future world differently.

Chapter 14 argues that in an educational context the Anthropocene 
draws attention to challenges pedagogy faces such as human practices, 
structures and notions that threaten and damage life, landscapes, earth 
systems and ecosystems. According to the chapter these challenges con-
verge in a transformational task that involve critical thinking, identifying, 
and addressing what must be transformed. The chapter therefore explores 
the position of critical thinking in environmental and (post) sustainability 
education, especially the possibility of a ‘critical place-based pedagogy’. It 
suggests that the ethical grounding of critical thinking may be located 
within a place-based education that explores the ontological condition of 
living with other beings. According to the chapter, this is the basis insight 
brought in from an ethics of proximity (Levinas and Løgstrup). The impli-
cation is, among other things, that education in the Anthropocene should 
include an accommodation of student’s experiences and existential con-
cerns of anxiety, sorrow, and loss.

Chapter 15 articulates what the authors—as educators—observe as 
some of the on-the-ground challenges and opportunities in science educa-
tion in teaching for sustainability at a rural Midwestern high school. In 
particular, the chapter outlines the ways that fundamentalist anti-social 
movements threaten the actual doing of teaching. The chapter explores 
from this point of view rurality as a site of extraction within global capital-
ist economies. Further it illuminates fundamental tensions in rural educa-
tion in the United States. These two contexts lead to a discussion of the 
daily political barriers that rural teachers face in educating for science. 
What also emerges from their chapter is that ecological sustainability and 
the realization of planetary care is overwhelmingly ideological, and that 
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praxis is complicated by geo-political differences in democracy and repre-
sentation. Yet, the chapter also argues that rural places offer unique oppor-
tunities for climate education that have potential to further evolve in 
favour of the earth.

Chapter 16 argues that according to the ecopedagogical movement 
formed after the Rio-conference in 1992—building on the critical peda-
gogy of Paulo Freire—the origin of our current Anthropocene crisis can 
be tracked back to Greek education (Paideia-thinking). The anthropocen-
trism of the Greek mind stemming from an oppressive slave-based society 
has allegedly paved the way to the Cartesian dualism between nature/
culture and the technical rationality underlying our current ecological cri-
sis. It is argued that this story is partly wrong, insofar it involves an unwar-
ranted claim that classical civilization, as such, must be superseded. Instead, 
an ecological mindset of today must address our classical heritage, and aim 
at recovering practices and a mindset which were once made possible by 
means of slavery, and raise the question whether we can reformulate the 
conditions of this mindset in a modern world without its oppressiveness. 
The chapter looks for solutions to our current problems in the conceptual 
landscape of ancient Greek time, especially in the hostile inclination 
towards labor and work, and its ideas about theoria as a non-interfering 
spectating attitude towards the world. According to the chapter, these 
ideas hold a critical potential to thinking and developing a relation to the 
world not dominated, as today, by the demands of work, productivity, and 
utility.

Chapter 17 ends the book, by presenting and discussing an un-finished 
current project that explores Mycelic pedagogies in the Anthropocene. The 
question the project, and the chapter, seek to answer is: how do you lead 
the way into a culture of re/generative education in the Anthropocene? 
The educators/leaders of the project (and authors of the chapter) try to 
change the world locally, in Copenhagen, for the better, through experi-
menting with and applying ideas proposed by thinkers such as Latour, 
Stengers, Haraway and others. Yet, as demonstrated in the chapter, their 
efforts are met by tremendous challenges, among other things by apathy/
depression and in-action from the locals they try to involve and interact 
with (under the pandemic conditions). The chapter shows how difficult, 
but not necessarily impossible, it can be to do real changes, and how 
locally and concretely, it is necessary to rethink, resituate and try out new 
ideas than those one has from the start, and think about how reactive citi-
zens can be transformed into active ones. This involves a shift of focus, 
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vocabulary and concepts. For instance, it is explained in the chapter that 
the educators were forced to shift focus from a smaller group cartograph-
ing their area to the birth of a new pedagogical concept, “the Pollination 
Academy”. This demonstrates nicely how relevant pedagogical concepts 
must be developed in practice as they cannot be thought-out beforehand.

A Non-conclusive Conclusion: The Diversity 
of Anthropocene Pedagogies

As it by now clear, this book brings no final or unitary answers to the 
table, but a diversity of Anthropocene Pedagogies, suggestions and new 
questions and issues. As stated several times, we do not see this as a disad-
vantage. Problematising the complexity of today’s world and its anthropo-
genic issues, is a landscape in constant flux. Hence, final answers are not 
possible nor sought in this collection. What we have sought to do is map 
out the pedagogical problematic, and to develop and re-imagine concepts 
that are adequate to such a task. It is our unified hope that the sixteen dif-
ferent voices represented in this book can inspire, enrich, and change cur-
rent educational thought and practice in directions that are worth striving 
for. To quote the author from Chap. 12, the slogan for this whole book 
and all it has suggested could be: Anthropocene Pedagogies—
Planetarianism NOW!
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CHAPTER 2

Wild Pedagogies: Opportunities 
and Challenges for Practice

Sean Blenkinsop, Marcus Morse, and Bob Jickling

Introduction

We live in extraordinary times. The stories of our age are being written in 
mass species extinctions, catastrophic events, and accelerating climate 
change. It is also a time of social upheaval. Justice movements, such as 
#BlackLivesMatter, #IdleNoMore, #MeToo, school strikes for climate 
change (#FridaysForFuture), and the COVID pandemic make it clear that 
normalized social practices are troubling and inadequate. We cannot con-
tinue as we are; the current path is not sustainable. Social distress is increas-
ing, and nature is crying.
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We recognize that the term Anthropocene, which many are using to 
describe our times, is controversial. It sums up all humans together with-
out separating perpetrators from victims. The Anthropocene does not 
adequately reflect the complexity of phenomena at play. There is the dan-
ger of attempting to predict an epochal change when most major 
changes—whether we call them tipping points, gestalt shifts, or paradigm 
changes—only become visible after the fact. Could this be an additional 
act of hubris as we humans attempt to take control of a geostory that is 
really being co-authored by all earthly forces?

While we are sympathetic to the critiques, we also assert that 
Anthropocene narratives have significant impacts: they remind us of three 
critical ideas. First, Earth is in a climatic state that threatens myriad species, 
including our own. Second, any effective response will require a radical 
rethinking of ideas and ways of being that run counter to many dominant 
cultural narratives. Such narratives have been framed in a number of 
ways—modernist, globalized, westernized, euro-centric, neo-liberal, colo-
nial, Cartesian, anthropocentric—yet collectively these framings are 
entwined in knitting a resilient status quo that seems difficult, if not 
impossible, to shake. Third, we live in unprecedented times. Our children 
and grandchildren will grow up in a very different world. We can no lon-
ger prepare students for a “business as usual” world that claims confidence 
in its learning outcomes. We, as educators and scholars, must be differ-
ently as well.

Educational Responses: A Scholarly Ethos

To move cultures from where they are—epistemologically, ontologically, 
ethically, metaphysically, and practically—we, as educators, researchers, 
and teachers cannot continue to repeat the same established narratives; we 
cannot continue to be the same people, the same educators, and the same 
researchers. We hold that education must be a necessary part of any 
response that requires such a fundamental rethinking of ideas and practices.

This is not to suggest that there are not already many incredible teach-
ers—across a variety of educational settings—pushing limits, defying the 
status quo, and persisting in offering radical and hopeful alternatives. We 
think of them as “rebel teachers” (Blenkinsop & Morse, 2017). Similarly, 
we join with other researchers—including our colleagues in this book—
seeking to break free of normalized scholarly practices that hold us back 
(Jickling et al., 2018b).
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We have called our response to educational demands of our times wild 
pedagogies. In the next section we describe key underpinning ideas of wild 
pedagogies and include more practical touchstones intended as provoca-
tions and reminders of what we are attempting to do. But we also ask—
through two vignettes of practice—whether such attempts, guided by 
theory, are enough? When the reimagining and rethinking required runs 
so counter to cultural ways of being, significant pedagogical challenges in 
practice are inevitable. Such cultural change cannot be achieved simply 
through a theoretical shift; ontological alternatives can be difficult to sus-
tain, and “wild” educational experiments may seem fleeting.

Enacting these experiments requires determination and practice. Deep 
cultural assumptions are often hidden from view in pervasive language 
choices, hierarchical social structures, and the scope of knowledge and 
understanding considered neutral. These assumptions constantly and 
silently work to bend educators back to the status quo. Indeed, these cul-
tural forces can be the “real authorities.” How might we meet these chal-
lenges and enable productive and hopeful pedagogies? Part of this task 
must involve naming the challenges and being ready to offer alternative 
responses.

Consider the challenge of communicating across borders in a trans-
disciplinary seminar comprised of eco-literary critics, educators, and a 
curious engineer. Interestingly, such a gathering did take place a number 
of years ago. However, the engineer, in particular, could not penetrate the 
polysyllabic words—code, we think, for barriers created through nearly 
impenetrable dialects (Braidotti, 2019). Sadly, he chose not to return the 
following day.1 This incident is a reminder that in academia, we can easily 
forget how difficult it can be to communicate effectively beyond our com-
fortable and established bubbles. The point is that this kind of border 
crossings does not come easily; we must learn how to do it.

In this chapter we will attempt to address this issue by writing in a way 
that we hope is more inviting and readable—as if we were keeping cross-
border allies in mind. The task at hand is formidable and complex. No one 
will succeed alone. We suggest that a new ethos will require more collab-
orative research attitudes, generous scholarship, and an assemblage of 
scholars gathered to build a community of rebel researchers.

Norwegian philosopher Arne Næss puts difficulties in building com-
munity this way: “we tend to specialize. With this specialization there is a 
tendency to feel opposites instead of feeling the complexity of the relations 
and complementarity” (Næss & Jickling, 2000, p. 50). In a nod to how 
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we might learn to think and do things differently, he recalls his experiences 
as a young scholar amongst the Vienna Circle of philosophers. In the end, 
he rejected their logical positivism; however, he greatly admired their 
searching minds. They were very different personalities, yet they were 
constantly helping each other, with invitations to try things differently and 
to look for new meanings. This ethos constituted what Næss called a kind 
of “research attitude” (Næss & Jickling, 2000, p. 51). Perhaps such a col-
laborative shift in research ethos, together with a dose of generous schol-
arship (Russell, 2006), would go a long way toward building the kinds of 
community that are required for our times.

We aim to open some space for movement in these directions by pre-
senting wild pedagogies as a heuristic—that is, an agent of discovery rather 
than a rigid framework or plan of action. In this spirit we invite educators 
and scholars to experiment with our ideas, to try them out in their own 
places in the world, to look for new meanings, and to suggest ways that 
this work could be done differently, expanded, and even undone. Similarly, 
we encourage readers to seek convergences amongst all the chapters in this 
book, and then, to celebrate divergences as creative opportunities to take 
excursions together in new directions.

Wild Pedagogies

Wild Pedagogies arises within a complex of concerns about control. These 
concerns are about the ways in which cultural controls do violence to 
many and restrict the ways that we can think, act, live, and respond to pos-
sibilities for change in an era of uncertainty. We believe that current times 
require responses that are imaginative, creative, courageous, and radical.

Wild pedagogies is a relatively new term that has simmered since 2014. 
Initial experiments with wild pedagogies occurred during international 
gatherings of like-minded educators who sought to explore and expand 
this idea as an agent for educational change. By 2018, a small group of 
wild educators and scholars, affectionately called the Crex Crex Collective, 
banded together to publish a provisional gathering of ideas in the book 
Wild pedagogies: Touchstones for re-negotiating education and the environ-
ment in the Anthropocene (Jickling et al., 2018b). These heuristic-spirited 
gatherings have since continued and generated a growing body of litera-
ture that has been represented in a number of journal special issues.2 These 
works rest upon two key premises. First, modernist relationships with the 
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world must change; and second, education is a necessary, even fundamen-
tal partner in the project.

The work of wild pedagogies has been to reclaim language and recon-
ceptualize ideas about the “wild” and wildness. And it has been driven by 
the frustratingly difficult task of enacting meaningful change, particularly 
in formal schooling settings (Aikens, 2021). What unites this work is a 
persistent concern about how issues of control can shape possibilities for 
change—explicit control, as well as more implicit controls embedded in 
contemporary language, metaphor, and cultural practices.

Wilderness, Wilding, and Will

Inspiration for wild pedagogies comes from ideas of wilderness, wildness, 
and will. We are well aware of critiques leveled against “wilderness.” We 
understand that as a colonial tool, it has been used to disenfranchise peo-
ple and cultures the world over (Bird Rose, 1996; Cronon, 1996). We also 
recognize that wilderness can be presented in a way that reduces its value 
to that of a backdrop for human-centered, self-serving, and colonial ends 
(Stewart, 2004). Yet we have also long known that there is more to wil-
derness than an absence of people, and a playground for heroic adventures.

Thus, despite its liabilities, wilderness still seems to be a potentially use-
ful concept. There are places where more-than-humans flourish and where 
humans enter on terms that are more equitably dictated; wilderness is 
more than just an idea. At the same time, physical wildness is being located 
and encountered much closer to home—including in colonized urban 
areas—by those who are looking. Inspired by Deleuze and Guattari’s 
(1994) idea that concepts are constantly being created and re-created, it 
seems timely to think again about how wilderness can be reconceived. We 
argue that a robust conception of wilderness does not necessarily rely on 
disenfranchisement of people from their homelands (Jickling et  al., 
2018a, 2018b).

In making this renewed case for wilderness, we appeal to Old English 
etymology. Here the word “wildoerness” can be said to derive from “wil” 
which in turn can be linked to wild or willed. “Doer” can be linked to 
beast, and “ness” is linked to place or quality. Putting these together sug-
gests that wilderness can be thought of as a place of wild beasts, or more 
evocatively, self-willed land (Foreman, 2014). When this idea of self-will is 
juxtaposed against domestication, where “domesticate” is used in the 
sense of having been brought under control by humans (Livingston, 
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1994), the inherent agency of wilderness is given weight. Its wildness is 
celebrated; it informs us, and indeed, it teaches us if we watch, listen, 
and feel.

In an interesting twist, Norma Kassi, a member if the Vuntut Gwitchin 
First Nation in northern Canada, reached out to wilderness advocates in a 
different way. She affirms that there is no word for wilderness in her lan-
guage; however, she does assert that there is a word for freedom (Kassi, 
1996, p. 24). In this offering she suggests that in her culture, freedom 
overlaps with the best qualities of our own conception of wilderness.

Hints to Norma Kassi’s understanding of freedom may lie in the hurt 
she expresses when humans “manage and study” animals. For example, 
she has spoken of a caribou that her brother once hunted that had been 
fitted with a radio collar: “under the collar,” she said, “was covered in 
worms, it was tight. I do not know how the caribou lived, it was skinny 
and segregated from the others” (Kassi, 1994, p. 215). Kassi’s freedom is 
not a freedom of individualism or economic imperialism. Rather, is seems 
aimed at an inherent freedom of self-determination and a freedom to 
flourish—even a kind of intrinsic value.

We acknowledge that wilderness and domestication should not be 
thought of as absolute qualities; wildness occurs in varying degrees of 
freedom and will, perhaps along a continuum. Still, for wild pedagogies, it 
helps to problematize ideas related to control while at the same time 
acknowledging the wild agency of the more-than-human world (Abram, 
1996). Given the evolving ecological crisis of our times we suggest that 
ideas about a self-willed wildness can provide leverage in rethinking human 
relationships with the more-than-human world in ways of being that are 
less anthropocentric, less hierarchical, and more equitable for all. In the 
heuristic spirit of this project, we do acknowledge that this work is far 
from complete. See for example recent work on wilderness and wilding by 
Irwin (2021) and Quay (2021).

Wilding of Pedagogy

The desire for control often plays out in our educational institutions in 
ways that make things measurable, routine, universal, and that work to 
delineate ways of being. It is made manifest in many ways—often working 
to push educational practices into particular rationalistic ways of seeing the 
world. Such worldviews frequently run counter to the lived experiences of 
educators, learners, and parents, and serve to limit and domesticate 
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educational opportunities. Impulses to push toward more radical reimag-
ining of educational possibilities are tamed. There are too few possibilities 
for relational engagements within the natural world. The epistemological 
positioning required for mutual flourishing in a more-than-human world 
is often absent (See for example, Au, 2011; Jickling, 2009, 2015; Smith, 
2016, Spannring & Hawke, in this volume).

Wild pedagogies is inspired by wildness. It represents a desire to let go 
of an overabundant sense of control, to invite the places we visit to become 
an integral part of our work, and to respond to provocations in spontane-
ous, and at times unforeseen, ways. A wilding of pedagogy rests on the 
premise that an important part of education can include intentional activi-
ties that provide a fertile field for personal and purposeful experience with-
out overly controlling the environment and its actors, learners, or 
educational outcomes.

Problematizing control does not mean aiming for a directionless free-
for-all. Rather we wish to challenge existing assumptions, to rethink pos-
sibilities, to push open the doors to educational opportunities, to expose 
the limits imposed upon epistemology, and to embrace the learning 
opportunities arising from being present to the more-than-human world. 
Thus, we are interested in how we might start pushing back on domestica-
tion and the desire for control in education.

Crucial to any success of wild pedagogies will be making concrete links 
between ideas and practice—pedagogies on the ground. We need to 
understand that social systems are often hostile to change, and subject to 
forces that bend actions back in the direction of the status quo. It is easy 
to lose sight of progressive, and indeed rebellious aims as we try to work 
out how change might manifest itself in what we do (Blenkinsop & Morse, 
2017). We have been developing what we call touchstones to aid in this 
process.

Touchstones

In linking theory and practice, the touchstones described below aim to 
provide reminders, challenges, and a place to return to for educators inter-
ested in experimenting with wild pedagogies. They offer questions that 
educators can ask every day to remind themselves of what they are trying 
to do in their daily activities. For some, wild pedagogies will provide rec-
ognition of what they already do. For others it might inspire a wilding of 
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their practice—providing opportunities to attend to the wildness of places, 
themselves, and their students in a deeper way.

Importantly, these touchstones are not static. They are provocateurs to 
be read, responded to, and revised as part of an evolving, vital, situated, 
and lived practice. What follows is our summary of those touchstones as 
we currently see them and one sample for each touchstone of the kinds of 
question posed for practitioners to consider. They rest on a substantial 
corpus of previous work, yet as this summary shows they continue to grow 
and change. (Blenkinsop et  al., 2018; Jickling et  al., 2018b; Morse 
et al., 2021).

Touchstone #1: Nature as Co-teacher

This touchstone asserts that education is richer, for all involved, if the 
more-than-human-world is actively engaged with, listened to, and taken 
seriously (Blenkinsop & Beeman, 2010). At one level this touchstone 
seems easy to understand and to put into practice. The claim is that the 
natural world is a vibrant, active, agential place that is worth listening to 
and learning from. Accepting this claim means that educators will spend 
more time outdoors and access different pedagogical possibilities. 
However, this touchstone also has implications for what knowledge is and 
how learning happens. If nature is embraced as co-teacher then the human 
is de-centered and learning becomes a shared project that is no longer ever 
complete or human-based. With this discussion as background, consider 
the question: How can I invite and provide space for the natural world to 
be present as a co-teacher in my practice?

Touchstone #2: Complexity, the Unknown, and Spontaneity

Education is richer for all involved if there is room for surprise. If no single 
teacher or learner can know all about anything, then there is the possibility 
for unexpected connections to be made, unplanned events to occur, and 
simple explanations to become more complex. Knowledge, if given space, 
is wondrously dynamic. This touchstone celebrates the unpredictable as it 
pushes back against the desire to categorize, limit, and contain. It listens 
for a diversity of voices, especially those that are marginalized or lost in 
learning environments where the standardized, the measurable, and the 
definable are the focus. For educators, this involves risk. Emergent 
approaches tend to complicate situations and curriculum design can no 
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longer rely solely on desired learning outcomes. The suggestion here is 
that the world does not work in a clean, predictable, linear fashion and 
that something important is lost when we assume that it does. With this 
discussion as background, consider the question: How did my practice 
today take risks in moving away from full control of assumed ends?

Touchstone #3: Locating the Wild

The wild can be present everywhere but difficult to find. It can be made 
hard to see by cultural tools, by colonial attitudes, and, in urban spaces, by 
concrete itself (Derby et al., 2015). This touchstone cautions against the 
cultural constraints of much of modern public education and the often-
present colonial orientations toward the natural world and many peoples. 
It challenges educators to think about their own privileges, including 
those related to the more-than-human world. It requires educators to be 
constantly aware of how language, metaphors, the structures they work 
within, and the tools they employ, can either challenge or sustain the sta-
tus quo. It pushes back against the desire to control—both as humans 
controlling the more-than-human world and as centralized institutions 
controlling learners and educators. The wild, like freedom, runs contrary 
domestication and can be located anywhere, in the rural and the urban 
spaces, but also in individuals and their own acts of resistance. With this 
discussion as background, consider the question: How can I provide ways 
to acknowledge the wild and wildness in everyday encounters?

Touchstone #4: Time and Practice

This touchstone acknowledges that building relationships within the 
more-than-human world takes time and discipline. This touchstone 
focuses on both the processes and practices involved in building and main-
taining these relationships, especially with those denizens who live near us. 
This process requires significant amounts of time immersed in particular 
places, listening to the world. For many, this will also require slowing 
down, changing habits, and listening to our own bodies and those others 
around us, in different ways. In practice, this requires work and discipline, 
much the same as developing a meditative practice. It will also take work 
to develop the one’s own pedagogical practices—the how of one’s teach-
ing and the assumptions and habits that motivate that our work. With this 
discussion as background, consider the question: How might I leave space 
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in my teaching to allow for meaningful engagement with nearby places 
and the beings living there?

Touchstone #5: Socio-cultural Change

We assert that the way many humans currently exist on the planet needs to 
change. This change is cultural and education is necessarily political player 
in this process. This touchstone begins with the radical premise that much 
of current educational practice is anti-environmental. It will not be enough 
to simply tinker with its edges. These premises, place the teacher in the 
role of activist, who recognizes that choices made in classrooms have 
explicit and implicit implications for how learners come to understand 
themselves and the natural world. This touchstone also recognizes that the 
future is no longer easily predictable, and that children are not growing 
into the same kind of world that their parents or grandparents did. Thus, 
educators need to challenge children to respond to uncertainty with cre-
ativity, visions for change, and building of shared community outcomes. 
With this discussion as background, consider the question: How can I 
actively make choices that provide students with possibilities for alterna-
tive relational ways of being and knowing while not furthering a sense of 
catastrophe fatigue?

Touchstone #6: Building Alliances and the Human Community

This touchstone seeks to build strong alliances and flourishing communi-
ties in a more-than-human world, but also not to forget to build human 
alliances in environmental and social justice communities. The goal is to 
push against individualization and alienation while resisting colonial moves 
to separate marginalized groups and place them at odds with each other 
(Simpson, 2017). We must listen and learn from each other while creating 
equitable and flourishing communities. Diverse platforms bring more per-
spectives to our conversations and can lend support to each other. Through 
such alliances, educators can learn from others—environmental educators 
from critical race theorists, community organizers from experiential edu-
cators, popular educators from gender theorists and more. And, there is 
much to be learned from alliances inclusive of the more-than-human 
world. With this discussion as background, consider the questions, When 
I think of educational possibilities, which communities do I reach out to? 
Who is not included? And, who might I add?
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Touchstone #7: The Imagination—Limits and Possibilities

This touchstone aims to increase the imaginative range and the creative 
impetus in wild pedagogical work. Change can only happen when we can 
imagine alternatives, while also seeing ourselves as capable of acting in new 
ways. Yet, imagination is not unfettered. The edges of imagination are 
drawn by complex combinations of culture, experiences, histories, and our 
own creative practices. Working with wild pedagogies thus requires spot-
ting our collective limits, then finding ways to offer our students and us 
experiences, encounters, and content that might expand imaginative 
ranges. As our work involves cultural change, we must extend our own 
imaginations in ways that penetrate existing cultural frames—including 
moves beyond current anthropocentric limits. With this discussion as 
background, consider the questions: Where are the edges of my imagina-
tion that limit my ability to create different kinds of education? And how 
might I expand my own, and my students’, imaginative range?

Considering Wild Pedagogies in Practice

These touchstones and the kinds of question arising from them are a first 
step toward linking theory and practice. In the following section we con-
sider some practical examples and consider further steps. We offer two 
vignettes of engagements with wilding pedagogy in practice. We acknowl-
edge that these are locally based examples from the authors and that each 
attempt to work with wild pedagogies will be situated in different local 
contexts.

In offering these vignettes we include elements of the experiences that 
appear to tame the experiences and bend learning opportunities back 
toward the cultural status quo. Significant challenges are inevitable. 
However, enacting these experiments is exciting work that can provoke 
change. The question we ask here, though, is can we be better equipped 
to meet these challenges and enable hopeful pedagogies?

Vignette #1

We are sitting in the sun in a big circle on the well-manicured grass of a large 
urban park. It is late May on the west coast of Canada. The grounds are 
immaculate, and we are surrounded by a cascade of flowers, carefully cropped 
shrubs, and a bevy of unusual, non-Indigenous, tree species. The noises of kids 
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playing team sports floats in the background like a babbling brook. This is 
pre-COVID picturesque. The group I am working with is made of 25 practic-
ing teachers who are in their third semester of our nature-based experiential 
learning graduate diploma. This two-year program seeks to support teachers 
in becoming wilder, even rebellious, in their practices. It also seeks to sustain 
intriguing concepts such as nature as co-teacher, nature as colonized, and 
teacher as activist. This is the semester where teachers have been immersed in 
the ideas of wild pedagogies and are being asked to implement more nature-
based lessons in their classrooms. This is the move from theorizing to practic-
ing, to taking the ideas of wild pedagogies and trying them out in real 
situations with real kids, real families, in real schools. It is also the semester 
when we start to talk about the challenges, the push back, and our own 
limitations.

“Any challenges, discoveries, learnings arising from trying to get outside 
and implement wild pedagogies in your classrooms?” A hush falls. Folks are 
thinking but also worrying about being the first to speak; maybe everyone else 
has had a great time and things are going swimmingly. Ben, as he often does, 
is the first to break the ice and tells us a story of how one child asked why he was 
lying to the class about nature being in trouble. “My Dad says there is no cli-
mate change and that you should stop teaching lies.” The group lets that one 
land, gathering before discussing, but this is tough to hear. Jennifer, always 
full of extravert energy, dives into the silence and tells a story about when she 
came upon two students killing ants and disturbing a third student, who was 
in tears. It was clear that her reflective-self regretted not dealing with the ant 
death at all. “I haven’t really thought about how to deal with death in my 
classroom and not only that I totally forgot about nature as having rights and 
that living beings were actually being killed in all of this!” She had, by her 
own admission, slipped into both anthropocentrism and “old teacher habits” 
focussing solely on the emotions of the situation, the bullying, and the humans 
involved. Alyssa is next to speak and in her quiet deliberate way shares with 
us her sense that she is still “too controlling” to let learning emerge, to trust 
nature to “teach,” to see time pass where it looks like kids aren’t doing any-
thing. “I know, in my head, that allowing them to build relationships with the 
natural world is a good thing. And I know learning is happening, because I 
have seen it, heard it, and documented it. And yet, there is voice inside my 
head that still questions this. I hear my colleagues wondering if we are just 
playing outside and I wonder if the community just thinks I am weird.”

As the reader will note through this vignette there is a lot that can hap-
pen as teachers experiment with less mainstream, more outdoor, and 
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wilder forms of education. While the teachers’ excitement in wilding their 
pedagogy was profound, such attempts run up against elements of the 
political, cultural, and individual status quo that can frustrate and even 
stop the work. Below we highlight some of these in an attempt to be pro-
actively prepared for them.

The politics of a “neutral” education. Ben’s example is a pronounced 
version of the political in the school classroom, and the way wild pedago-
gies can push against assumed norms. It provides an example of the diffi-
culties of implementing the critical touchstone of socio-cultural change. In 
many ways the assumed “common sense” idea of public education, what 
it looks like, what and how teachers teach, is embedded in the mainstream. 
This means that teachers moving in the direction of wild pedagogies are 
confronted with the politics of that move. Some see this as bringing an 
agenda to their classrooms—to manipulate or propagandize. This rests in 
the assumption that teaching is supposed to be from a position of neutral-
ity. Such a flawed assumption arises from the privilege of being ensconced 
at the center—the status quo. As the old adage goes, the fish doesn’t see 
the water in which it swims. Said another way, all teaching is political, but 
what are the politics that each teacher brings, and why? Answering this 
involves careful thought, ongoing community education, deep humility, 
and a critical eye. The question, then, becomes what are the insights I am 
seeking to offer.

Cultural frames of anthropocentrism. Cultural frames echo through 
each response. In Ben’s response, we hear how the dominant culture and 
its assumptions are more apparent to those on the margins or those who 
are seeking to change that culture. In Jennifer’s we hear a specific encoun-
ter with anthropocentrism and human exceptionalism—and of how chal-
lenging it is to recognize those habits, and then to change them. Through 
Alyssa we come up against the assumption that the teacher is the expert. It 
is also assumed that lessons should be organized to achieve measurable 
learning outcomes, control is held by the teacher, and students are man-
aged. Implicitly, knowledge is the purview of humans, fragmentable, and 
distributed in bite-sized chunks. For wild pedagogues this process of 
encountering culture, of wrestling with troublesome habits, and of discov-
ering ingrained ways of teaching is an ongoing accomplishment. Wilding 
pedagogies offers teachers opportunities to change in ways that reflect 
expansive expressions of educational freedom and their inner wildness.

The challenge of self-reflection. Many teachers experimenting with wilder 
pedagogies confront discursive battles within themselves. For Alyssa there 
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is an intellectual commitment to being outside, and to working with the 
nature as a co-teacher touchstone. Yet, there is a culturally generated voice 
inside her that questions this. Alyssa points to a sense of “weirdness” that 
is likely a response to a western cultural context that pushes way from the 
natural world. In her context, it is often seen as soft, weird, or crazy to be 
an independent, autonomous, human who talks to and cares for the natu-
ral world. Another piece of this discursive battle lies in finding ways to 
trust both the natural world to perform as a co-teacher, and the students 
to be engaged learners, while seeking to create rich educational encoun-
ters. A wilder education requires relational alternatives in practice, and 
these, in turn, require pro-active trust in learners, places, and teachers 
themselves.

Vignette #2

We are standing on a shingle bank beside the river, looking out across the river 
towards water-worn features in the cliff wall on the opposite bank. We arrived 
in this place via rafts, journeying on the Big River in South Eastern Australia, 
and the group is made up of final year pre-service Outdoor Education teach-
ers and a group of first year university students. It is a teaching opportunity 
for the final year students to trial outdoor environmental pedagogical 
approaches in this place. As part of their studies the pre-service teachers have 
been considering pedagogies that respond to our times—including wild peda-
gogies. In particular they have been working with the touchstone nature as 
co-teacher and the implied question of “how can I invite and provide space for 
the natural world to be present as a co-teacher in educational encounters?”

The experience begins with the pre-service teachers’ invitation to consider 
the formations and imagine ways in which these geological features have been 
formed. There are several thoughtful responses from the first years that prompt 
discussions within the group. The idea here is to be led by the place. As the 
discussions develop the pre-service teachers add in catchment and geological 
information, including timelines and ideas about layering and metamor-
phosis. It is a lively and informative discussion based on learning from the 
place, and through direct first-hand experience within the place. There is a 
sense of excitement from the students and teachers alike. Yet, at the same time 
there are challenges in fully enacting nature as co-teacher. At times, for 
example, when students head off in a previously unimagined direction, they 
are in subtle ways returned to the view of “discovering” things about the place. 
“If you look over here you will see…” or “the rock you see here was 
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formed by ….” In many ways the pre-service teachers are following their les-
son plans that were designed to work with the place as co-teacher, but in prac-
tice there are continuous cultural temptations to return to teaching about, 
rather than with, the place.

In highlighting possibilities and challenges for educators in wilding 
pedagogical approaches, the vignette above brings into focus some con-
textual concerns and the critical importance of the touchstone time and 
practice.

Following a plan/avoiding risks. Having a linear lesson plan in place can 
promote an engaging lesson, but an important question might also be 
“what opportunities are being missed?” This question is not easily 
answered, as they may never become apparent without imaginative experi-
ments such as wild pedagogies. What might happen, for example, if we 
carefully and deliberately set up experiences that welcomed the as yet 
unknown or unpredictable to occur? What might happen if, instead of 
working to funnel learners toward designated curriculum objectives, we 
begin with the quality of the relational encounter and the place itself? 
How might this look in the example above? Time would be required for 
students to explore and find things—places and interactions that, on their 
own terms, draw students’ attention. Such points of attention and depar-
ture could be discussed using careful language that present materials, 
forces, and other beings as actively agential. This involves risk; it involves 
challenging ideas of control, trusting the place and the learners, and shift-
ing cultural ideas about teacher identity (Green & Dyment, 2018).

Sliding into anthropocentric language. The nature as co-teacher touch-
stone asks how might we actively work toward knowledge held by places 
and other-than-human ecologies? One important response is to avoid slid-
ing into an anthropocentric language of knowledge production. This is 
difficult work, because it is very easy to fall back into assumed cultural 
habits as we speak. For example, rather than saying, “the rock you see here 
was formed by…” we could ask… “if we try to imagine a different times-
cale, what might these rocks be telling us about how they arrived here and 
how they continue to influence things and lives in this place?” And criti-
cally, then, how might educators respond? Must the conversations lead to 
a singular compartmentalized knowledge or might it be okay to explore 
multiple available storylines within a place? To actively promote the com-
plexity, the unknown, and spontaneity held within a place? This vignette, 
and other examples of practice (Blenkinsop & Piersol, 2013) suggest that 
if we listen carefully, stories may bubble up from outside our peripheral 
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vision. Such stories might be macro—formation/transformation, or 
micro—spiraling whirlpools that catch insects on currents, or literal. This 
touchstone encourages students to see things from different angles—to 
test their own ideas about how things interact. The place might then guide 
and co-teach through gaining, providing, and becoming with attention.

Politics of knowledge out there. The lesson described in this vignette was 
considered successful teaching about, and to some degree with, the place. 
It also revealed an underlying assumption that teachers could ultimately 
explain the place; that knowledge to some degree exists out there, to be 
explained through a process discovery. Following this assumption, the 
place becomes a textbook, of sorts. It becomes a place where students can 
assume to discover a singular and relatively static reality. While this does 
provide a version of learning with the place, it does raise questions, such 
as, What epistemological possibilities might be side-lined by this assump-
tion? And, in what ways, might the things, materials, and forces continu-
ously act to produce the place on their own undiscoverable terms? In this 
way, knowledge might then be considered as situated, partial, dynamic, 
and necessarily co-produced with the place. We suggest that what are 
needed are more deliberate acts of pedagogy that place us directly, politi-
cally, and relationally within the world.

Concluding Thoughts

We must act differently—we cannot continue as we are—and education 
must play a role in the cultural change required. David Orr (2017), like 
many others, calls for serious educational change, because “without exag-
geration it will come down to whether students come through their for-
mal schooling as more clever vandals of the Earth and of each other” on 
the one hand, “or as loving, caring, compassionate, and competent heal-
ers, restorers, builders, and midwives to a decent, durable, and beautiful 
future” (pp. ix–x) on the other. What will it take to nurture caring, com-
passionate, and competent restorers of the earth? In part we believe this 
will require shift in scholarly ethos and we turn again to Arne Naess for 
insight. In the end, he preferred to put aside academic competitiveness, in 
favor seeking minds, sharing ideas, and a research outlook. At the core of 
his ethos was “trying to help each other”—to improve each other’s work 
and to find new ways forward.

This book, in itself, steps alongside David Orr’s question and toward a 
research outlook. With wild pedagogies, and with the other chapters 
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presented here, we aim to provoke opportunities for reimagined relation-
ships, enlarged more-than-human communities, and nurture caring and 
compassionate educators.

Responding to the ecological and social crises of our times, however, 
will require more. In working with students and communities to enact 
such cultural change, educators and researchers are called to rethink edu-
cation, reimagine pedagogies, and, when needed, to fiercely resist the sta-
tus quo—to be rebel teachers. By framing key underpinning ideas of wild 
pedagogies, situating them through the touchstones, and then experi-
menting with our practices, we hope to have offered a way forward that 
can provide possibilities for each of us to become better educators and 
allies of, for, with, and in the more-than-human world.

Notes

1.	 AHRC network, The Cultural Framing of Environmental Discourse, 
Workshop I, December 2–3, 2010, in Bath, UK. The Network is part of a 
programme on “Arts and Humanities Approaches to Researching 
Environmental Change.”

2.	 See for example, Pathways: The Ontario Journal of Outdoor Education 
(2016) 28(4); (2020) 32(3); Journal of Outdoor and Environmental 
Education (2018) 21(3); Policy Futures in Education (2021) 18(3); 
Canadian Journal of Environmental Education (Forthcoming, 2022).
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CHAPTER 3

The Epistemological Possibilities of Love: 
Relearning the Love of Land

Estella Carolye Kuchta

Prelude: Learning to Walk in the Dark

I learned how to walk in the dark, first pregnant, then holding a baby. The 
first lesson of darkness is: Most darkness is not so dark. On the remote, 
off-grid California mountaintop where I lived, locally and fondly known as 
“Last Chance,”1 shoals of stars lit up the night sky. The fingernail moon 
brightens enough stones to find one’s way down the path. The smiling 
Cheshire cat moon turns bull pine, madrones, spiky agave plant, and trails 
a milky-blue, so the walk can be less cautious. The generous pancake 
moon casts shadows beneath the elbowy march of a beetle and sheds 
pretty dappled light through leaves to the forest floor. A stroll through 
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that darkness is a smiling, ethereal event, playful and surreal. Amidst this 
shifting beauty, I went out to fetch the firewood, to trek to the outhouse, 
to take a shower, to fetch a forgotten sweater from the garden, or to travel 
between our primitive cabins (mostly a series of shacks: a ‘main’ cabin, a 
bedroom cabin, a bathhouse cabin, a spare bed cabin, and our primary 
home—a converted school bus.)

The second lesson of darkness is: It is beautiful. It’s an under-
appreciated, warm thing wrapping the body in soft, black fur. Morning 
offers hope. Evening offers respite. But night gives us pause, a sense of 
being outside of time. Often, I put a hand to my belly and made excuses 
to step out into it. When I did, joy bloomed inside me. Lesson three: 
Stepping into the night means stepping into a story told by a dear friend. 
The groan of a madrone trunk tells of uncomfortable contrasts between 
daytime heat and night cold. The small beetle now pausing on the trail 
senses an insect nearby. Pausing to sniff the air, Tango, my blue heeler, 
helped me notice the scent of cool rocks, tangy pine, and sweet madrone. 
Occasionally, muskiness hinted that a raccoon or rat was nearby. When I 
stepped into the night, my senses—the five ordinary ones and the other 
extraordinary ones—seemed to ask: What is the story here?

Occasionally, however, darkness is complete. If thick clouds hid a new 
moon, if my partner was away so the lights were off in the other dwellings, 
if I left my flashlight somewhere else—then night wrapped a black blanket 
too tightly around me. In those moments, I couldn’t see my own body 
and I had 50 yards of winding, bumpy trail to navigate through the trees. 
The propane lights inside the cabin were too dim to shed light up the trail. 
The most immediate threat was that I might trip and hit my head or belly 
on a rock. But my mind went first to the nocturnal mountain lions in the 
area and the peculiar, translucent scorpions that ventured out to devour 
beetles in the night. But we had also seen black widow spiders, rattle 
snakes, lynx, large bucks, and packs of wild boars on the mountaintop. 
Fear jammed up inside me—throbbing in my chest—undecided whether 
to make me freeze, run blindly in panic, or scream, though no human 
would hear me. That’s when I learned the fourth lesson of night: Fear is a 
terrible guide through the dark. Fear constricts and threatens to scatter 
needed focus. It divides—me and my unborn baby on one side—and the 
land and its other inhabitants on the other side.

Beneath the fear, something else, softer and more inviting, called to 
me. I didn’t decide what to do next. I just did it. With a hand on my belly, 
where my growing baby slept, I asked the land to show me the way. I knew 
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this land and this land knew me. Remembering that—feeling it—calmed 
me. Still on high alert, I reached my sandled toe toward the trail.

At the trailhead, I veered right to make room for the small fir branch 
leaning over the trail and stepped tall to avoid tripping on the three raised 
madrone roots. I veered slightly left, my foot crunched dried leaves—too 
far left. I straightened onto the trail. I paused briefly to listen for Tango. 
Her silence reassured me. If a mountain lion was near, she would explode 
with noise. (I believed that on faith, but several years later, she proved it 
while successfully protecting my young nephew from a night lion.) The 
map in my mind reminded me where to step around and over the next 
stumps and roots, and when to bend hard right up to the cabin. I touched 
the arms of my tree friends, remembering the location and size of each. 
Soon enough, I reached the school bus, found the matches, and lit a can-
dle. Then I paused and said, thank you.

Ontology of the Isolated Individual and the Limits 
of Standard Education

As numerous scholars have addressed (e.g. Jickling et  al., 2018; Louv, 
2005), standard North American educational practices do little to foster 
significant relationships between humans and more-than-humans or 
acknowledge their existing relationships. My own cultural and institu-
tional education illustrates a few ways children are drawn away from natu-
rally occurring relational ontologies emerging from shared identity, care, 
and love. Twelve years of standard Canadian education helped me under-
stand moon cycles, cloud formation, and the basics of animal motivations. 
At church, I learned that animals—including my beloved pet dog—and 
plants have no souls and are, therefore, inferior and destined to be ruled 
by humans. Before the age of six, I never doubted that the maple trees in 
my yard knew me, cared about me, and communicated with me. This 
sense went beyond object-projection because, unlike a teddy bear, the 
trees responded to me. They swayed and dropped leaves and, most impor-
tantly, talked to me albeit without human words.

One day, however, I arrived home to see my father had felled one and 
was going at it with the chainsaw. To some extent, my experience in that 
moment relates to Gilligan and Snider’s (2018) assertion that cultural 
patriarchy demands the loss of some relationships in exchange for broader 
cultural acceptance. Seeing my horror, my father, a second-generation 
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Eastern European settler, explained that trees don’t feel, can’t think, and 
don’t have the consciousness to understand their lives or deaths. Believing 
him meant denying all I had experienced in my friendships with those 
trees. It meant abandoning the quiet closeness we shared and intimate 
sense of abiding mutual care. But not believing him meant that I was wit-
nessing the death—the murder—of one of my close companions—a pain 
I could not bear. In severing my relationship with all trees, I stepped into 
an ontological orientation aligned with the dominant North American 
culture and reinforced through formal education.

Standard North American education orients from a fundamental 
assumption about the isolation of the individual. Bayo Akomolafe (2020) 
articulates, “One of the most persistent and sticky habits of perception 
that has possessed those of us gestating in modern civilization is we tend 
to see things as separate from each other.” This ontology is so deeply 
rooted and unchecked that even earnest educational attempts toward 
more wholistic epistemologies and greater interconnectedness tend to ori-
ent from it. Scholars and teachers might talk about reaching out to the 
other and making relationships, but these actions can only take place if we 
assume the starting point is that of the isolated individual. For example, 
standing at the edge of the black abyss that night, I might have, like 
Richard Kearney (2015), prioritized my sense of touch for “making sense 
and receiving sense from … something other than myself,” crossing “back 
and forth between self and strangeness” (p. 104). Kearney’s sensual analy-
sis of touch limits understanding of the “other” to what skin can sense and 
brain can, thus, interpret. This framing orients around the primacy of 
material bodies—mine and that of the trees, stones, and soil around me. 
From this perspective, identity is bound to the material body, and only 
with concerted effort might we perceive the other who is bound within 
their own material self.

Perhaps more so than any other foundational belief, the ontology of 
individualism limits the capacity of humans to engage in ecologically ethi-
cal and relationally meaningful ways with our more-than-human commu-
nity. Indeed, this is the worldview of the cultures that have carried us into 
the Anthropocene. If my perception of my own beingness is primarily that 
of independence, naturally, I will care for self before considering my impact 
on more-than-humans. Furthermore, I will expect all others, human or 
not, to prioritize themselves as well, leading to a worldview defined by 
competition and, thus, hierarchies. From this standpoint, more-than-
humans are seen not as relationships but as resources. Ultimately, actions 
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that impact land, water, and other entities within the natural world are 
seen as justifiable if they provide personal profit. This is the kind of faulty 
reasoning underscoring the Anthropocene, a time of reckoning with the 
dangerous consequences of cultural errors.

Can Land Love?
Many contemporary scholars are shifting away from the object-oriented 
worldview and making moves toward more relationally-oriented ontolo-
gies, whether through forms of new materialism (Bennett, 2010), ani-
mism (Stengers, 2012; Bai, 2015), posthumanism (Snaza & Weaver, 
2015), making kin (Haraway, 2016) or a scientific recognition of the deep 
interconnectedness of human development (Lieberman, 2013; Narvaez, 
2014). The field of love research has much to offer this movement. In 
human experience, love is a central binding agent and catalyzing force 
with the capacity to spark new life, and thus, new subjects which are inher-
ently already in relationship. Up on the dark mountain, the growing baby 
inside me, like most unborn babies, was sparked through relationship and 
through love, and was already in relationship to the mountain prior to 
birth through the oxygen and nutrients absorbed by me along with accom-
panying affective experiences. Clarifying Pierre Teilhard de Chardin’s the-
ory of love, Ilia Delio (2017) writes, “union precedes being because love 
is the core energy of evolution and love is intrinsically relational” (p. x). 
Chardin (1817) explained simply, “love is the primal and universal psychic 
energy” (p. 4).

Can land love? Dominant North American culture says it cannot. What 
is the evidence for this belief? First, many psychologists would point out 
that the composition of soil, rock, and flora does not contain the necessary 
physiological systems required for experiencing love, namely, linked hor-
monal, neurological, and epidermis systems. It is a typically Western fallacy 
to assume that intelligence and feeling can only be measured using the 
human yardstick and human-like faculties. Even Western scientists have 
begun to understand that the human exceptionalism bias has crippled our 
capacity to comprehend the vast complexity of intelligence and sensibility 
possible outside the human sphere (e.g. De Waal, 2016). For example, 
Peter Wohllenben’s research (2015) on trees illuminates sophisticated sys-
tems of care, community, and communication. More broadly, the theory 
of Gaia urges educators and activists to consider the entire earth as a highly 
elaborate network of living organisms with enormous capacity for response 
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to its human inhabitants (Latour, 2017). Some scholars may feel squea-
mish about seeing land as “loving” because, to them, this invokes quaint 
images of tearful trees and other silly personifications. While moving to 
recognize the agency and capacities of more-than-humans, let’s sidestep 
the tendency to remake them in our own image.

Love has been defined as an action (hooks, 2001) and an energy (Savary 
& Berne, 2017). Here, theologian Pierre Tielhard de Chardin’s theories 
of love overlap with Potawatomi Botanist Robin Wall Kimmerer’s (2013) 
explanations of love and reciprocity. Teilhard, according to Delio (2017), 
believed “the physical structure of the universe is love” (p. x). Savary and 
Berne (2017) elaborate, “Teilhard always thinks of love in all its many 
forms primarily as energy—as the ability to do work. Love is energy 
because it is able to accomplish things, make a difference, transform peo-
ple” (xiv). Kimmerer described, “Something essential happens in the veg-
etable garden. It’s a place where if you can’t say ‘I love you’ out loud, you 
can say it in seeds. And the land will reciprocate, in beans” (p. 127).

Love from land is a highly complex series of interconnected and ongo-
ing processes, that is, energies and actions that are supportive, generous, 
and sensual. Land loves through interconnected entities of light, soil, and 
plant life, as well as those of weather patterns, and sensory stimulus. The 
land on the mountaintop provided me and my unborn baby with black 
beans, green beans, bell peppers, lettuce, tomatoes, potatoes, herbs, flow-
ers, and herbal medicines along with rain and creek water for washing. We 
took these forms of love into our bodies, absorbing their goodness and 
nourishment. This love gave us the physical energy needed to eventually 
move to other lands, just as the love from other lands had carried me to 
this one. Food, water, and natural medicines are just a few of the most 
obvious ways the land expressed love.

Other ways involve the generosity of the endless beauty, familiarity, and 
welcomeness, a feeling of ‘Home.’ Sue Gerhardt (2004) explained that 
repeated emotion experienced by mothers during pregnancy can and does 
help shape a child’s physiological attachment systems, often for life. How 
might my repeated joyful and intimate encounters with night have 
imprinted my unborn son? The dazzle of stars? The gift of an armful of 
kindling on cold nights? The sweet snap of a pea eaten in the moonlight 
while the San Pedro cactus reveals its yearly 24-hour bloom? The land at 
Last Chance offered me generosity, beauty, inspiration, friendships, and 
companionship. Love binds people to land and offers a ‘between’ space, 
where ecologically responsible and relationally attuned knowledges can 
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emerge. Kimmerer (2013) explained, “Knowing that you love the earth 
changes you, activates you to defend and protect and celebrate. But when 
you feel that the earth loves you in return, that feeling transforms the 
relationship from a one-way street into a sacred bond” (p.  125). Two 
decades later and a country away, my son and I still feel a sacred bond with 
Last Chance.

Although loving bonds to land lend to ecologically ethical epistemolo-
gies, standard education actively undermines the relational ontologies that 
support it. Numerous scholars have identified the ways contemporary 
North American culture increasingly experiences an impoverishment of 
love (Sorokin, 1954; hooks, 2001; Savary & Berne, 2017), relationality 
(Gerhardt, 2010; Narvaez, 2016) and perversions of emotions in general 
(Illouz, 2007; Cederstrom & Spicer, 2015); however, love impoverish-
ment also applies to the dominant North American culture’s relationship 
to more-than-humans, a relatively unexplored dynamic. Love scholars 
tend to view plants, animals, and land as objects deserving appreciation 
and care (Noddings, 1986; hooks, 2001) while eco-education scholars 
tend to discuss ‘relationships’ and ‘care’ for the natural world without 
mentioning the love inherent within those relationships (Jickling et  al., 
2018). In essence, ecological education can further deepen notions of 
relationality from the lens of love research, while love research can map 
previously overlooked terrains of love relationships with land. As Delio 
(2017) articulates, “How we love is how we live, and who we love shapes 
our relationships, communities, our connection to the Earth, and the 
future of the Earth” (p. xi).

Definition of Relational Ontology

Particular pathways within science, Indigenous education, theology, and 
environmental ethics converge around the idea of a relational ontology. 
This orientation, as I define it, begins from the philosophic perspective 
that an “I” does not exist without relationship; thus, relationships come 
first, individualism is secondary. Western education, however, is rooted in 
an ontology of individualism, an understanding of the world where the 
“I” is central and of primary importance while relationships are secondary. 
Describing a relational ontology, Ross and Mannion (2012) state, “the 
world is a domain of relational entanglement” (p. 303) and where “learn-
ing is a process of ‘attunement’ to the meanings that inhere in the rela-
tionships that make up the world” (p. 304). Referencing Tim Ingold’s 
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theory of dwelling, they describe, “ants, humans, stones and mountains 
are to be understood as knots in or interlacings of relationship, or a 
‘domain of entanglement’” (p. 305). In this writing, the relational ontol-
ogy refers to an ecological worldview, wherein all entities are seen as 
entangled within relationship and those relationships assume greater 
importance than the entities themselves.

The relational ontology is supported by contemporary Western science, 
but education, by and large, hasn’t quite caught on. As Darcia Narvaez 
(2016) asserts, “Perhaps the most misleading aspect within Enlightenment 
philosophy is the conception of the basic human condition, that of indi-
vidualism, a conception that is untrue on nearly every level of analysis (e.g. 
at the quantum level everyone on earth is connected; at the biological 
level, humans share DNA with virtually every other entity and each person 
is a community of microorganisms)” (p. 8). From an educational stand-
point, having a relational ontology is not an invitation to step into rela-
tionship or to “plac[e] relationship at the nucleus of … pedagogical 
practice” (Glover, 2019, p. 87), for the individual can no more “place” 
relationships at the center of teaching practice than the earth can “place” 
the sun at the center of its yearly circuit. Rather, orienting from a rela-
tional ontology within education means a recognizing and prioritizing the 
deeply entangled relationships existing between all things. Understanding 
the science of interconnection makes it easier to see how the orientation 
toward individualism has been a choice, rather than a philosophic or scien-
tific fact, as contemporary education tends to imply.

Traditional North American Indigenous education, for example, makes 
an altogether different choice. In his description of traditional Indigenous 
education, Gregory Cajete (2016) points out that children first learn 
about relationships with family, culture, and place (p. 371). Much later, 
they learn about their individualization, but even then, “a deep under-
standing of relationship and diversity” are emphasized (p.  372). When 
European settlers first arrived in North America, several hundred diverse 
Indigenous cultures existed, each containing unique customs and lan-
guages; yet, they all shared deep-seated respect for more-than-humans to 
whom they felt inextricably bound. The downgrading of individualism 
and prioritizing of relationship is often evident in these languages which 
tend to favor verbs and verb forms, rather than nouns. Noun-based lan-
guages centralize things rather than processes, interactions, and intermin-
glings. Indigenous verb-based languages, such as Potawatomi and 
Rarámuri, highlight the sentience of plants, animals, elements, and land 
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(Kimmerer, 2017; Wyndham, 2020). A relationship—in the true sense of 
the word—with a sentient being will naturally be more involved, entan-
gled, meaningful, and complex than a ‘relationship’ with a non-
living object.

These Indigenous ontological orientations are important for settler 
educators to understand for a couple reasons. First, due to their own lack 
of awareness, educators can inadvertently make Indigenous students feel 
uncomfortably different and unable to ‘fit in’ with expectations. Imagine 
the experience of an Indigenous student whose well-meaning teacher 
assumes children can only begin to understand the natural world through 
understanding Western-style science. This child’s entire relational experi-
ence as well as their culture is sidelined, if not discarded entirely. Stan 
Rushworth (2020), who was raised by his Cherokee grandfather described, 
“In the classroom was where the divisions took shape, in the mind and 
heart” (p. 9). (It’s not only Indigenous students who might experience 
this. More on this later.) Secondly, the fact that hundreds of diverse cul-
tures relate to the natural environment of North America similarly, sug-
gests that perhaps the land itself invites certain kinds of interactions and 
shapes human ontologies. Sheridan and Longboat (2006) explain that the 
Haudenosaunee (Mohawk) believe all human creativity and solution-
finding results from more-than-humans gifting humans with ideas in this 
shared space of cognition. Referring to the Haudenosaunee creation story, 
Sheridan and Longboat note:

As the last being Teharoniawakon created, humans are and remain depen-
dent on all other beings, and whether those beings offer their lives for our 
nutrition or their sentience for our thinking and imagining, ancient reci-
procities continue. We are thankful. Their love of us and our love of them 
guide our path to that future that replicates and restores antiquity. (p. 366)

Sheridan and Longboat (2006) suggest that “minds and culture mature” 
with the land and that settler culture is still developing along these lines 
(p. 366).

Relational Ontologies in Educational Alternatives

Although my own cultural and formal education could not help me navi-
gate the dark night, other kinds of learning did. These learnings were 
acquired very much at the fringes of mainstream society. After stumbling 
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upon the Medicine Cards (Sams & Carson, 1988) in an alternative book-
store, I renewed my relationship to trees and other more-than-humans. 
One day, I had a profound and memorable conversation with a homeless 
Indigenous man which encouraged me to trust my own sense of knowing, 
despite mainstream epistemologies. Later, in an elective class at a California 
college, I read about the inherent relationality of individuals, families, 
communities, war, land, and weather in Leslie Marmon Silko’s Ceremony 
(1977) and felt the profound, life-altering sense of relief of one whose 
worldview has for the first time been articulated and validated.

These experiences awakened something in me that had been largely 
dormant through my elementary and high school years; I began to actively 
and deliberately enter the shared non-material spaces of humans and 
more-than-humans. I felt an open, clear, but wordless communication 
pass back and forth between a neighboring cedar tree and me. I listened 
to the wind, the rain, and the coyotes with my whole spirit—not just my 
brain—with an openness to whatever communications might come. Nel 
Noddings (1986) wrote that a “psychic relatedness lies at the heart” of an 
ethic of care (p. 1). Although her ethic of care doesn’t extend to more-
than-humans in any meaningful sense, her astute observations that “all 
caring involves engrossment” (p. 17) “a ‘feeling with’ the other” (p. 30) 
aptly describe my own engagement with the land at Last Chance. With a 
couple of my human loved ones and this specific land, I shared a “psychic 
relatedness” where communication was fluid and unencumbered by labo-
rious human language. In other words, it was not always necessary to be 
in each other’s presence to know how the other was doing or what they 
were experiencing.

Additionally, as a woman pregnant with her first child, I was undergo-
ing a profoundly embodied and relational love experience that inherently 
stands apart from traditionally masculine realms and delineations of reason 
and the brain-centered education of schooling. A pregnancy, like the act 
of stepping outside in the night, is an experience of loosening Western 
notions of linear time. During pregnancy, one steps outside time into an 
immediacy that is part inheritance, part the memory and the daydream of 
love, and part invitation to possible futures. In this sense, it is reminiscent 
of Sheridan and Longboat’s notions of “future that replicates and restores 
our antiquity” (p. 366); a pregnancy is an embodied way of remembering 
into the future. Kimmerer (2013) asserted, “For all of us, becoming indig-
enous to place means living as if your children’s future mattered, to take 
care of the land as if our lives, both material and spiritual, depended on it” 
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(p. 9). On the mountain, care for the land—meaning, attending to plants 
in the garden, respecting the homes of scorpions and rattlesnakes, not 
going beyond the carrying capacity for water use—was a way to care for 
the land, myself, and my future child. The three could not be separated.

Pregnancy also lent to another kind of knowing, a powerful intuitive 
sense likely passed down through generations of attuned mothers. I knew 
my child before he was born—his temperament, his spirit—the same way 
I knew his younger sister’s later. I could impart things to him and he to 
me. Admitting this in an academic context means taking the significant 
risk of being written off as dreamer whose feet have long since floated off 
the ground. This is part of the ‘secret’ knowing that I’m aware—without 
having to be told—that I’m not supposed to talk about. Intuitive knowing 
is an inherent aspect of relational epistemologies, but in Western realms 
has always been relegated to categories of superstition, wishful thinking, 
and fanciful imagination. Could this be because those designing the shape 
of our academic institutions have little or no experience with genuine intu-
ition? At best, they might chalk it up to keen sensory perception operating 
just below the level of consciousness. It’s true that when one views the 
world from the standpoint of the isolated individual, genuine extrasensory 
intuition appears literally impossible. However, within the relational ontol-
ogy, the idea that knowing can be shared between mother and unborn 
child seems logical, practical, and obvious.

Standard Education Actively Discourages 
Relational Ontologies

Standard North American education, however, does not allow for this 
kind of interconnection. “Intuiting” and “talking to spirits” or the “spirits 
of the land” are activities relegated to fluffy non-scientific sentimentality 
and nonsense. Children who—whether through family culture or innate 
sensitivity—have an intuitive entanglement with the lizard, the red tailed 
hawk, the wind, or even each other quickly learn to hide, suppress, and 
ignore this kind of knowing. Blenkinsop and Piersol (2013) call these 
children “incredibly subtle feelers and responders; they seem to soak up 
everything that is around them, such that their self is porous and wide 
open” (p. 55). For them, the process of being in school is as much about 
learning what one is not supposed to know as it is about gaining knowledge. 
They can experience this in their knowledge of other people or 
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more-than-humans. Regarding children’s connections to the natural 
world, Blenkinsop et al. (2018) refer to suppression of ways of knowing as 
eco-double consciousness, the act of splitting the self into two halves: the 
half that is acceptable to the wider society and the secret, suppressed self 
that knows things through deep relatedness and sensitivity to the natu-
ral world.

Boys, in particular, learn that deep relationality is problematic, unmas-
culine, and unacceptable. Girls can get away with intuitive relatedness and 
seemingly ‘sentimental’ and ‘irrational’ connections for longer. Blenkinsop, 
Piersol, and Sitka-Sage further suggest older boys actively belittle sensitiv-
ity to nature “not only to gain a sense of power over ‘nature lovers,’ but 
to enforce the cultural norms of hyperseparation” (p. 351). They continue:

In addition to interwoven layers of sexism, homophobia, anthropocentrism, 
and a troubling conformity under threat of violence, their gesture insists 
that the “voice of the world” (Evernden, 1985) be, and remain, severed and 
silent by the time of “manhood.” Those who have not “matured” along 
these developmental lines and who maintain a deeper relationship are 
deemed: emotionally irrational, sentimental, effeminate, naive, or 
queer. (p. 351)

For young boys and for all children sooner or later, intellectual reasoning 
and pragmatic sensibility are prized and rewarded in the classroom and 
beyond the schoolyard. By high school, most North American boys under-
stand that it would be more acceptable to admit to each other that they 
watch porn every night than to admit to communicating with a lizard, the 
wind, or a tree. Desire is permissible, even admirable, in capitalist culture 
but love, an ethic of care, and intuitive entanglement are not.

Rather than being seen as a gift, an intelligence, deeply relational, intui-
tive knowledges of any kind are often painfully suppressed by children 
trying to gain acceptance. My own son, Maxwell (personal communica-
tion, 2 June 2020), described battling between acceptable knowledge and 
unacceptable knowledge in later elementary school and early high school. 
He regularly perceived things about his teachers that he felt he shouldn’t 
know. He described the acquisition of this knowledge as “like accidentally 
reading someone’s diary.” Now a young adult, he recalls this as a period 
of time when he was uncomfortably aware of being “different” and was 
preoccupied by “guilt and embarrassment.”
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Standard education—at all levels—positions us to become unable to 
know what we know, and in this way, we become fractured individuals, 
severing parts of ourselves for the sake of greater acceptance (Gilligan & 
Snider, 2018). In his analysis of comparative epistemologies of nature 
knowledges, Zwart (2008) warns, “The scientific ego has to learn to be on 
its guard against alluring images and intuitions” (p. 43). With no explana-
tion or definition, “intuition” becomes a forbidden topic, though one 
might note the hint of gendered bias as both “alluring” and “intuition” 
tends to be associated with women, not men or the masculine institutions 
like the academy. To be clear, the personal stakes of off-hand comments 
such as these are high. The psychic pain of fractured relationships and the 
deeper injury to the relational self can ripple out across a lifetime in attach-
ment disorders, loneliness, spiritual hunger, and self-doubt.

The rejection of relational knowledges can be understood by recogniz-
ing that agape (divine humanitarian love) lies at their core and love in all 
forms is problematic in patriarchal societies. Gilligan and Snider (2018) 
explain that patriarchy “forces a betrayal of love and then renders the loss 
irreparable,” arguing, “The sacrifice of love is the thumbprint of patriar-
chy” (p. 16, 33). The boy whose strong sense of care and deep empathy 
carried him into seemingly forbidden relational spaces with his teacher, 
must turn away from the teacher emotionally and pretend the loss of that 
bond was always inevitable. Although Gilligan and Snider explain this 
paradigm in human-to-human terms, it can be applied to human to more-
than-human relationships as well. After my father’s explanation of the 
inanimacy of trees, I abandoned a very real friendship with the maple trees 
in my yard and accepted that connection was gone forever. The boy who 
shared thought-space with the lizard, learning ineffable but visceral les-
sons about what it means to move, react, and experience the world like 
lizard, turns away from this relationship and likely ignores the heartbreak 
caused by doing so. Later, sensing a discomfort from a now unrecogniz-
able source, he may discourage his own children from bonding with the 
lizards.

Mainstream North American culture allows for love of more-than-
humans but with limitations. Pets, national parks, and homesteads, for 
example, can be loved. However, when that love challenges capitalist goals 
by turning into protection of rivers, old growth forests, and snowy owls, 
it can lead to raids and arrests, such as was experienced by the Wet’suwet’en 
pipeline protestors or even ostracism and violence, such experienced by 
the Dakota Access pipeline protestors. In contexts like these, claims of 
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‘love for land’ are seen as unnatural, unreal, and threatening. When North 
American companies set up camp in other countries, such as mines in 
Guatemala or agribusiness in the Amazon, Indigenous protectors of land 
have been threatened, tortured, and murdered. These protectors are seen 
as terrorists willfully obstructing the engine of capitalism rather than as 
warriors acting out of love and orienting from a deeply relational worldview.

The Way Forward: An Ontological Shift 
in Education

If education is to adapt to a new ecological ethos, defined by care and 
attunement to our natural environment, a shift from an individual-oriented 
ontology to a relational ontology is an important first step. Beeman and 
Blenkinsop (2019) acknowledge, “no reasoned argument will ever fully 
convince homo mobilis out of one ontological space and into another” 
(p. 10). However, as Savary and Berne (2017) remind, “Almost everyone 
agrees that people—and the world—have been changed by people loving 
and by being loved” (xiv). Radical shifts in one’s worldview occur because 
of relationship and, frequently, because of the love inherent within those 
relationships.

All love is ultimately a walk in the dark, sometimes on a lovely moonlit 
night, sometimes through a frightening space of danger. Love can involve 
risk as well as trust, togetherness, entanglement, and unity. The relation-
ship comes first and differentiation comes later. Even when we ‘first meet’ 
the other, we are finding our way back to a togetherness—yet unknown, 
but always already within existence as a potentiality. If we, in North 
American standard education, are willing to regain this sense, we will all 
feel less alone, we will better understand innate belonging and the respon-
sibility of interconnectedness that is central to an ecological ethos.

Blenkinsop and Piersol (2013) noted, “as a result of this ontologically 
different orientation, the more-than-human world speaks to you on a lit-
eral level, in its own languages and ways” (p. 52). When I asked the land 
to show me the way, I remembered the familiar and comforting feel of the 
path beneath my feet, and with that memory, I felt pulled forward as 
though a force that was beyond me and beyond the land but uniting us 
both compelled me. I sensed the land sensing me, and that awareness 
eased my fear. Many months later, with a baby on my hip, I stepped out 
again into the dense opacity of pure blackness. I didn’t have a small orb of 
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a flashlight to bump along a trail and constrict the story to a handful in 
size, and that fact frightened me. If my baby sensed my unease and started 
to cry, the chaos of noise would utterly disrupt my ability to sense our way, 
to sense the shared intuitive space where I could listen for the land to 
guide me. For his sake, I quieted myself and, as Noddings describes, began 
“feeling with” the land (1986, p. 30). He remained completely calm and 
quiet as we trekked through the erased world, the weight of him on my 
hip suggesting a relaxed mood. He knew this land in the cells of his body, 
in his lungs, with his love, with the love we all shared in that space.

Note

1.	 I gratefully acknowledge that Last Chance belongs to the traditional terri-
tory of the Ohlone people. I further acknowledge that while I write this 
chapter, I sit on the traditional territories of the Tsleil-Waututh, Squamish, 
Sto:lo, Stz’uminus, and Musqueam peoples.
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CHAPTER 4

How Might Self-guided and Instructor-Led 
Nature Education Serve as a Gateway 
to Appreciating Non-human Agency 

and Values?

Joe Gray

Introduction

My goal in this chapter is to explore how nature education programmes 
can be enriched to help inspire an appreciation for non-human agency and 
values in learners. Within the broad area of nature education, my focus 
here is on activities that have a strong weighting towards the practice of 
natural history, as opposed to, say, those simply providing instruction in 
outdoor skills such as canoeing down rapids or navigating by the position 
of the stars.

For a definition of natural history, I draw on the work of Fleischner 
(2002, p. 11), who described it as “intentional, focused attentiveness and 
receptivity to the more-than-human world.” When practised in this way, 
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natural history has the potential to be “a wellspring of informed care for 
our non-human kin and the habitats that they depend on” (Gray & Noss, 
2021). In order to encourage this, it is the role of people involved in the 
delivery of nature education activities to move beyond serving merely as 
custodians and communicators of facts and become facilitators of atten-
tiveness and receptivity. This is a point echoed by Barrable (2019, p. 2), 
who suggested that nature education “be considered more from a point of 
view of relationality and interconnectedness, of building a meaningful 
relationship, and less from the point of view of gaining knowledge and 
understanding.”

Relatedly, wrote Weston (2002, p. 41), in considering environmental 
education more broadly: “We must rediscover ourselves in connection 
with the rest of Earth: we must acknowledge ourselves as animals, come to 
feel ourselves as parts of larger living systems after all.” The overarching 
goal of such education, he added, is “to address our disconnection, reverse 
it, to re-situate us, to welcome us home” (Weston, 2002, p. 41). These 
comments, I feel, have a particular relevance for nature education, which 
offers a primary means for students to find their place in a world peopled 
by innumerable non-human others. In this way, nature education can 
encourage and underpin an overarching societal purpose of the mutual 
flourishing of humans and non-humans.

Before turning to describe the structure of the chapter, I will share a 
final initial consideration, in the form of a quote from Frank Forencich’s 
Sapience Curriculum (2020, pp. 1757–1759, 1807–1810).

These days, everyone talks about the urgent need to “save the world,” but in 
order to save it, we have to know it. And to know it, we have to spend time in 
contact with it. We have to feel the rhythms, the textures, the creatures, and the 
forces that are the very stuff of life…

Ultimately, learning habitat is a question of attitude and relationship. To 
really learn the outdoor world, you’ll have to abandon your cultural inclina-
tions toward ownership, domination, and imperialism. You’re not there to con-
quer the mountain, the land, or the river; you’re a student, there to experience 
and learn. Forget what you know and engage your beginner’s mind. Open your 
attention to everything you see and feel.

  J. GRAY
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Structure of the Chapter

I write this chapter primarily from my experience as both a tutor and a 
tutee on natural history courses in the UK, which are educational activities 
aimed at people across the age range that have taken place outside of the 
architecture of formal education. While speaking from the perspective of a 
practitioner, and not a scholar, of pedagogy, I do, nonetheless, incorporate 
ideas from the academic literature, where they have obvious practical 
ramifications.

The chapter’s scope embraces both self-directed and instructor-led 
modes of education. Let me first clarify that by ‘self-directed education’ I 
mean education facilitated through, for instance, the reading of an infor-
mation board at a nature reserve or the study of an accompanying leaflet. 
There may be a tendency, as I argue below, for the importance of engage-
ment with such materials to be underestimated within the arena of nature 
education. Turning to instructor-led education, there is another clarifying 
point that I wish to stress. Specifically, this mode of education need not be 
incompatible with the emergence of pedagogical agency among the non-
humans encountered or within the students themselves. This is something 
that I discuss in more detail later in the chapter. Following the sections on 
self-directed education and instructor-led education, I then go on to pro-
vide thoughts on the importance of the language that is used in delivering 
education, which is a discussion that has implications for both of the broad 
categories.

In order to structure the various educational possibilities within a 
framework, I tentatively propose the hierarchy in Box 4.1, which I will 
refer to within the chapter. Running from weaker to stronger possible 
experiences as a student of nature, the hierarchy is not a validated scale but 
simply crystallizes my own thinking as a tutor on nature courses and a 
creator of materials for self-directed learning. In the chapter, I speak of 
‘achieving’ the different levels in Box 4.1. I use this word very loosely and 
do not wish to imply that these levels be considered as explicit goals for 
nature educators to set their students, and that a box be ticked at the end 
of a session and a certificate handed out. In the spirit of John Holt, an 
important critic of the approach to education typified by formal schooling, 
I suspect that the best learning experiences are likely to be those free from 
any incentives or disincentives that are external to the activity (Dickerson, 
2019). In other words, they are activities that learners undertake because 
they strike them as being worthwhile in their own right.1
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Self-directed Nature Education

In the context of nature education, self-directed learning can be inspired, 
supported, and guided by a whole suite of possible materials. These 
include:

•	 on-site materials, such as information boards and leaflets that peo-
ple might choose to engage with after having already made the deci-
sion to visit a nature reserve or similar place;

•	 off-site materials, such as large books and streamable documenta-
ries, which are best suited to home-based learning;

•	 portable aids, such as field guides and nature-identification apps, 
which are designed to assist people spending time outdoors to learn 
more about the world around them;

•	 engagement stimulators, such as articles in weekend newspapers 
with suggestions for nature-based activities, which might prompt 
people to undertake self-directed activities, as individuals or in 
groups (e.g., family units);

•	 and, of course, the natural elements present in the site.

Through this broad range of materials that can inspire, support, and 
guide self-directed learning, there exists the potential to engage with a far 
larger audience for nature education than is possible through instructor-
led programmes. For one thing, there may be people who find instructor-
led sessions less appealing, for a variety of reasons. These include, but are 
not limited to, time constraints relating to personal circumstances, a reluc-
tance to engage in group-based activities, and concerns with ease of access 

Box 4.1  A Hierarchy of Possible Experiences as a Student of Nature

•	 Level 0: No meaningful engagement with the material or activity.
•	 Level 1: Learning about non-human beings as isolated objects.
•	 Level 2: Learning about non-human beings as interconnected 

objects.
•	 Level 3: Learning about non-human beings as interconnected 

subjects with agency and interests (including through receptivity 
to non-human beings as teachers).
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(e.g., the terrain may be difficult for someone who uses a wheelchair, for 
instance, if ‘universal design’ has not been practised at a site).

In addition, since different people will have different preferred means 
of engaging with educational activities, it might be that certain materials 
for self-directed learning offer something that some people would strug-
gle to gain from an instructor-led session. For instance, an information 
board illustrating the ecological linkages between different species within 
a habitat may, for some people, offer a more compelling depiction of inter-
connectedness than a verbal description from an instructor could, helping 
such learners to achieve a Level 2 experience (see Box 4.1).

Furthermore, some people may find it easier to achieve a deep level of 
engagement with non-human beings, including in the role of teacher, 
while away from other humans and not inhibited by the structure of 
instructor-led education. And this is something that might facilitate the 
achievement of a Level 3 experience.

Despite these potential advantages for self-directed learning in nature 
education, at least for some individuals, it is my experience that there is a 
tendency, in considering the delivery of outdoor environmental educa-
tion, for a focus to be placed on instructor-led sessions. Building on a 
point that I raised in the Introduction, I suggest that both scholars of 
pedagogy and people involved in the delivery of nature education should 
be careful to avoid underestimating the importance of this mode of learn-
ing. Interestingly, it might just be that the temporary changes to the way 
in which people access educational opportunities during the Covid-19 
pandemic, with a shift away from instructor-led sessions, leads to an 
increased focus on this important area in the near future.

With this discussion complete, I now turn to consider ways in which 
self-directed learning activities can help foster an appreciation of non-
human agency and values. I shall start with an example activity that I 
consider to be unlikely to get most users past a Level 1 experience. As part 
of a new woodland project in my local area, an arboretum of native species 
was planted with trees arranged according to the ways in which humans 
use the materials obtained from them, such as for furniture making or as 
medicines. One section includes species whose wood is used to create 
objects for making music, which is a case of nature’s instrumentalization, 
in two senses of the word.2

The objectification of non-human beings is similarly reinforced by edu-
cational materials with a strong focus on ‘ecosystem services’ such as flood 
prevention and carbon sequestration.3 While learners might gain a certain 
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appreciation of the ways in which the organism being discussed is con-
nected to the wider system, and thus achieve a Level 2 experience, such 
narratives are not helpful in moving to Level 3. This is not to say that 
anthropocentric considerations should necessarily be entirely excluded, 
but, at the very least, they should not be dominant if materials are to sup-
port learners in enriching their understanding of non-humans as beings 
with agency and interests. As Molina-Motos (2019, p. 10) observed:

[A]n ecocentric perspective of [environmental education] includes humanistic 
intentions without a species supremacism and integrates them into a broader 
aspirational and pedagogical project.

The idea of rallying against human supremacy is reinforced in the fol-
lowing comment by Sitka-Sage et al. (2017, p. 31):

[W]e advocate that it is incumbent upon environmental educators to supplant 
master species metaphors and practices that perpetuate an image of the world 
as “ours” to remake according only to our desires—even in urban centers.

As a direct challenge to ‘master species metaphors’, there are various 
ways in which materials can help learners achieve Level 3 experiences. 
One is to encourage sympathy by highlighting threats to particular 
organisms’ thriving—either in the habitat in question or in the wider 
landscape—as long as this is not then diluted by presenting the threat of 
loss primarily in terms of the potential implications for humans. So, for 
instance, rather than positioning the plight of pollinating insects as 
being principally a threat to agricultural systems, it could be described 
as being bad for the insects themselves and the ecosystems of which they 
are an integral part, which then foregrounds their intrinsic value (e.g., 
Mathews, 2016).

Another way is to encourage empathy for organisms by describing facets 
of their lives, such as the challenges of parental care, that have clear paral-
lels with our lives as humans. Here, in place of traditional third-person, 
scientific descriptions of organisms, consideration might be given to 
adopting first-person prose (e.g., “As a great crested newt, I depend on 
this pond for rearing my young. If humans release fish into the pond, my 
young will not be able to grow and survive.”).

  J. GRAY
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A third way is to present suggestions for activities that might help indi-
viduals deepen their recognition of agency and interests in non-human 
others. Such activities could be as simple as spending time observing 
nature. In this way, the centrality of the author of the materials in the role 
of teacher is dissolved, and the non-humans themselves become integral to 
the learning process. As a demonstration of the potential of simply observ-
ing nature, here, Challenger (2021) has noted the following in regard to 
her experience of spending time watching wild rabbits:

What emerged through observing these animals running about after each other, 
avoiding dangers, seeking food, or just resting and looking into the distance, 
was the transparency of the uncountable motivations of their lives. What my 
mind responded to was not a rational calculation of feeling or interests but the 
observable movements of need.

In spite of the thoughts presented above, it is important to note that 
even materials suited only to Level 1 and Level 2 learning experiences 
might still help individuals on their educational journeys to an ecocentric 
awareness of the life around them. No educational experience occurs in 
isolation, and traditional descriptive information might work synergisti-
cally with other resources from which an individual is learning in parallel. 
Indeed, in a short piece in The Ecological Citizen, co-written with fellow 
ecocentrist, Ian Whyte, we reflected how, against a background of philo-
sophical study into deep-green thought, we both found that nature walks 
with a field guide for a companion were instrumental in shaping our own 
worldviews (Whyte & Gray, 2020, p. 119):

Against a background of ongoing deep-green study, we have found that accen-
tuating the experience of walking in wild places with the information in these 
books has done something remarkable. Out of objects it has forged subjects, sub-
jects that are imbued with meaning and value and that have independent 
concerns.

Through this shift, our own worlds have changed. New relationships and 
value centres have become evident everywhere. And the realization has followed 
that we, too, are part of the immense and integrated new whole […]

[F]ield guides offer a window into local-scale diversity, connections, com-
plexity and beauty, and there follows an inevitable conclusion: Everything 
intertwines. And thus, gradually, one realizes that all life is one’s equal.
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Instructor-Led Nature Education

The first thing that I want to say about my experience of instructor-led 
nature education is that too much attention may be given to helping learn-
ers name a creature to species level or acquire other mere facts. These may 
help individuals to achieve Level 1 and Level 2 experiences (the latter 
might be the case if the facts presented aided learners in seeing the organ-
isms as being part of an interconnected whole), but they are not necessar-
ily conducive to Level 3 experiences. While the same point that I made 
above about no educational experience occurring in isolation applies here 
also, I do think that an important opportunity is being missed if little 
attention is paid to helping individuals transcend the notion of non-human 
organisms as objects.4

In the case of educational activities aimed at young children, there may 
be a particular temptation for instructors to feel that their primary role is 
to help their students find insects or amphibians, say, and then learn the 
names of everything they encounter, seizing the opportunity to cram facts 
into the developing minds in front of them while the holes in their brains 
are those of a sponge and not a sieve. But to do so may lessen the young 
children’s chance for non-instrumentalized learning (i.e., learning not pri-
marily motivated by external incentives or disincentives (Dickerson, 
2019)), as their experience might be too similar to that which they are 
used to in a classroom. In this latter setting, motivations for education 
may be to prepare for a test or to meet the criteria for receiving a certifi-
cate, say, rather than learning for the sake of it.

Instead, instructors can choose to let the young students be the discov-
erers, and offer them only broad reassurances that their attempts to put a 
name to the beings in front of them are on the right lines. Let us say that 
a young girl asks the instructor: “Is this a ladybird?” It is okay for the 
instructor to simply respond with an encouraging “yes,” rather than feel-
ing the need to tell her: “Well, actually, this is a seven-spot ladybird.”

In keeping with the overall theme of this chapter, the most important 
learnings of all will not be the names of creatures or even their broad ecol-
ogy, but the realization that the organisms being ‘studied’ are individuals 
with needs and with a value that is independent from any instrumental 
benefit that humans might derive from them. Here, instructors must move 
beyond the idea that non-human beings are principally ‘things’ to learn 
about—which, in my experience, is the dominant paradigm of nature edu-
cation—and give learners the opportunity to unlock realizations of agency 
and interests in non-human others.

  J. GRAY
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In this regard, the ways in which other beings are encountered is of 
much significance. Weston penned the following passage about finding 
wild beings within the classroom setting, but the essence of what he was 
saying applies very much to outdoor education too (Weston, 2002, p. 50):

It should be very clear that I am not speaking of bringing spiders or other insects 
into the classroom as exhibits, in bottles or tanks, appropriated and confined for 
our scientific or merely curious inspection. This is a philosophical experiment, 
not Show and Tell. The aim is to attend to how it changes our sense of this space 
when we discover such Others already present, co-inhabiting this space we were 
so sure was only our own, elusive but independent, on much more equal terms.

In the outdoor setting, equipping students (from across the age spec-
trum) with collecting pots for temporarily confining an encountered 
organism is one practical means for them to bring a community of other 
lives into their personal spheres without risking damage to these beings. 
Here, handling live organisms with care and respect is an important way 
through which an appreciation of their interests plays out in real time. 
Similarly, it can be edifying for students to be instructed to keep a respect-
ful distance from organisms who might find their proximity stressful. 
Enjoying the presence of others from a distance is another way to enact an 
appreciation of their interests.

Nevertheless, the importance of the tactile element in encountering 
certain organisms should not be underestimated. For, just as one cannot 
truly sense the fragility of human babies until one takes them into one’s 
clutch, there is nothing like placing a bush-cricket, say, on one’s palm for 
appreciating their delicate beauty. Furthermore, it is inevitable that stu-
dents will interact to some extent with the non-humans whom they 
encounter, and the relationships inherent in these interactions can be 
helpful in turning objects of study into subjects leading their own mean-
ingful lives. Thus, while it may be regrettable if students cause, say, a bird 
who is feeding in a tree to take flight by getting too close, the interaction 
at least reaffirms that the students and the bird are of the same world and 
evidences the existence of a real and meaningful inter-relationship.

For younger children participating in activities that involve collecting 
live organisms in pots, I find that the most important experience of all 
almost invariably comes at the point in the session when it is time to return 
the captured beings to their homes. Some youngsters will have an inclina-
tion to want to keep the organisms in the pots and take them away with 
them. Here, the lesson is that just as we humans have a home where we 
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feel safe and can access all the things we need to live, such as food, so do 
all these non-human beings. The exercise of releasing the organisms back 
into their own habitat can be a very powerful one. A similar phenomenon 
can occur in pond-dipping, where there should be a particular urgency in 
returning the organisms encountered back to their aquatic environment.

Other, more direct, ways of giving students an opportunity to discover 
agency and interests in the non-human beings whom they encounter 
would be to set exercises that might encourage this. Weston (2002, p. 49) 
suggested: “Try, for instance, to think of some familiar and specific aspect 
of ‘our’ world from the perspective of specific other animals.” Another 
exercise would be one of simple focused listening, where students are 
asked to try to tune in to the sounds that the birds around them are mak-
ing and to imagine what messages they might be attempting to convey.

In one session that I facilitated, I talked about bird song and calls, start-
ing with intra-species communication and moving on to inter-species 
communication. Then, I asked participants to consider if they had ever 
tuned into something that a bird was saying. My idea was to present this 
as a natural continuum from inter-species communication, with humans 
just being another species, and I had my own example ready. Remarkably, 
the first person to answer gave the very example that I was going to share, 
which was the alarm call of a blackbird in his back garden who was threat-
ened by the approach of a domestic cat. He was able to get into the garden 
in time to save the bird (as was I in my case). I know that the blackbird was 
not calling to me specifically, but the communication was effective never-
theless, and the connection between us as two beings sharing a particular 
place was powerful.

Such activities offer means of ‘de-centring’ the tutor and empowering 
nature as a ‘co-teacher’, which is something that Jickling et al. (2018), in 
an article on ‘wild pedagogies’, described as an educational touchstone. 
Receptivity to non-humans as teachers, they argued, “involves carefully 
listening to available voices and will at times involve actively needing to 
de-centre the taken-for-granted human voice and re-centring more-than-
human voices” (Jickling et al., 2018, p. 162). Now, a willingness to accept 
non-humans as teachers does not automatically move education away 
from an anthropocentric framing.5 Relevant here, I feel, is the legend 
relating to Robert the Bruce in which he is said to have learned of how 
perseverance can lead to positive outcomes by watching a spider strug-
gling to make a web but eventually succeeding. The positive outcomes 
that he is said to have had in mind were military in nature and thus dis-
tinctly human. This observation notwithstanding, de-centring the tutor is 
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certainly a way to enrich the educational tapestry and enable students to 
embed ideas of agency in non-human others. Another educational touch-
stone that Jickling et al. (2018) described in their treatment of wild peda-
gogies is the enabling of uncertainty and the relinquishing of control. 
Here they suggested “pedagogical shifting toward emphasis on creating 
diverse and stimulating learning environments with generative questions” 
(Jickling et al., 2018, p. 164).

For older students, including adults, there is likely to also be value in 
explicitly including a discussion of the difference between anthropocentric 
and ecocentric standpoints within nature education programmes. Cocks 
and Simpson (2015) argued that this will help to “shed light on alternative 
experiential possibilities.” They also noted that even if some outdoor edu-
cators “do not believe that ecosystems possess intrinsic value, it still may 
be a notion they would want their students to be aware of” (223). One 
way to do this would be to incorporate ethically challenging issues into the 
educational experience, rather than shying away from them. So, where, for 
instance, there are ‘feral’ populations or ‘invasive’ species present in an 
area, the ethical dilemmas that arise from their presence could be directly 
discussed. Where these populations or species are encountered as real indi-
viduals (as opposed to more abstract collectives), a realization of their 
agency and interests may be fostered. In turn, this might just play some 
role in stewarding humanity towards a culture that strives for solutions to 
thorny issues in conservation that are mindful of the moral standing of 
every individual. (For an insightful discussion of this issue, within the con-
text of horses in the Australian Alps, see Jukes (2020).)

Nature educators should also be mindful of the way in which they 
describe the settings in which educational activities take place. Here, Sitka-
Sage et al. (2017) cautioned against describing places for outdoor educa-
tion as a playground, or even as a setting for exploratory play and learning,6 
as this may hinder participants’ ability to realize that these places are agen-
tial co-teachers. Relatedly, Jickling et al. (2018, p. 162) observed: “No 
longer is the environment an important backdrop upon which learning 
happens, nor is it simply something to be interpreted solely by adult 
humans, but it might become an active member in teaching and learning.”

Finally, and perhaps most importantly of all, nature educators should be 
open, where possible and meaningful, to incorporating Indigenous teach-
ings into the activities that they facilitate. Zimanyi et  al. (2020), for 
instance, described how they incorporated Indigenous teachings into an 
early-childhood programme focusing on water that is taught in forests and 
meadows on the banks of the GabeKanang Ziibi (the Humber River), 
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outside the Canadian city of Toronto. Their programme promotes, for 
instance, the Anishinaabe teaching that Nibi (water) is the blood of Aki 
(the Earth). Such approaches may offer a powerful means of opening stu-
dents’ eyes to agency and interests outside of humanity’s sphere.

Choice of Language

Just as the broad-brush details of educational activities discussed above are 
important in guiding possible educational experiences for students, so may 
be the finer points of the specific language that is used. In Box 4.2, I pres-
ent some suggestions for language that creators of materials to support 
self-directed education and those involved in instructor-led activities may 
wish to consider.

Box 4.2  Considerations for Language Choice Used in Materials to 
Support Self-directed Nature Education and Instructor-Led Nature 
Education Activities

•	 Describe seeing or hearing non-human others as ‘encountering’ 
and ‘meeting’ in preference to ‘spotting’ or ‘recording’. (The for-
mer are warmer and imply a relationship.)

•	 Use ‘who’ in preference to ‘that’ when describing non-human life 
(e.g., “the newts who lay eggs in this pond” rather than “the 
newts that lay eggs in this pond”).

•	 Avoid the objectifying term ‘it’ in referring to non-humans. 
Instead, intersperse the use of ‘he’ or ‘his’ and ‘she’ or ‘her’ (e.g., 
“Can you hear the robin calling to defend his territory?”), or con-
struct sentences inclusively with plurals and use ‘they’ or ‘their’ 
(e.g., “With slugs, you may notice how they like to come out on 
wet nights.”).

•	 Use the term ‘community’ to mean not an exclusively human 
group but the interconnected web of human and non-human 
beings in a particular place.

•	 Avoid language that positions nature as being a resource for 
humans above all else.

•	 Avoid language that separates humans from nature (e.g., using 
‘animals’ to mean non-human animals).

•	 Avoid language with potential for demonization, such as ‘pest’ 
(the value judgements inherent in such language may skew learn-
ing experiences).
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Concluding Remarks

Above, I have offered suggestions—drawing both on my experiences as a 
tutor and tutee on nature education courses and on the academic litera-
ture—for how self-guided and instructor-led nature education activities 
can be shaped so that they have the potential to serve as a gateway for 
learners to appreciate non-human agency and values. In doing this, these 
activities can encourage and underpin an overarching societal purpose of 
the mutual flourishing of humans and non-humans. Key themes to emerge 
in the chapter are the importance of self-directed nature education, the 
dangers of instrumentalized learning experiences (as opposed to learning 
for learning’s sake), the potential benefits of de-centring the tutor, and the 
possibility for reinforcing inter-species inclusion through an openness to 
non-humans as partners in pedagogy.

I will finish with a call to action. Specifically, as the challenges facing 
human and non-human Earth citizens escalate—in a period of time so dif-
ferent from what has come before it that some scholars now consider it a 
new geological epoch, the Anthropocene—there has never been a greater 
urgency for re-evaluating the praxis of nature education.

Notes

1.	 Instructors on nature courses and creators of materials to support self-
directed learning may wish to bear this point in mind in shaping their 
approach to supporting learners.

2.	 Here, if we turn to consider instructor-led nature education ahead of the 
main section that covers it in this chapter, it is worth noting that, in the case 
of this arboretum, a skilled tutor would still be able to help students discover 
agency by looking at the trees as individual living beings and exploring the 
community of denizens that make each one a great temple of life.

3.	 Even literature primarily expounding the virtues of nature-rich places in 
regard to human mental health—controversial though this is to challenge in 
today’s world—may serve to perpetuate the objectification and instrumen-
talization of non-human organisms.

4.	 In certain cases, such as in specialist education aimed at upskilling people for 
the task of conducting biological surveys, there may be a need for a strong 
focus on simply transmitting facts and providing instruction in techniques. 
But in educational activities of a more general nature, this same requirement 
does not exist.
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5.	 One can imagine a cartoon, if and when the concept of non-human teachers 
becomes mainstream, in which a rabbit is running away from a human who 
is holding a notepad and pencil. The caption is: It isn’t enough to try to eat 
me? Now you want me to be your teacher too!

6.	 I wonder if activities that involve young students converting, say, a wild scat-
tering of dead wood on a forest floor into rudimentary shelter-like struc-
tures might not be followed by a reverse exercise to restore the habitat to its 
pre-activity state? This would enact a respect for the habitat as habitat rather 
than a mere outdoor classroom.
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CHAPTER 5

Where the Children Are

Marianne Presthus Heggen, Bob Jickling, Marcus Morse, 
and Sean Blenkinsop

Polar bears are drowning. Children rage. And education is, so far, failing 
to provide a clear pathway out of our ongoing ecological and social crises. 
We need change—different thinking, different relationships, and different 
solutions. But where to turn? In this chapter we turn towards children, for 
two reasons. First, the “wonderment” with which they often seem to 
encounter the world. This wonderment can baffle us, but in this chapter, 
we ask, in what ways could the children be encountering and thinking 
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differently—knowing the world in different ways? And in what ways might 
they be offering possibilities for pathways we are missing?

Second, we set out to consider children as qualified beings (James, 
2011), and to see children as citizens, performing their citizenship in polit-
ical, yet different ways (Grindheim, 2017). Looking at citizenship as an 
enacted process opens space for other contributions to citizenship—not 
only human. We do not suggest that children, as citizens, are responsible 
for the environmental acts of society. Rather, we think that their actions 
may contribute towards more equitable, relational and caring futures, and 
thus be worthy of note. In other words, they might be enacting examples 
of ecocitizenship (Heggen et al., 2019). We also see the ethical obligation 
in listening to the children’s contributions. After all, it is their future.

This chapter begins with the premise that children are often positioned 
differently, perhaps less anthropocentrically, in the world, both ontologi-
cally and epistemologically. In some senses, their thinking is wild; it isn’t 
corralled, regulated, or enculturated yet. By following their lead, we ask 
what might be revealed through their embodied experiences and emo-
tional encounters with the world? We wonder, too, about the political and 
pedagogical implications of taking children seriously. How might this help 
educators wild their pedagogies, wild themselves, and provoke cultural 
change? (See also Chap. 2 in this book).

Writing as a Method

The methodological approach to this chapter might, at first glance, be 
described as a thought experiment offered through writing. We write to 
figure things out (Richardson, 2001). Our method, of presenting evi-
dence in response to appearances and ambiguities in the world has a long 
history stretching back to the Renaissance philosopher Montaigne. 
Through his art of essaying, he wrote to complicate ideas, to undo easy 
explanations, and to seek new, if incomplete conclusions.

For Montaigne, the essay is a gathering of experiences, the sensuous 
and ‘mute life’ of the physical body, the concrete realities of material life. 
He refused positions that were not grounded in experience, in the flesh 
and blood of real life, and the comfortable answers of the status quo. For 
us, this original form of the essay is appealing. It offers space to explore a 
diversity of responses and theories and to explore a different explanatory 
space. It also requires us to not just intellectualize this discussion, a move 
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which has often historically been one of the steps towards 
anthropocentrism.

For Montaigne, appearances matter, and experiences are to be trusted 
(Bontea, 2008). But this raises questions of how, and how far? To under-
stand these questions Montaigne often incorporates associations from his 
own work and that of others. For him, the essay attempts to connect 
seemingly random events, ideas, and explorations from different realms of 
experience. We take this approach here as we attempt to meet the children 
where they are.

In what follows we present two vignettes, or keyholes, of children 
engaging with their world. We each then offer some speculative responses 
and noted dissonances to these keyholes. Following Montaigne in our 
discussions, we gather experiences, ideas, and dissonances into new 
explanatory pathways that might, we hope, point towards more equitable 
and just ways of knowing and being in the world.

Keyholes

The two vignettes of children’s play—seen as if looking through a key-
hole—reveal glimpses of a day in the life of pre-schoolers. They describe 
everyday situations children seem to enjoy, and the pre-school teachers 
seem to value. Something intriguing seems to happen here, something 
that is difficult to decipher. Looking at children’s contributions is not new 
in early childhood research, yet we question, how do these children viscer-
ally encounter the world? How might these encounters be different from 
those who have already been fully ‘educated’ in their cultural context? And 
what might we learn from these encounters?

Naming the vignettes keyholes reminds us that we are only catching a 
small glimpse into the children’s experiences, and even then, making 
assumptions in our interpretation. We acknowledge, too, that both 
vignette keyholes are situated in particular cultural settings. Although we 
do not always hear directly from the students in theses vignettes our atten-
tion was attracted, in part, by the mystery and wonder of things unsaid. 
Rather than a reflected reality, we are seeking available possibilities—a 
thought experiment through writing. By trying to meet these children 
where they are, we hope to gain some insight into their ways of encounter-
ing the world. We attempt to draw together our combined writing, and to 
take this discussion beyond the realms of early childhood.
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The keyholes are set in Norway, where it is common for pre-schools to 
hike in local nature areas. These areas are visited and revisited, and may be 
located just outside the fence, or within a couple of kilometres. Hikes to 
such areas also include opportunities for explorations. The children know 
these areas, they feel comfortable there, and often know what they wish to 
do. Our vignettes return you to May 2020 to an urban pre-school at the 
outskirts of the city centre. These children hike weekly in their nearby 
community.

First Keyhole: Excited by the (Seemingly) Unexciting

Early one morning, a group of toddlers start the day’s hike. The goal is a small 
grove of trees with a little stream running through, a place the children seem 
to love. Just a few meters from the gates, in the middle of the asphalt, a boy 
stops next to a manhole cover. He looks down and walks decidedly towards 
some nearby rocks. He finds some rocks of the appropriate size and throws them 
down the manhole. The cover has both small and large holes, and not all rocks 
go through. There is a distinct “plop” when the rock hits water. He tries again, 
but this rock is too big for the holes in the cover, he finds another rock and 
throws that instead. He walks back and forth, finding new rocks, throwing 
them towards the cover, finding new rocks, and… After many repetitions, his 
teacher asks: “Shall we follow the others?” The hike continues for two or three 
meters. By the side of the street are some interesting slugs. The boy stops 
intrigued and observes them closely. Three days later the same group leaves the 
pre-school for another hike, and another boy stops by the manhole, and begins 
throwing strands of grass, small leaves and sticks.

�Reflections from Marianne
In addition to the everydayness, what strikes me in this story is the way 
that play was started and lead by the boy, without interference, in a kind 
of free play. The children decide without adult interference what, and 
how, to explore. There is a multitude of dimensions evident in this small 
story. As adults, we tend to let our interests lead our insight; a physicist 
will see different learning outcomes from a musician when ‘evaluating’ 
this boy’s learning. But the boy might gain many other things which we 
don’t recognize. I am intrigued by how we don’t realize or recognize 
what the children gains, and that we do not know why they do these 
activities. Maybe we try too hard to analyse an activity that is simply meant 
as playing, as having fun?
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The child’s activity resembles other educational  activities with small 
children, as when using a sorting box. Yet, a sorting box does not provide 
the variety of sounds, smells, textures, qualities, weights, etc. as the things 
the children throw into the manhole. By repeating the activity in different 
conditions, the children experience differing things, changing some fac-
tors, but not others. By making a sorting box, we believe we can be con-
fident the children have experimented with shapes; and perhaps, with 
colours. But the factors that change are limited. What are the conse-
quences of this simplification and flattening of experience?

�Reflections from Marcus
I am struck by my own initial response—to override the situation in some 
way. I might ask the child if they are ready to go or what they are doing. 
In doing so, I might manage the situation and move things along. In my 
own way, I am setting out pedagogically to think of how I might help or 
guide the child. I recognize also, that I could let the child continue to play. 
To experience the world on their own terms in a form of free play. I am 
challenged also to wonder, though, what is actually going on here for the 
child. How self-directed is it really? The child is not alone; they are engaged 
in and with the world around them. If I hold back my urge to consider 
human directed influences on play and coming to know the world, how 
might I reconsider the child’s experience in the moment? Might it be that 
these rocks, spaces, textures, and sounds actively guide the child in the 
interactions? I have a sense, also, that by intruding into the experience I 
might also break the magic of this moment.

�Reflections from Sean
One thing this story recalls is the way adults can create quick thought 
pathways, determining that which is noteworthy. My sense is that part of 
this is a quite helpful response to a world filled with stimuli. Otherwise, 
one might spend the time stopped short in front of our gates dropping 
rocks through a manhole while our ice cream melts for lack of attention. 
And yet, I wonder about what is lost in this split-second programming of 
what one attends to? And how we learn what to notice and what not to? 
How are these systems developed over time and what role do teachers and 
culture play in their development? In some ways the cultural norms of 
focusing on the hike, getting to the chosen destination, picking the key 
fragments of knowledge that will lead to the preferred outcome are not yet 
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part of this two-year-olds vernacular. Given that everything is unfamiliar, 
they are moving in a world where their attention is freely requested.

I am intrigued, also, by the idea of place-making tools. Vygotsky sug-
gests, in his conversations about cognitive tools, that our birth cultures 
offer us tools that help us make sense of our world. Tools such as language 
and story allow us to frame our world and belong with our kith and kin. 
Yet the tools are not simply there for us to use and put down at will, they 
shape us as we use them. I wonder, given our long relationship with the 
natural world and particular places therein, if there might be another layer 
of tools being offered by the natural world, with similar effects? What if a 
child’s focus on the spatial, the sensations of holding and dropping rocks, 
and his dedication to task are all part of the tools the world offers us, and 
which could shape us into ways of becoming place-bound?

�Reflections from Bob
The curiosity and the intensity of the activity are interesting. The engage-
ments seem silent. What could be going on? Is it purely sensuous, the plop 
and the physical manipulation of the stones and later, sticks and leaves? Is 
it even possible that there is something going on here that is outside of 
linguistic understanding? And if so, what would that mean? I am drawn to 
this line of questioning by my own interests in understanding and expand-
ing the ways that learning, knowing and thinking can be perceived. There 
is something within our group’s experiences, often working with learners 
outside of classroom settings, that drives this curiosity.

I am provoked by Jan Zwicky’s work in lyric philosophy. It seems to 
arise from an interest in propositions that manifest themselves in the 
world, yet fall outside of logical structures of interpretation, or cannot be 
captured in words. Part of Zwicky’s lyric philosophy is to embrace those 
understandings that arise suddenly and affect us as sensuous beings with 
bodies and emotions. If you are a musician, think about the wondrous 
performance that can occur when jamming is elevated to a perfect under-
standing amongst a group. Such experiences seem to suddenly announce 
themselves, not as a collection of logically linked parts; rather, they arrive 
in a moment as whole understandings. Zwicky calls these whole under-
standings gestalts. They are neither rational nor irrational; they are ara-
tional in that they elude adequate capture in words. Could it be that the 
manhole cover, the rocks, the plops, and the water were singing to the 
children in their own way?
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Second Keyhole: A Squirrel Isn’t Enough

Another day, a group of three- to five-year-olds hike from the pre-school. One 
of the teachers shares her story: While I watch children playing in the stream, 
some ask if we can go into the woods at the hiking site. They know they must 
bring an adult. The forest grows on a steep hill with its roots protruding from 
the ground in places. Several of the 5-year-old children, both girls and boys, 
want to go and I let them, as long as they stay within my field of view. They 
talk, and I can hear them looking for mushrooms and studying everything 
they find on and in the ground. They repeatedly ask if they can go further up. 
After a while, another teacher arrives to look after the children in the stream, 
and I can follow the children up the hill, allowing them to ascend further. I 
spot a squirrel looking for food in the trees and try to get the children’s atten-
tion. They look up, but do not see the squirrel as they are more interested in 
something they have found. It takes me a few tries before I realize that only I 
find the squirrel exciting. The children are more interested in the ground. 
They dig with sticks and inspect various stones and plants. Suddenly someone 
shouts “I found a fungus in the ground!” He is clearly excited, and the other 
children gather around him. Everyone agrees that “yes, that’s a fungus”. I’m 
pretty sure it’s not a fungus they’ve found, but do not object and wait to hear 
what they think. They ask if we can take it to the pre-school to find out what 
the fungus is, so I put it in my pocket. Back in the pre-school, the mysterious 
fungus was not prioritized, and it was forgotten. A week later, the children 
ask for the fungus, but it had unfortunately disappeared. We agreed that the 
next time we go to the same destination, we will go looking for a new one and 
take the time to investigate it better together.

�Reflections from Marianne
In this keyhole, the children initiate and sustain the activities, fulfilling the 
adult criteria of play. As in the first story, play here seems to be filled with 
sensory aspects—the thrill, the engagement, perhaps the feeling of flow, of 
forgetting time and space, of simply “being”. One thing that intrigues me 
in this vignette is the children’s resistance. The children stray from the 
teacher. Observing children play in nature, I often see children straying 
away from the others, seemingly seeking room to investigate by them-
selves. In this example, the children collectively resist the teacher as she 
tries to direct their attention.

It was the children who initiated going to this part of the forest. 
Through the place, the mushrooms and the forest itself, the surroundings 

5  WHERE THE CHILDREN ARE 



94

contributed to the play. I am drawn, then, to the active role nature takes 
as a playmate. If children get these kinds of playful experiences again and 
again, will they lead to an intimate knowledge of nature? The statement 
that children playing in nature learn to know nature and will take care of 
it is both worn and disputed. Still, when children play with each other, 
they might become friends. Can looking at nature as a playmate refine 
aspects of the children’s play? Can looking at the children’s play in nature 
be seen as socialization into, and within, a more-than-human world? What 
would such a socialization be like?

�Reflections from Marcus
This keyhole raises my desire to redirect attention. If the intent of the 
educator is to direct attention towards the world in a way that engages and 
guides children’s learning—why might I, and presumably the educator in 
the vignette, feel a compelling urge to control attention? The child’s atten-
tion is already held in the moment, with a seeming sense of fullness of 
engagement with/in the world. What might be missed in redirecting the 
children’s attention? Although I might have a positive intent, it might also 
limit the experience of knowing the world through direct encounter, in 
ways that defy calculated, logical, and conceptual understanding. Ways we 
might consider child-like. I am often left to wonder at the quality of atten-
tiveness paid by children to natural things. In these descriptions, it is seem-
ingly the stones, sticks, or fungus that, at least in part capture the attention 
and guide the encounter.

�Reflections from Sean
This keyhole has me thinking about the assumed scarcity of time and 
about how that plays a role. We see it in the desire to move the child along 
from something that appears to provide limited educative return on to 
“the good stuff.” In the disappearance of the dug-up object, ‘of limited 
curricular value’, although this is framed as forgotten, it is clearly remem-
bered by the children. Again, my sense is that the adult is shaped by a set 
of cultural norms related to how learning works, to what is being learned, 
and to the “important signposts” for learning.

This leads me into wondering about the “stuff” of knowing. That 
thinking, idea generating, and learning is built out of stuff (rather the way 
good soil is built out of compost) and that part of what is happening in 
both these stories is, in fact, “stuffing”. There might not be obvious learn-
ings attributable to this digging in the forest seeking mushrooms, but 
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there is a gathering of experience, encountering, testing, and exploring 
that can be part of the “stuff” of other encounters. That can be built 
upon, flexed, added to and that at this age, and maybe all ages, the more 
the merrier. Perhaps it is an error to impose a linear concept of learning 
and valuation to encounters. Who knows, maybe this encounter with dirt 
and life or holes might be helping to position the child in the world in 
important ways.

�Reflections from Bob
It is interesting to notice how seemingly normal it is for these children to 
go outside of the school grounds. The children know what is happening, 
they know how to conduct themselves, and they have a sense of what they 
wish to do. But they also appear to have an enormous capacity for sponta-
neity. They are interestingly attentive, in ways that appear less contami-
nated by other aspects of culture. I can’t help imagining that conversations 
with older children and teens could include jokes, singing popular songs, 
and conversations about cultural phenomena and artefacts. But then, 
would these older students be so distracted if excursions like this had con-
tinued to be part of their everyday experiences throughout their school-
ing? Or, might it be that the desperate move to belong to the human peer 
group arises because there is no underlying sense of belonging to a place 
in the larger world?

The children do not seem interested in the squirrel. Is it hard for them 
to see the squirrel? Or is it because they have already found something 
interesting—and see the squirrel as a distraction? Or is it the intimacy and 
physical engagement, the digging with sticks, that captures their atten-
tion? Whatever the answers, it does appear that the children were deter-
mined to engage with their environment differently, in a sensuous, 
embodied way. Perhaps interesting parts of play are the experiences gained, 
the gathering of stuff, and maybe even responses to the agency of the place 
itself that happen when the adults urge to control the activities is loosened.

Resonances and Dissonances

Some resonances and dissonances run through our reflections, as we are 
all struck by the children’s sensuous and spontaneous engagement with 
their perhaps agentic, surroundings. Likewise, we problematize the adult 
urge to look for clear and obvious aims the children gain in these situa-
tions. This makes us wonder; what is lost if the teachers with their 
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pedagogical and cultural tools had redirected the attention, created 
thought pathways, flattened and simplified these multidimensional situa-
tions? To be clear, however, we are not claiming that teachers should not 
interact pedagogically with their students. Accepting children as different 
learners also means accepting that it is the responsibility of adults to meet 
children’s contributions, to be present and to follow their lead, but also to 
protect the children, and to guide the children. Rather, we explore what 
children might give us—or what is won—if we loosen our urge to control 
their learning and if we listen to them, if we seek to meet the children 
where they are.

A Wonder/Wander

In our own Montaigne-esque style, we have gathered responses to these 
vignettes—an aggregation of associations. We have attempted to capture 
some of the vividness of possibilities that children might have with and in 
the more-than-human world, while acknowledging the enigmatic nature 
of how these experiences appear to each of us. It is now time, in the tradi-
tion of the essayist, to explore these interpretations.

Montaigne was somewhat unusual in Western history in that he was 
directly involved in the public political life of his society and very privi-
leged, yet at the same time, perhaps because of his upbringing, he was 
deeply concerned with everyday life and embroiled in examining and cri-
tiquing ‘the system’. His essays are, thus, more than just a description of a 
lived life; they also search for ways in which lives are worth living. They are 
a sweet spot in humanism that is more generous with conceptions of 
proof, such that they can reach more fully into the experiences of life, 
beyond the limits of rigorous science and accepted cultural rules of 
thought (see e.g., Bontea, 2008).

Montaigne’s essays were not the polished perfectly formed arguments 
that we aim for today. Rather, they were explorations, wanderings with 
ideas, with the “what ifs” of open-ended discussion. For in French, “essay” 
is exactly that, a try, an attempt, an adventure for writer as well as reader. 
It is in that spirit that we respond to these vignettes and reflections, these 
witnessing’s of young children’s interactions, prioritizations, engage-
ments, play-ins with the world “under open skies”. In this chapter, we seek 
to follow the children’s lead and ask; What if the children have other, less 
anthropocentric, knowledges? And what if we were to support these other 
knowledges in education?
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What If the Children Have Other Knowledges?
The first what if we are proposing is an epistemological adventure, a wan-
dering with knowledge. We have each been struck by seeming dissonances 
between the adults’ suggestions and the children’s priorities. On the one 
hand, adults can tend to be immersed in an epistemology that is progress-
based, linear, fragmentable, ordered, and transferable, whereas children 
may appear to be resisting adult agendas for potentially indeterminable but 
intriguing reasons. We wonder why, as Jan Zwicky considers: “are we so 
deeply susceptible to the charms of epistemological security? Partly because 
as a species we enjoy the exercise of power for its own sake; we have a 
penchant for controlling things.” (Zwicky, 2019, p. 95). It is a loosening 
of control, then, that intrigues us.

A Gestalt of Knowing

Meeting the children where they are opens challenging possibilities. We 
wonder if there may be learning experiences that fall outside of linguistic 
and a particularly rationalized and logical knowing. We wonder about 
gestalts of knowing that appear as intact wholes, rather than built from 
component parts. The children’s activities in these examples, together 
with their teachers’ responses, may be showing us that some of their most 
engaging learning is difficult to predict, plan, or control. This leads us to 
wonder: What if there are other forms of knowledge outside of the ones 
prioritized by mainstream educational systems.

Perhaps the most disturbing possibility is that this form of knowledge 
might crumble and decay under analysis. That is, when we disrupt chil-
dren’s play, or ask seemingly harmless questions like ‘what are you doing?’ 
Our logic-oriented inquiries might undermine the learning itself. Zwicky 
remind us that our inclination towards logical “rules of thought” are 
aimed to “secure against prejudice, superstition, and whim” (2019, p. 95). 
These aims are in a tension with any underlying proclivity to accept unex-
amined gestalts, in this case the capacity of children to wonder at phenom-
ena presented by manhole covers and mushrooms.

Zwicky asserts an over reliance on “rules of thought”, and that these 
alone, may deprive us of thinking’s most significant dimension:

The first and fundamental aim of thinking is to understand, to discern the 
lineaments of reality. The correction of mistakes accompanies this 
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discernment; it is not achieved by shackling thought to ensure that mistakes 
are never made.

There is no series of steps we can implement to precipitate gestalts in all 
audiences. Real thinking does not always occur in words; it can decay under 
analysis; its processes are not always reportable. This means that real think-
ing is in some sense wild: it cannot be corralled or regulated. But it is also 
the only access humans have to the experience of insight, to moral and 
mathematical beauty, to ontological vision. (Zwicky, 2019, p. 95)

This is risky business for educators. We are challenged to ask what is lost 
when thinking is reduced to just thinking in words, to relying on a par-
ticular form of rational logic alone, to see the world only when reduced to 
its constituent parts through analysis. How might we throw light on alter-
natives that increase capacity for thinking with and in the world? Here we 
return to the proposition laid out near the beginning of this chapter: is it 
reasonable or insightful, to deprive learners, young and old, of access to 
forms of understanding. How might we throw light on alternatives open 
to them, to increase their capacity for thinking with and being in the 
world? And we wonder if wilding capacities for thinking can enrich educa-
tional possibilities for understanding, and herein lies an enormous chal-
lenge. Yet, in Zwicky’s words, “Where the danger lies, there too lies 
meaningful life” (2019, p. 95). And we wonder if bringing such child-like, 
holistic, and connected knowing into practice, to balance more dominant, 
linear, individualized, fragmented, anthropocentric, and separating ways 
of knowing, can be a pathway towards doing things differently, towards 
being differently in the world. Could this be an important piece of build-
ing the kinds of relationships that might allow all beings to better flourish, 
to respond to crises of alienation, extinction, anxiety, and loss of 
biodiversity?

Knowing with/in the World

Imagination is understood to be a quality of mind in settler culture. In 
Haudenosaunee/Mohawk tradition, the same quality is understood to be 
animal and spiritual helpers manifesting their presence in one’s life … [The 
settler conception of] imagination dominates where fear of the unknown, 
uncertainty of memory, and placelessness thrive. (Sheridan & Longboat, 
2006, p. 365)
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Sheridan and Longboat add a compelling piece to our gathering of 
ideas. First, there is the suggestion that the settlers’ western epistemologi-
cal concepts of knowing, thinking, and imagining are not the sole purview 
of the isolated human mind; that this way of thinking of the imagination 
is in fact deeply extractive, colonial, and anthropocentric; and that there 
are other conceptions out there. Epistemology is culturally framed and 
there are different ways understanding and, by extension, encountering 
knowing. Second, there are threads that reach from this assertion back 
into our own reflections. They connect with our concerns about culturally 
specific and adult learning agendas which may be “settling” into the lives 
and minds of small children. Sheridan and Longboat point to beings who 
understand themselves as part of a larger community of knowing and 
being—beings who are receptive to gifts being proffered by their “animal 
and spiritual helpers” and by rocks, fungi, slugs, and places.

There are also links here to Zwicky’s positioning of a different kind of 
knowing emphasizing holistic, non-linear, differently reasoned, and lan-
guaged forms. Such relational forms might be understood if they were 
gifts from other knowers. And in time, through play, encounters in “flesh 
and blood”, diversities of time spent in place, these gifts might lead to an 
‘old-growthing’ of minds. A knowing needed for this uncertain world:

Haudenosaunee minds are composed not just of visible ecological domains 
but also by numinous qualities of those domains that, allowed to mature, 
emerge, and encompass the old growth of their traditional territory. Old 
growth minds and cultures mature, emerge, and encompass the old growth 
of their traditional territory. Haudenosaunee minds are congruent with their 
traditional territories but more important, Haudenosaunee are required to 
accomplish that symmetry in accomplishing their authenticity. (Sheridan & 
Longboat, 2006, p. 366)

Bildung with/in the World

A third conversation that resonates with this more relational, non-
languaged, less anthropocentric, non-analytical way of knowing is the 
concept of Bildung. The act of Bildung occurs when our skills are coupled 
with a reflexivity around what we are doing, and why, in encounters with 
someone. In the reflective sense, Bildung is thought of as both a critical 
exploration of one’s being in the world, how one relates to oneself and the 
surrounding world, and as a transgression of existing order (Paulsen, 
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2021). There are many interpretations of the word, but in general, it rep-
resents the fulfilment of human potential. In a simplified version, it has 
been framed as “what is left after we have forgotten everything we learned” 
(Ellen Key, in Steinsholt & Dobson, 2011, p. 7).

Bildung has no beginning or end. It is part of all life, not only educa-
tion, and not only with children and young people. It is neither linear nor 
compartmentalizable in the ways of more conventional Western educa-
tion; as such, it stands as an alternative to an understanding of an uncou-
pled analytical world (Jensen, 2000). It allows us to think of learning in 
ways that acknowledge what we previously called the “stuffing” in learn-
ing. Bildung implies that we exist in the world, that we are not just some-
thing in spirit. This leads us to children’s sensual and phenomenological 
meetings with nature. In the same way that we are not free when meeting 
other humans, we are not free when meeting nature. Perhaps the keyhole 
vignettes suggest that in the children’s explorational, relational, and com-
plex play, nature takes the form of an active ‘someone’ during formative 
encounters. The concept of Bildung is often framed as cultural formation. 
But what if we think of Bildung not as a cultural formation, but as a 
natural-cultural formation? What are the possibilities for this someone, or 
something, who supports the development of our reflexivity to be inclusive 
of a more-than-human world?

What If We Were to Support This Different/Other 
Knowledges in Education?

Our second wandering/wondering what if asks what education becomes 
if the different knowledges we point to exist. How might they be sup-
ported? How might this other kind of knowing be sustained, nourished, 
and given space to develop and flourish? Might meeting students where 
they are provoke further consideration of alternative non-languaged, 
embodied, and relational ways of knowing?

Play as Encounter

When we observe children playing, we can attribute a sense of freedom or 
wildness to their actions. In a school setting for example, we might describe 
the moment as involving ‘student-directed’ activity (or free play), along a 
continuum with more adult-directed activities (guided play or teacher play 
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e.g.). But what if we consider student-directed play as a relational encoun-
ter with/in the world, that it is not solely the child that makes decisions? 
What if the child’s play with materials, animals, sounds and shadows, for 
example, are viewed primarily as encounters, as formative exchanges 
amongst humans and myriad relational beings? In other words, what if 
this play is not simply child-centred, or even human-centred, but is a 
learning encounter with the world and its ways of knowing? In consider-
ing the possibility that material objects might guide a child’s experience, 
Rautio (2013) suggests:

To appreciate also the momentary and the seemingly unguided in children’s 
everyday lives … we would have to embrace the thought that teachers—
those who invite, guide, support and steer us—can also be other than human 
beings. Tiny black inanimate pebbles can invite us into interaction by virtue 
of existing, guide the nature of this interaction by virtue of their physical 
form, support our activity through lending themselves to be investigated 
and engaged with. (p. 402)

What if, in other words, there is a way of knowing the world that is not 
just driven by human subjects? What if the children know the world as a 
place that asks questions, actively engages, and demands attention? What 
if it is not just the children directing their own attention but a world that 
seeks them out and requests it of them? Thought of this way knowledge, 
and ways of knowing, might be supported in different ways.

Paying Attention/Orienting to the World

It is, perhaps, not by chance that the two keyhole examples we have cho-
sen are set out of doors. There is an everydayness about the descriptions, 
but also an attentiveness in the descriptions which we might easily take for 
granted. Such attentiveness is commonly observed in play outside. What is 
it with such engagements that draw in young children in this way? It is not 
to suggest that such attentiveness does not occur in a multitude of con-
texts, including indoors with man-made objects, but children can often 
appear intensely engaged with natural objects/settings. Might there be 
something in it when James (2009) suggests that because ‘natural things 
have not been designed to fulfil any human purpose and so there typically 
seems to be more to them than can be comprehended in instrumentalist 
or functionalist terms… so natural things can invite attention’ (p. 108)? In 
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this way, time spent in settings not designed for humans might offer 
opportunities to attend to the world in ways that places us directly within 
the world through attentive engagement. Such engagements can include 
both paying careful attention, and also being reciprocally open to the 
intrusions of the world.

Merleau-Ponty (1968) describes such experiences as potentially involv-
ing a paradox of being both the ‘seer’ and the ‘seen’. This shared encoun-
ter of coming to know the world in this way troubles individualism, 
isolation, and anthropocentrism. It places us directly in an expanded 
more-than-human world. Merleau-Ponty describes the reversibility of 
such perceptions (seeing and being seen, touching and being touched) 
with an example of touching the world while realizing that we are touched 
by the world at the same time. There is a profound and inescapable open-
ness to the world; it intrudes into us and we intrude into it: ‘the seer and 
the visible reciprocate one another and we no longer know which sees and 
which is seen’ (p. 139). Merleau-Ponty argues that the simultaneous inter-
twining of the two perceptions is at the heart of being in the world.

Wildness and Education

At the heart of this chapter has been the idea of control—an idea arguably 
deeply entwined with narratives of the Anthropocene. Responses to the 
keyholes involve a recognition of the desire to exert an analytical and 
deliberate control. In loosening our desire to control situations, what 
might be gained? Throughout this chapter, and inspired by the keyholes, 
we suggest that an enlarged range of epistemological possibilities for learn-
ing with the wildness of the world might enable alternative knowledges. 
We have turned to the children as the starting point for this chapter; yet 
we are also suggesting that such alternative possibilities for knowledge 
must be broadly available within education beyond early childhood. This 
assertion rests on the premise that current overriding concerns with ana-
lytical, calculative, and fragmentable knowledge is failing us. Such knowl-
edge is valuable, but it is not complete and alone it appears to lead to 
serious injustices. If we are to work with students in becoming caring and 
compassionate humans within a more-than-human world, then we must 
deliberately offer a broader range of experiences that allow us to be differ-
ently in the world. It is perhaps, in part at least, through meeting the 
children where they are that we gain inspiration and insight into these 
possibilities.
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In conclusion, we return to Montaigne’s conviction that we should 
trust our perceptions of experiences; but how far should this trust reach? 
The emergent convergence in our thinking provides a triangulation of 
sorts. Yet, it is certainly not strongly enough to satisfy traditional notions 
of scholarship. Perhaps a better measure lies in the readers’ responses to, 
and recognition of, our wanderings. Do they strike you as familiar? Do 
they reflect shared insights that you feel? In short, do they resonate? For 
now, we assert, that there is verisimilitude in resonance.

If we hold that at least one important aspect of play is the releasing of 
control over our actions, constrained by adult supervision, curricula, cul-
tural expectations, and in this case, scholarly expectations, then this 
research is playful. And this the writing is too. There is risk in this playful-
ness, but in it, there are also rich possibilities for meaningful futures.
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CHAPTER 6

Action Incontinence: Action 
and Competence in Dark Pedagogy

Jonas Andreasen Lysgaard and Stefan Bengtsson

Introduction

This chapter revisits the action competence approach in the context of the 
Anthropocene (Pétursdóttir, 2017). The action competence emerged in 
the 1990s as an effort to critique instrumentalist pedagogical efforts that 
stress behavior modification and has, over the last three decades, been a 
strong voice in ongoing debates within research and practice linked to 
environmental and sustainability education, arguing for informed action 
and the role of free will of the learner (Mogensen & Schnack, 2010). Our 
return to the action competence approach is aimed to make a contribution 
to its revitalization, where we “revitalize” action competence by drawing 
out some implications of the Anthropocene for thinking competence and 
educations contribution to the development of action competence.
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This chapter is structured in the following manner. First, we will return 
to the classics outlining the action competence approach in order to sub-
stantiate certain key assumptions about the human subject as learner, the 
conception of competence, as well as the role of action. Second, we will 
reflect on what notions of temporality, spatiality and causality are at play in 
these conceptions. Third, we aim to draw insights from the discussion of 
the Anthropocene in order to rethink these notions and action competence.

Accordingly, the effort of this chapter is not only to revitalize the action 
competence approach, but also to engage in a broader reflection on the 
conditions and possibilities of developing the subject’s ability to shape and 
enact the future in the Anthropocene. The foci of reflection that we will 
apply in the second and third part of this chapter will be on how action 
competence relates to a notion of individual, human causality that is the 
main or exclusive focus of the approach, as well as a relating to a past 
(human historicity) as reference point for future competence. The reflec-
tion is here to interrogate: what kind of dialogues with the future are we 
entering into through education?

The Action Competence Tradition

Action competence as a concept of Bildung (formation in and through 
education) is associated with being able—and willing to—become a quali-
fied participant in democracy, where commitment and commitment in 
relation to the position one has chosen to take is emphasized (Schnack, 
1994). The development of the concept was based on a critique of what 
was considered a tendency toward narrow and problematic approaches 
focusing on behavior modification in environmental and health education 
in the late 1980s and 1990s (Schnack, 1994). Narrow and deterministic 
perspectives on the means and purposes of education, often derived from 
behavioral psychology, were by Schnack and colleagues portrayed as the 
opposite of critical pedagogy inspired understanding of education as 
Bildung, where students, as critical subjects, are to be fostered by develop-
ing their capacities and ability to take part in critical, formative, and open 
Bildung-processes (Schnack, 1994).

The concept of action competence itself originated in the late 1980s 
with the Danish researcher Hans Jørgen Kristensen arguing that: “The 
question of what students should learn in school with a view to their fur-
ther path into the next century can be answered with the fact that they 
must acquire and develop an action competence.” (Kristensen, 1987). 
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Kristensen further emphasizes that competence to act is not about shaping 
children and young people into a given society (deterministic perspective), 
but rather about what “children and young people must learn in order to 
be able to help shape their own and others’ future” (Kristensen, 1987).

This argument is, as argued above, rooted in a Bildung-tradition 
(derived from the German verb ‘bilden,’ i.e., to shape, to form), which 
emphasizes general education and democratic formation, and which can 
be distinguished from “Ausbildung” understandings, where the school’s 
task is primarily education in order to qualify for participation in working 
life (Klafki, 2011). The Bildung-tradition, especially in the form of its 
reinterpretation in post-World War II Germany, stresses the danger of 
deterministic approaches to education, where especially Klafki´s later work 
aimed to highlight their role of developing critical approaches to educa-
tion that strengthen learners’ ability to openly engage with the content 
and direction of education (Klafki, 2010, 2011).

With regard to the specific content of such an action competence ori-
ented education, the action competence approach shares strong similari-
ties to Klafki’s critical-constructive pedagogy, and his formulation of the 
societal ‘key problem’ (epochal key problems) that education must relate 
to (Klafki, 2010). Such key problems are for example, questions of peace, 
the environment and inequality, which Klafki describes as universal in a 
given epoch, in that they are relevant for all human beings. . It is at the 
same time the confluence of different individual formation processes 
around these key problems that aligns, at least partially, the process of 
individual Bildung and that of humanity. The basis of this Bildung-
approach and the resulting curricular outlook is not, as in other European 
traditions to education, based on or derived from specific academic disci-
plines or specific academic knowledge and skills content. It is rather a 
general educational and curricular perspective (Allgemeine Didaktik), 
which must be considered in relation to several of the school’s subjects 
and topics. Thus, the disciplinary educative traditions and subject-specific 
contents of education are subsumed to the primacy of a comprehensive 
educational outlooks (Bildung), its purposes and the notion of coherent 
self as that which is shaped in educative processes. This inheritance from 
the Klafkian approach to Bildung-oriented critical and constructive educa-
tion sciences, together with Klafki’s emphasis on the democratic educa-
tional values—self-determination, co-determination and solidarity—is 
central to the formulation of the concept of action competence 
(Klafki, 2011).
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With its linkages to German Bildungs-oriented didactics as well as an 
emphasis on the importance of democratic educational values, the action 
competence approach shares similarities to other existing approaches to 
education for sustainable development, such as the Gestaltungskompetenz-
approach (Haan, 2008) in Germany or the pluralistic tradition in Sweden 
(Englund et al., 2008).

Participatory Democratic Education

The action competence approach was part of a wider reaction toward 
notions of seeing education as an intrinsic and direct part of economic 
growth, and a growing focus on the notions of state reliance on education 
in order to remain competitive in a globalized world (Vare & Scott, 2007). 
In the late 1980s and 1990s as researchers at the late Royal Danish School 
of Education Sciences (1856–2000, now the Danish School of Education, 
Aarhus University) witnessed a growing focus on environmental issues and 
ties to the new concept of sustainable development (Breiting et al., 1999). 
This concept was popularized through the Brundtland report and started 
to seep into educational perspectives on environmental challenges (UN, 
1991). Sustainable development established a new, global framework for 
understanding environmental challenges, but also marginalized former 
more localized approaches to environmental education (Poeck & Lysgaard, 
2016). The specific focus on environmental, ecological an nature-related 
issues that framed environmental education (EE), were, during the 1990s, 
expanded to also tap into social and economic issues as well, through the 
emerging concept of education for sustainable development (ESD) 
(Læssøe, 2020). This was a time before for example, the comparative pro-
gramme for international student assessment (PISA, 2002 and on) had 
impacted Scandinavian educational research and practice, but tendencies 
to align state and market priorities and use education as a tool to reach 
such priorities were evident and growing also in Denmark. The notion of 
ecological modernization put specific links between market driven incen-
tives and solving environmental challenges together (Dryzek, 2005; Hajer, 
1995). Organic food made its mainstream debut and education would 
again be at the center of a discussion of the core value that a society and 
the education it supports should hold at its center. This greatly influenced 
the development of the concept of action competence in the north of 
Copenhagen as a team, forming around Schnack and other key 
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researchers, set out to critique the educative potential of then current 
approaches to linking education with sustainable development (Dahl 
et al., 2011).

Karsten Schnack, as part of the efforts to emphasize the foundation for 
the development of the action competence approach argued:

There are two different perspectives on education. In the first case, the edu-
cational target is of a formative nature, since concerned with a specific criti-
cal way of relating to life (…). In the second case, the educational target is 
limited to acquiring a set of specific behavioural patterns that can help to 
solve environmental issues here and now. (Breiting et al., 1999)

This understanding of education and the competing approaches and 
positions it entails, is not only well known throughout continental discus-
sions of the purpose of education, it also opens up for a distinct and nor-
mative take on the values embedded within education. The entailing 
critique of a less nuanced understanding of education as primarily a pro-
ducer of behavior draws on critical pedagogical perspectives from Klafki. It 
echoes the heritage from critical theory and the will to engage critically 
with democratic values through education (Mogensen & Schnack, 2010; 
Vare & Scott, 2007).

Such an overall understanding of the two outlined approaches to edu-
cation, and the proposed shortcomings of a focus on behavior modifica-
tion instead of critical formation became the foundation of the development 
of the action competence approach. It emphasized the importance of 
empowered teachers and pupils that were able to navigate questions of 
power and avoid being manipulated to meet the needs of others. As was 
argued as part of the project examining environmental education in the 
Nordic countries:

Behaviour regulation displays the most overt use of power. In itself, there is 
no harm in that. However, the democracy perspective makes it all-important 
who exerts such power over whom, in what capacity, and to what extent 
such behaviour regulations are fair and responsible to weaker citizens. This 
is precisely what action competence is for—enabling individuals to take part 
in the use of power, and hence behaviour regulation, in a critical manner. 
This is the life blood of democracy. (Breiting et al., 1999)

While somewhat grand and sweeping such statements underline the 
critique of using education as a tool for implementation of specific 
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behavior, especially without the knowing consent and critical engagement 
from the learner, mimicking ongoing current critique of the use of “nudg-
ing” approaches to solving pollution challenges (Bessant et  al., 2015). 
The critical and formative perspectives must be part of education, accord-
ing to Schnack, but not only linked to the individual needs and efforts to 
navigate learning and educational approaches. Another inheritance from 
the critical theoretical backlog, as well as traces to critical pedagogy is the 
specific social and political outlook of education according to the action 
competence approach. While this in itself is adding complexity, the action 
competence approach adds to this by not only focusing on current social 
and societal issues that need to be addressed, but also the state of potential 
futures societies.

Possible solutions and actions need to be considered in this societal perspec-
tive. It stands to reason that having environmental problems solved remains 
first and foremost an adult responsibility. All the same, it is the schools’ 
responsibility to encourage and prepare their students, enabling them to 
reflect critically and take part in debating future environmental problems 
from a societal perspective. (Jensen & Schnack, 1997)

This emphasis on not only current, but also future challenges and the 
role of young pupils and students as emerging and future adults links the 
action competence approach liberal education. Schnack and Jensen here 
draw on a well-established Danish educational take on liberal education:

In liberal education, over and above insight in a sphere of knowledge, there 
lies the fact that a criterion has been established for utilization of that knowl-
edge, that one has accepted a responsibility for how, when and for what one 
will use this knowledge. (Jensen & Schnack, 1997)

Understanding the foundation of action competence and the specific 
challenges that shaped the development of the concept, frames it as an 
effort to introduce critical theory infused emphasis on Bildung and spe-
cific societal notions of liberal education. This underlines the importance 
of addressing environmental challenges as not only localized and some-
thing that can be dealt with through behavior modification, but as some-
thing that should be understood as part of the social construction of 
central societal issues that goes beyond limited and opaque use of behavior 
modification. Action competence thus invests heavily in the role of the 
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individual learner as the normative critical key character in the continued 
Bildungs-process of individual and society:

Action competence implies that you will include normative arguments and 
views in a discussion of what constitutes the relevant issue, and what alterna-
tives and visions can be suggested. This also serves to indicate that when 
dealing with environmental issues, it is necessary to reflect on normative 
aspects. In other words, that debating ethical issues makes sense. (Jensen & 
Schnack, 1997)

An understanding of the core take on the role of education in the action 
competence approach is seemingly driven by an emphasis on an idealistic 
kernel, understood as the combination of grounding normativity in how 
an issue is constituted in an argument. That argument is that a form of 
normativity is grounded in human will. Thus, the discursive constitution 
of the issue and the vision for its solution by the human subject “consti-
tutes” the relevant issue.

The Notions of Action and Competence

Based on such an explicit normative ideal of the role of education in soci-
ety, the group of researchers settled on the concepts of “competence” and 
“action” in order to describe their Critical-Bildung-infused approach to 
environmental education. While “Competence” in the 2020s reek of the 
aforementioned efforts by comparative efforts such as PISA and TIMMS 
to create quantifiable data on the skills and competencies of young people, 
the concept of competencies did not carry these connotations in the late 
1980s and 1990s.

Developing action competence becomes a formative ideal in a democratic 
perspective. At best, ‘competence’ should evoke associations to something 
about being able to (and wanting to?) to be a competent participant. 
(Breiting et al., 1999)

The critical potential of such a concept and the democratic undercur-
rent of engaging with a participatory understanding of competence were 
only strengthened by linking it with the notions of action:

‘acting’ needs to be read into the entire complex of distinctions concerning 
behaviour, activities, habits—and hence actions. Strictly speaking, actions 
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may well consist of the same movements as kinds of behaviour, yet are 
invariably characterised by being conscious, reflected, and targeted. 
(Schnack, 1993)

Action, in the understanding of the action competence approach, dif-
fers from simple execution of tasks, as the use of the notion of action in 
this constellation implies that it is conscious. No random faffing about at 
the will of an old school teacher barking out instructions. The individual 
learner substantiates her actions through competence and thus moves 
beyond the limited horizon and potential of deterministic behavior:

Related to an action, there will always be a conscious making up of one’s 
mind, while this is not necessarily the case with a behavioural change which 
could be caused by pressure from other people (e.g., a teacher or peers) or 
by other influences such as advertisements. (Jensen & Schnack, 1997)

Accordingly, education is to foster conscious action in contrast to get-
ting the learner to carry out unconsciously a predetermined action. 
Transforming the battle cry of the Enlightenment “Dare to know!” (Kant 
1789) into “Dare to be conscious of your action!” The action competence 
approach conceives of education as a means to assure that the learner 
becomes aware of its action.

Hence, the core idea manifests itself as being both idealistic, beautiful 
and bordering on the naïve:

(We) must understand and explain actions by referring to motives and argu-
ments, rather than to mechanisms and causes (Schnack, 1977). Perhaps, this 
is expressed most succinctly by the term of intentionality. Actions are inten-
tional. (Schnack, 1993)

What can be seen to be at stake is a logical contradiction as we might 
ask us: Is there something such as unconscious action, maybe an action 
that is caused by something that I am not aware of or that was not my 
attention? The last sentence of the quote above can be seen to suggest that 
we should not consider such an act an action, as they have to be inten-
tional. It is also here that the core paradox of the “enlightened” action 
competence can also be seen to be rearticulated in new shape: it puts for-
ward that knowing or, in our case not being intentional, is already self-
imposed (Deligiorg, 2005; Shell, 2009). Hence, if the learner in engaging 
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with “making up of one´s own mind” (Jensen & Schnack, 1997) is then 
that making up of one´s mind must be a posteriori to an a priori intention 
to not making up one´s own mind; that is, the intention to be not inten-
tional. The initiators of action competence perspective can here be imag-
ined to chant along the lyrics of The Hives’ classic Sturm und Drang 
Anthem Hate to tell I told you so: “Do what I want ‘cause I can and if I 
don’t, because I wanna.” The issue we aim to address by pointing to the 
paradox at the core of this reasoning is to show that there is no escape 
from intention and non-intention. This would already have to be based on 
the intention to not have an intention. This weird logic can be seen to be 
articulated in the following classification of environmental action into two 
main categories:

Environmental actions can be grouped into two main categories: (i) actions 
which directly contribute to solving the environmental problem that is 
being worked on: (ii) actions whose purpose is to influence others to do 
something to contribute to solving the environmental problem in question 
(indirect environmental actions). (Jensen & Schnack, 1997)

Accordingly, there needs to be something as an intention to let oneself 
be influenced for category (ii) of environmental action to be a possibility. 
What is the reason for this intention to let oneself be influenced? Following 
Kant, we might assume that the action competence approach might put 
forward “laziness” and “cowardice” (Deligiorg, 2005).

Hence, there is a quest for action competence, that of the quest of 
meaning (Jensen & Schnack, 1997) and potentially laziness and coward-
ice. Yet, meaning and the quest of meaning can be found to lie in the 
exposition of injustice and inequality. Consequently, we can see the brave 
heroes of action competence to engage in the quest of meaning by bang-
ing their breastplate, and raising their competence dripping swords in a 
salute: “To Justice and Equality!” gathering the troops summoned by 
critical theory and critical pedagogy.

Recruitment to the ranks and fight for the cause requires, not only 
acceptance of the intention of intention, but also commitment to the 
greater cause. As always, this critique and the development of the action 
competence concepts needs to be historically contextualized as part of a 
reanimation of critical theory and pedagogy in the then changing times 
which saw a growing emphasis on behavior modification, which would 
develop in the following decades policy driven obsession with all things 
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quantifiable within global education agendas. In the 1990s, there still was 
a strong intent to insist on the importance and power of dwelling on the 
democratic ideals of education:

The action concept implies a deliberate commitment in the acting person—
that you have considered the matter and decided to act. Often, the behav-
iour concept will not encompass this aspect. As a result, ‘behaviour’ and its 
derivative concept ‘behavioural modification’ private in the shorter and/or 
longer term? Thus, whenever we talk about modifying student behaviour as 
an element of environmental education, this tends to signal an education 
paradigm based on prescriptions and behavioural modification, rather than 
on democratic elements such as participation, dialogue and co-influence. 
(Jensen & Schnack, 1997)

These above outlined ideas of action and competence, as imbued within 
the action competence approach, are not only heavily invested in the ide-
alistic kernel of critical theory and critical pedagogy, but also, today in the 
third decade of the second millennia, sound as faint echoes of a time where 
these ideals could still be fought for, without meddling in the ever-
changing complexity of notions such as sustainability in times of SDGs 
and global climate crisis. Today the critical agenda of action competence 
might seem a bit quaint, mirroring the defeated and paralyzed troops of 
critical pedagogy, the Left as well as progressivists haunted by fatalism as 
faint echoes of a lost time.

Yet, back then, action competence was not only part of an ongoing 
battle over the merits of education in relationship to sustainability and 
environmental challenges. It also pointed toward the future, toward our 
challenges of 2021 and beyond. Intentionality was not only caught up in 
the moment, but also related to future challenges and how the student 
would engage with these, yet unknown, obstacles:

This democratic perspective for action competence implies that the concept 
as such is not context defined, in the sense that it points towards specific 
action possibilities or views of our future society. All the same, it is prescrip-
tive, since concerning our obligation to relate to issues in an impartial and 
critically responsible manner, and to base our actions on whatever answers 
we find—thus participating in developing a democratic, equitable, and sus-
tainable society. (Jensen & Schnack, 1997)
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The quote can be seen as to appeal to Bildung at its purest, seeing edu-
cation as a process that would not only emphasize the challenges of navi-
gating current societies while drawing on principles and insights from the 
past, but also reach into yet unknown future societies:

…in order for environmental education to qualify students to tackling future 
environmental issues, a comprehensive, reflective, and critical approach is 
needed. (Jensen & Schnack, 1997)

Again, the foundational concepts of critical theory and critical peda-
gogy are brought to the fore as the omnipotent competence of critical 
thinking are underlined as the way to deal with the challenges at hand:

As critical thinkers we are engaged in a continual process of creating and 
re-creating our personal work, and political lives. We do not take our identi-
ties as settled; rather, we are aware of the scope of development in all areas 
of life. We see the future as open to our influence. We regard the world as 
changeable through our own individual actions and through collective 
action in concert with others who share our commitment to broader politi-
cal and social changes. We do not accept the idea that because the things are 
the way they are now, they must always be this way. And we do not think 
that we (or anyone else) have the ultimate answer to life’s ambiguities and 
problems. But we do have confidence in knowing, that those things in 
which we believe, and the actions we take arising out of these beliefs, spring 
from a process of careful analysis and testing against reality—in other words, 
from critical thinking. Brookfield 1987 in (Breiting et al., 1999)

And this is where we arrive in our analysis of the original take on action 
competence: As a formative Bildung-ideal, deeply embedded within the 
critical continental traditions embodied by twentieth century critical the-
ory and aspects of the thinkers associated with the Frankfurt school. 
Action and competence are entwined with the potential of critical inten-
tionality that invokes the possibility of true democratic participation. Not 
only was this action competence approach created as a bulwark against 
tendencies toward behavior modification that seeped into education 
throughout the 1990s, but it also speaks to the future and aims to estab-
lish action competent learners that can continue to critique and intention-
ally act in order to mitigate the future challenges that they, and the societies 
they will inhabit will face. As we stated in the beginning of this chapter, 
the action competence approach has had widespread impact and 
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implications around the world, for many reasons not in its origin country 
of Denmark, but across Icelandic, New Zealand, Norwegian and South 
African educational research and curriculum development the concept of 
action competence pops up, albeit in new forms and contextualized ver-
sions, but still harking back to the roots of the ideas of the original action 
competence approach outlined above.

Educational Spatiality, Temporality and Causality 
in the Anthropocene

The action competence approach, in its outlined classic form, or one of 
the newer forms (Carlsson, 2020; Olsson et al., 2019), can still be viewed 
as both foundational work and something that speaks to and makes con-
tributions to current critical positions within environmental and sustain-
ability education research and practice. Engaging with the approach of 
action competence, we, in light of what has become to be labeled the 
Anthropocene and the great Acceleration of global crises, aim to return to 
the potential routes and paths of action competence, and to revitalize and 
develop it further through constructive critique. In particular, we aim to 
address in our critical engagement the notions of spatiality, temporality 
and causality in action competence in order to illustrate how these notions 
could be fruitfully re-conceptualized into notions of action and compe-
tence in the Anthropocene.

As Morton puts forward in his work on the notions of hyperobjects and 
dark ecology, we find ourselves living in times where space and spatially are 
no longer what they used to be (Morton, 2013, 2016). The Anthropocene, 
following Morton’s observations, binds together or twist different tempo-
ralities though humans, the planet and other large scale entities into the 
form of a strange loop, which we can no longer see ourselves to escape 
from, or realistically cut up and compartmentalize (Morton, 2016). In 
2021–2021, we found ourselves inhabiting spaces twisted by a hyperob-
ject called Coronavirus (Bengtsson & van Poeck, 2021). Whereas action 
competence grapples with notions of neutralizing environmental issues 
(Jensen & Schnack, 1997), Morton insists that this framing of “the envi-
ronment” as something that can be delimited, addressed and potentially 
neutralized (as in no longer representing a threat or challenge), is both 
overly naive, but also a lack of recognition for the weird scale that our 
planet and its inhabitants operate on.
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There you are, turning the ignition of your car. (…) Every time I start my 
car (…) I don’t mean to harm earth (…). My key turning is statistically 
meaningless. But go up a level and something very strange happens. When 
I scale up those actions to include billions of key turnings (…) harm to earth 
is precisely what is happening. I am responsible as a member of this species 
for the Anthropocene. (Morton, 2016, p. 8)

What Morton can be seen to highlight is that individual human experi-
ence of action cannot delineate the positionality or spatiality of that local-
ized action. The example of turning the key of the car and the global 
warming it produces highlights that there is something happening that is 
not accessible in the reduction to acting “here and now.” The action of 
turning the key of the car is both my action and not my action, it is both 
me turning the key and humanity turning the key. The Anthropocene can 
be seen to signal to humanity “Congratulations! You have now become 
aware of being part of an entity that operates at global scale, and there is 
no way back or out.”

Action in the Anthropocene, for example the turning of the key, does 
not confer to the environments that we can perceive, access or understand. 
Instead of space, or the spatiality of entities over there is, through the 
Anthropocene, drawn in, turned and twisted into constant and direct links 
to everything, from the smallest organisms to the state of the thin circum-
venting layer of oxygen cushioning us from the interstellar void. Action 
competence can be seen to keep this closeness of entities at bay by “recog-
nizing” global injustice and the “interconnectedness” of regional or even 
inter-continental environmental issues (Breiting et  al., 1999). Yet, it is 
keeping these entities at bay by separation and distance. Identifying envi-
ronmental issues through engagement with our local environment, pro-
ducing solutions and intentionally applying them in order to neutralize 
the problem is now inherently impossible in the twisted weird intercon-
nectedness of the Anthropocene, globally linked sustainability crisis and 
the breakdown of planetary systems such as the climate. The extremity of 
the Anthropocene and entailing global and planetary weird closeness and 
stickiness of wicked issues such as climate change or space debris pollut-
ants is overpowering educational aspects of identifying and cutting out 
specific environmental challenges through critical insight, competence 
and finally action (Morton, 2013).

How do we address the link between Morton’s example of turning the 
key and the 418 carbon dioxide molecules per million that “currently” 
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(April 2021) float in our atmosphere? How do we understand the weird 
connectedness that our physical existence imparts on us? How can we 
conceive critical competence to engage with such vast links that do leave 
precious little room for the age-old favorite question of journalists and 
engaged teenagers alike: “but, what can I do?” You can do a lot, but to 
address comprehensively, exhaustively and reasonably the environmental 
challenges in anything resembling their extended and weird form is well 
out of reach, as spatiality no longer confines to ideas of neatly packaged or 
delineated things perceived, the community, the nation state or even 
humanity (if there ever was something identifiable as such).

Probing into the action competence perspectives on temporality, links 
with past, present and futures, only continues to muddy the waters of 
clear-cut understandings of both action and competence. Operating with 
a historical perspective can teach us about the immediate Great Acceleration 
that has brought us the calamities framed as sustainability challenges of 
global warming. By going just a tiny step further, and including the whole 
history of the human species and its 300.000 (or so) year span, can easily 
dismiss any clear-cut efforts to learn from the past, and apply it to the pres-
ent in order to engage the future with open eyes. According to strands 
within deep history research (Sørensen & Eskjær, 2014), we, as individu-
als and societies, might face dramas and tragedies, but as a species, or as 
the species we might evolve into, our current wicked problems represents 
business as usual as untold hardships are served to us, as they were to our 
ancestors, so often (apparently) on the brink of total annihilation. In the 
context of current development of A.I., we might take John Scalzi’s 
(2010) short story, “When Yoghurt Took Over,” as an entry point to 
contemplate the temporal and historical aspect that deep history research 
can be seen to address. In the short story, scientists develop, through the 
most advanced technology, a new type of bacillus used for fermenting 
yoghurt. The experiment, while seeming to have failed, turns out to have 
produced a sentient and highly intelligent species of yoghurt that com-
municates to the scientists: “We have solved fusion. Take us to your lead-
ers.” Using humanity as a springboard, the yoghurt develops spaceflight 
ending the story with the observation: “Life from Earth is going to the 
stars. It just may not be human life.” Hence, we might ask ourselves if the 
future seemingly intended will be a ‘human future’?

The question relates to the causality at play in intention. Is the inten-
tion to be located temporally in the past, and where is it to be located? 
Foucauldian and Deleuzian analysts have been working since the late 
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1980s with these perspectives, but something new might be at play here 
(Gołebiewska, 2004; Semetsky, 2003). What we are suggesting is that the 
causality of intention might be located in the future anterior. Stretching 
and expanding notions of linear temporality as found by critical pedagogy, 
we suggest to rethink the temporality of action competence to be located 
in an engagement with the future, where that future is bringing itself into 
being. Competence is in this sense a backward realization of the future in 
the past. Let us take the history of space flight as an example to illustrate. 
While the US space mission to the moon has been significantly shaped by 
the work of Wernher von Braun, who has during his childhood been 
shaped by the work of Jules Verne and the story “From Earth to the 
Moon,” we might be tempted to read the Space mission as influenced by 
the fiction of Jules Verne. Yet, we might consider the fact that Jules Verne 
also wrote “Journey to the Centre of the Earth,” a fictitious future that 
did not came “true” (Weingardt, 2011). We might argue that similar to 
Lorenz work on attractors that Wernher von Braun and others have been 
influenced by a strange attractor, an attractor that from the future influ-
enced the development of the space program.

The Anthropocene opens up for the weird loops of future attractors 
imbuing efforts to reconceptualize past and current actions, but also chal-
lenges the spatial delimitations as the extreme interconnectedness leaves 
nothing in a vacuum. No learner is an island, but neither is any given 
action, thought or educational activity relocated within endlessly inter-
twined temporality and spatiality. Causal understandings of the links 
between competence, intention, action and consequence should thus not 
be approached from limited anthropocentric efforts to pin down and con-
trol such processes, but approached from the opposite direction: from the 
void, where everything and nothing resides in the endless strange loops of 
the Anthropocene. Such an approach, from the void, renders the action 
competence, as infused “competence” and “action,” impossible remnants 
from an anthropocentric twentieth century.

The action competence approach, as envisioned by Schnack, Breiting, 
Mogensen and others in the 1990s, and since then popularized to a large 
global audience, represented a critical take on how to ensure that links 
between environmental issues, sustainability and education did not lead to 
simple notions of empty vessel pedagogy—merely filling the empty heads 
of children and young people with qualified information on the challenges 
at hand. More was, and is, needed, in the form of critical thinking and 
entailing intentional actions. However, as we have tried to demonstrate 
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above, notions of “intentional action” and perceived insight into the con-
sequences of spatial and temporal perspectives, clash with the immense 
complexity, intertwinement and weird relations imbued in the idea of the 
Anthropocene. The action competence approach might teach critical 
thinking and informed action, but still relies on an increasingly impossible 
conceptualization of causal links between knowing, acting and entailing 
consequences. Action and competence are powerful concepts of the 
enlightenment and twentieth century critical thinking and pedagogy, but 
in the Anthropocene, neither concept of action nor competence can no 
longer be considered ours alone. The Anthropocene signals here to the 
“competent” learner that the “natural world” of objects is not the passive 
background waiting for the human subject to set things into motion. 
Accordingly, competence and action are bend and meddled with by what 
we considered as non-subjects, like the authors sneezing and potentially 
oozing lethal amounts of virus all over the keyboard. We wonder if it was 
“our” competence to round up this paragraph and address the editors’ 
request for clarification or something else´s competence to spread its 
genome that was happening at “this moment”?

As learners, students, teachers, researchers, citizens, we start to become 
aware of that we do not “own” or are increasingly unable to impose limits 
on concepts, objects or phenomena and their entanglement with the 
world, past and future. Like Dune’s guild navigators in training we do in 
the Anthropocene become exposed to spice-induced visions were we 
become aware of relations of our actions, as they travel and unfold through 
time, space (and potentially other dimensions) without fully grasping their 
consequences or being able to control their outcomes. In the Anthropocene, 
our expanded awareness troubles our previously held notions of the sub-
jects ownership of both action and competence. As Thacker argues, we no 
longer have access to thinking the world, or our place in it as prospective 
of reaching equilibrium or healing a broken planet, environment, econ-
omy and sociality:

The world is increasingly unthinkable—a world of planetary disasters, 
emerging pandemics, tectonic shifts, strange weather, oil-drenched sea-
scapes, and the furtive, always-looming threat of extinction. In spite of our 
daily concerns, wants, and desires, it is increasingly difficult to comprehend 
the world in which we live and of which we are a part. To confront this idea 
is to confront an absolute limit to our ability to adequately understand the 
world at all (…). (Thacker, 2011)
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The Anthropocene’s expanded awareness of the “competent” learner 
bring to the fore the problem of thinking action in terms of effectuated 
intentionality, calling, as we argue, for a rethinking of traditional under-
standings of the role and potential of education. The metaphor of expo-
sure to spice as a way to think the Anthropocene as process of becoming 
aware or accustomed to is by us seen as suitable as it points out the muta-
tive aspect and break in thinking that we see is happening as well as 
required. Exposure to the Anthropocene unveils to us the anthropocen-
trism of the teleological way of thinking action and competence as 
expressed by the early action competence approaches. Exposure to the 
Anthropocene renders us aware of actions being caught up with and 
shaped by things radically non-human. To become exposed means to 
attunes thinking of competence to a beyond of the confines of human will 
and intention; our increased awareness highlights how outcomes and 
intentions of actions are shaped by incontinence. Exposure to the 
Anthropocene is by us seen as to render aware of the incontinence, as lack 
of voluntary control over action and intention as well as the lack of self-
restraint when intending or acting. Any apparent competence and inten-
tionality, not only in and of our actions, but also in educational activities 
(International Coastal Cleanup day, Fridays for Future, Eco-school, Whole 
school etc.) are dispersed beyond an anthropocentric web of delineated 
understandings of spatiality and temporality. To paraphrase action compe-
tence: “in itself, there is no harm to that,” but it drastically underestimates 
and limits the impact and potential of engaging with education in light of 
the Anthropocene (Breiting et al., 1999).

Thus, action, intentions, competences happen, but they are shaped by 
lack of voluntary control and self-restraint. They are incontinent in that 
any links to intentionality, cause and effect are more based on selective 
(intentional and empirically limited) interpretation than anything resem-
bling true control over the outcome of a situation. This should, however, 
not lock us as educators into an impasse. While initial exposure to 
Anthropocene could leave us initially at a stage of mutation that focuses 
on the limitations of the human scope of perception and understanding, 
we argue for even greater exposure to the Anthropocene and a resulting 
mutation that can help us to transcend modernist anthropocentric lulla-
bies of critical theory and critical pedagogy.
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Action Incontinence: Dark Pedagogy 
in the Anthropocene

We suggest exposing ideas of intentionality and human control over 
actions and their consequences to the notion of always withdrawn nature 
of any given objects, actions or phenomena (Harman, 2011; Lysgaard 
et  al., 2019). Inspired by emerging thoughts on speculative realism, as 
proposed by Thacker, it can be argued that action competence and the 
educational approaches and strategies that have formed much of our edu-
cational system continues an intimate relationship with the world that we 
have put into words and meaning (Lysgaard et  al., 2019; Lysgaard & 
Bengtsson, 2020; Thacker, 2011). This is the anthropocentric part of 
Thacker’s division of the cosmos, or the world into three parts. The world-
for-us, which is the world as we intend and interact with it, which we 
interpret and to which we grant meaning, and which is defined chiefly in 
terms of our intended relationship with it; the world-in-itself, which coex-
ists with the world-for-us, resists or ignores our attempts to mold it, and is 
primarily accessed through scientific inquiry and technological interven-
tion, and finally the world-without-us, which does not and cannot coexist 
with the world-for-us because it is the subtraction of the human element 
from the world, and is therefore spectral and speculative (Thacker, 2011).

The action competence approach can be understood as a human under-
taking to insist on a gradual expansion of Thacker’s world-for-us, while 
insisting on a critical relationship with the world-in-itself, that throws 
challenges and surprises at us, as it is slowly digested and tamed by human 
insight and knowledge and turned into the world-for-us.

Arguably, however, we do not even have full access to what we can term 
the world-for-us. As the links between Jules Verne and Wernher Braun 
above illustrate, the depths, twists and conflation of what we try to con-
ceive as the world-for-us, through education or otherwise are already 
deeply intermingled with the world-without-us. The becoming aware of 
this we have labeled above the Anthropocene. Yet, once exposed we can 
increase this exposure and our mutation by rendering ourselves sensible to 
how the world-without-us bursts through the world-for-us seemingly 
everywhere. Our metaphorical excurses, traveling between different plan-
ets or introducing nuclear holocaust as a real potential end to all of human-
ity relates intimately, almost too intimately, with the world-without-us as 
it bursts through into the world-for-us. To engage with such questions 
through education there is a need to expose these breaches of the 
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world-for-us. Breaking with notions of temporality and spatiality that 
maintain the status of the world-for-us as delimited scene of the narrative 
of human history unfolding as expressed by action competence is the start-
ing point for exposing ourselves through education to the Anthropocene.

Here we point toward notions of Dark Pedagogy as ways of accelerat-
ing our mutation and widening the sensitivity of action incontinence. We 
are using the term dark in “dark pedagogy” to denote both an ontological 
position and an emotional, affective resonance. With regard to the onto-
logical position, ‘dark’ aims to infuse educational thought with emerging 
realist philosophical perspectives on nature’s ‘great outdoors;’ that is to 
say, sensitivity to how the world-without-us bursts through, in order to 
mutate the action competent subject in the face of the nonhuman dark. 
The darkness of the Anthropocene is uncanny in the German sense of 
unheimlich denoting a loss of homeliness and familiarity. In this way, dark-
ness highlights a feeling of loss of place-based identity and culturally safe-
guarding context. In the encounter of the dark and uncanny, we argue we 
are encountering a confluence between the world-for-us and the world-
without us.

It is hard to deny that the exposure to the Anthropocene and for exam-
ple the climate crisis tell the competent subject something of profound 
significance concerning its self-ascribed status as subject and the world-
for-us. Exposed to the Anthropocene, the action competent human of 
good conscience mutates to, first, doubt their status as subject and as well 
as the flatness of the world-for-us. Mutation sensitizes emotionally and 
experientially the action competent human to the grip of the dunkel, to 
borrow another German expression. Twilight obscurity (“Dunkelheit”) 
renders ourselves strange, it contaminates from a non-specific moment or 
renders always-already unfamiliar not only the world but ourselves and 
how we conceived ourselves by appealing to our intentionality, voluntary 
control and agency.

Consequently, when exposing our-selves to the grip of the dunkel, we 
immerse ourselves into the world-X-us rendering, at least momentarily, 
exposed and vulnerable to that exposure and engagement with it in action 
(Lysgaard et al., 2019). “X” marks here the “here” and “now” that as we 
would like to argue already is saturated or conflated with the spectrality of 
darkness as Dunkelheit.

That leaves to question of how such a Dark pedagogy educational 
approach and an engagement with action incontinence relates to the 
twentieth century concept of action competence and could transform it 
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into something else. Here we return to action competence and the ques-
tion pondered Jensen & Schnack by the end of the seminal article 
from 1999:

The question can be asked whether it is possible (or desirable) to aim at a situa-
tion where all action are done on the basis of acquisition of a thorough insight 
and consequent decision making within the spheres in question? (Jensen & 
Schnack, 1997)

Taking that question as an invitation to immerse ourselves into the 
world-x-us, we can tease out something dark and uncanny in the question, 
that is we expose ourselves to the implications of “acquisition of insight.” 
Where or to whom/what does the insight belong to if it has to be acquired 
by the addressee of the question, that is the human subject? Action incon-
tinence engages with the premise that question that is it engages with 
acquiring thorough insight and reflects on what to do with that insight. 
Yet, it holds that neither insight nor decision is voluntary but exposed and 
vulnerable to something that is not will or conscious control. The thor-
oughness of action incontinence draws the subject into the acquisition 
insight and the temporal and spatial scales that surpass its ability to arrive 
at “a bottom,” hence there is no solid foundation or basis for decision. 
Yet, there is in this lapse into this abyss of acquisition of insight the possi-
bility of distancing from basis and decision, that is the possibility of 
estrangement from basis and decision. Accordingly, action incontinence 
dives into the dark of world-X-us to expose and alter the competent sub-
ject, a fall that however not safeguarded by the safety net of desire nor 
decision.
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CHAPTER 7

Dark Labour

Jason J. Wallin

For Francois Laruelle (2013a), the project of Western philosophy perpe-
trates what he refers to as a “monopoly on the Real”. For what has become 
an orthodoxy within Western philosophical thought, Laruelle contends, is 
its claim to the truth of reality and the subsequent ‘standardization’ of 
thought and experience relative to such ‘facticity’. Instances of Laruelle’s 
assertion can be plainly detected within the annals of Western philosophy. 
In Platonic philosophy, for instance, the Real is constituted from the ideal 
world and its copy, for Kant, the Real consists of the phenomenal world-
for-us and noumenal thing-in-itself, in Badiou, the Real is correlated to 
the mathematical ‘fact’ of set theory, and so on (Culp, 2016; Laruelle, 
2013b). What insists as a general stratagem across these instances, Laruelle 
contends, is the presupposition of reality in the first instance and demon-
stration of its ‘givenness’ to philosophical reflection in the second. In 
comic fashion, a preponderance of philosophical exegesis finds the Real 
‘given’ to its particular mode of reflection always-already prefigured in a 
fundamental ‘decision’ concerning the Real. This scenario articulates both 
the ‘monopoly on the Real’ that Laruelle detects at the heart of the 
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Western philosophical project, and so too, the problem by which thought 
and experience become standardized according to a founding axiomatic 
sufficiency of the Decision that subtends philosophy as a limit-thought.

Educational Monopolies

The order of philosophical thought detected in the work of Laruelle poses 
a compelling challenge for the field of educational thought and research. 
For where education harbors an albeit ‘economized’ fidelity to philoso-
phy, it nevertheless labours in relation to certain decisional presupposi-
tions that ‘standardize’ its thought and action. Such a claim seems patently 
obvious in the field of educational research, which has today reached ‘peak 
standardization’ if but for its fidelity to the orthodoxies of philosophical 
inquiry detected by Laruelle (2010). For it seems today that the ‘standard’ 
image of educational research coincides with the Western philosophical 
legacy of first naming the Real and subsequently substantiating access to 
reality via its analytic or reflective tools. In a bald claim to the Real, the 
intelligibility of educational research today hinges on such dominant per-
formative traits as explanatory function (this is how the world works), the 
hermeneutics of ‘deep meaning’ (this is how things are), and therapeutic 
functions for making us feel better, smarter, and wiser (access to the Real) 
(Thacker, 2018, p. 28). In part, the problematic of such automatic com-
mitments are elucidated in the work of Weaver and Snaza (2016), who 
identify in the ubiquitous perpetuation of educational ‘methodocentrism’ 
a lingering commitment to the narcissistic presupposition that the world 
corresponds to our thinking about it.

Despite an emerging program of more-than-critical approaches to edu-
cational thought and research, the ‘standard’ commitments of the field 
nevertheless persist. In part, such persistence stems from the axiomatiza-
tion of that ‘standard’ philosophical mode articulated by Laruelle, wherein 
the intelligibility of educational thought becomes hinged to its performa-
tive claim on the Real. A majority of scholarship in the field presupposes 
this orientation to the world as a confirmation of its labour, where that 
‘standard’ mode of philosophical thinking articulated by Laruelle (2010, 
2013a) constitutes a ‘genetic’ model for thinking-action itself. Here, the 
persistence of ‘standard’ philosophy within education is buttressed by the 
fact of its disappearance into the automaticity of ‘common sense’. So it 
goes that the program of ‘standard’ philosophy is today ‘economized’ as a 
stealth fidelity in educational thought and of the myriad stealth 
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commitments that populate the landscape of educational thought. There 
is perhaps none as pervasive as the presupposition that education and edu-
cational thought inherently labour in fidelity to production.

The Facticity of Production in Education

The birth of the modern school in the model of Industrialization stands as 
perhaps the most overt exemplification of education’s commitment to pro-
duction in its standard definition. As the field of curriculum theory (Pinar 
et al., 2000) has explored, the conceptualization of education in the early 
twentieth century assumed production as a master signifier according to 
which the processes of schooling were subsequently shaped. The highly 
influential work of Fredrick Winslow Taylor (1911), for instance, makes 
clear that the intent of education is bound to its ability to produce an 
image of life commensurate with the values of industrial scientific manage-
ment. The school is not only produced according to the presupposed Real 
of the Industrial model and its factory worldview, but becomes a fulcrum 
for the production of an ostensibly efficient and rational socio-political 
order adapted to factory routine and its hierarchical ordering of life. The 
primacy of production too subtends the instrumental thinking of curricu-
larist Ralph Tyler (1949), whose seminal works in curriculum study and 
design assert that educational labour ought to produce a world subject to 
human mastery and of subjects patterned in the values of industrial man-
agement (i.e., progress, achievement, efficiency). Glossing the history of 
Taylorism and the descendants of Taylor (i.e., Tyler, 1949) in this manner, 
the problem with production might simply pertain to what production 
produces. As many curricularists have argued, the problem of Taylorism 
extends from the particular social-mental relations it both produces and 
simultaneously renders unthinkable. While the critique of Taylorism and 
its image of what education ought to produce remains a crucial aim of 
educational research, the stealth fidelity to production as a general presup-
position of educational thought remains an entrenched orthodoxy. For 
while the aim of production ought to remain a fundamental issue in edu-
cational thought, it is one occluded by a more fundamental decision 
regarding production as a genetic precursor of education in the first place. 
Emblematic here is the recurrent curricular question of “what knowledge 
is of most worth”, where critical emphasis is levied upon the value of 
knowledge production, but rarely the problem of knowledge production 
in the first instance. It is here that we might return to the thinking of 
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Laruelle (2013a, 2013b) and recast the presupposition of production as 
an instance of the “monopoly of the Real” of which the Western philo-
sophical project stands accused.

If we can accept the claim that production founds a central presupposi-
tion in educational thought, then its patterning of the field ought to 
become a focused concentration of educational analysis. This posed, the 
‘givenness’ of production has today been ‘economized’ within educational 
thought and research, appearing ubiquitously as a foreclosed characteristic 
of what it means to educate and be educated. Cursory familiarity with the 
landscape of educational research is sufficient to observe its commitment 
to production, if but via the fashionable order-word of ‘aims’, ‘outcomes’, 
and ‘outputs’ by which institutional thinking and its privileged forms of 
research are today governed. The avant-garde developments of the field 
remain as thoroughly committed to production, albeit of an ostensibly 
different order often emblemized by the more fashionable order words of 
‘newness’ and ‘creativity’. And while the image of production appears 
more starkly in Taylorism’s overt standardization of the field in the model 
of Ford’s assembly line, the presupposition of education’s fidelity to pro-
duction seems remarkable as a genetic condition of the field’s overarching 
limit-thought. Even in the ostensibly avant-garde cabals of arts-based 
research and its aims to short-circuit the ‘standard’ mode of scholarly exe-
gesis persists a fundamental fidelity to ‘alternative’ production and signifi-
cation. Elsewhere, scholarship in the field of education disappears into 
production and its supplementary connotations of ‘use’ and ‘helpfulness’. 
Here, the pulsional motors of the field have been absorbed within the 
expectation that educational thought ought to be oriented to ‘practical-
ity’. Such expectations of production are buttressed in their contrast to the 
problem of ‘unhelpful’ and ‘useless’ scholarship that undoubtedly charac-
terizes the mode of thinking plied in this essay. For where production 
constitutes a presupposition of the educational Real, ‘unhelpful’ thoughts 
already appear to court the unfashionable scenarios of resignation and 
abolition anathematic to its core presuppositions.
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The Transmutation of Production and Negation 
of the Negative

The status of production in education is of crucial importance in the con-
temporary era, particularly in that production today coincides with a series 
of enmeshed problematics foremost amongst which are its integration 
within the capitalist political economy and investment within the motors 
of anthropogenic climate change. If the decision of education writ large 
commits to production as a fundamental orientation to the world, it does 
so on at least two fronts. In the first, the implicate commitment to produc-
tion in educational thought might be seen to parallel the transformation 
of production as it is today immanent to capitalist political economy. As 
Baudrillard (2017) argues, the transmutation of production precipitates a 
fundamental reformatting of material relations. Where for Baudrillard 
(2017) the idea of production in ‘pre-modern’ societies is yet entwined to 
the problems of excess and scarcity (i.e., potlatch, kula), the transmutation 
of production under capitalism occurs by way of delinking from the imma-
nent reversibility of production. This scenario today intersects with the 
problems of what Jason Moore (2017) has dubbed the Capitalocene, a 
designation that divests the attribution of climatological change to 
‘humans’ in general (the Anthropocene) by foregrounding the profound 
role of capitalism in accelerating present ecocatastrophes. Deterritorialized 
from its ‘symbolic enchainment’ to the world, production becomes ‘liber-
ated’ from its material imbrication and accelerated as an engine of ostensi-
bly interminable creation (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). Yet, as the work of 
Jason Moore (2017, 2015) patently demonstrates, the transmutation of 
production within capitalist political economy establishes in tandem with 
its jouissance of consumption the conditions of material exploitation and 
extinction. Delinked from its pre-modern ‘enchainment’ to the affor-
dances of material relation, production is relinked to the body of Capital 
itself. The significance of ‘things’ herein become absorbed under the sign 
of Capital, wherein the consignment of matter to its monetary exchange-
value ensures the fate of the world to extinction. As Dawson (2016) devel-
ops, the accumulative drivers of capitalism today intersect with the horror 
of exterminism that he calls the Necrocene. Where production once 
referred to a metaphysical order rich in “symbolic reciprocity”, it is today 
reterritorialized upon the seemingly inextinguishable engines of Capital as 
its basic universe of reference.
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It would be folly to disregard the ways in which contemporary educa-
tion and in particular, the field of curriculum study is born in defiance to 
the machinations of capitalist political economy. Indeed, the reconceptual-
ist moment of curriculum theory assumed as a central tenet of its praxis 
the articulation of thought and action resistant to the perceived negativity 
of capitalism. Yet, for its indictment of capitalism as a solely negative 
regime, certain vectors of critical curriculum theory have been largely 
unable to rehabilitate negativism as an orientation for thought (Noys, 
2010). Instead, fidelity to ‘hope’ and ‘affirmation’ seem to constitute a 
default presupposition for thinking in the field today. Indeed, a cursory 
examination of scholarship in the field of curriculum study corroborates 
this general allegiance, where the referential universe of ‘hope’ signifi-
cantly outpaces on all fronts the consideration of negation as a potential 
orientation to educational thought. While alliance to ‘hope’ today charac-
terizes an orthodoxy in the field of curriculum study, such allegiance is 
accelerated in the field of education writ large, where ‘hope’ and the happy 
affects it aims to mobilize constitute a dominant orientation for praxis. In 
unexpected filiation with capitalist political economy, the sense of obliga-
tory happiness proffered in much educational scholarship conspires to 
enact its own form of deterritorialization by which production becomes 
delinked from the “accursed share” or reversibility of catastrophe (Bataille, 
1991). It is in this formatting of educational thought that the very field of 
production has not only become delimited, as we find when only ‘good’ 
or ‘helpful’ scholarship constitute worthwhile scholarly pursuits, but cut-
off from its immanent reversibility and therein committed to the affirma-
tion of productivity exclusively. At this level of surface simplicity, the field 
of educational thought is marked by the delimitation of production as it is 
today reformatted according to its beneficent albeit oblique connection to 
the teleology of freedom, in which we find education automatically cor-
related to liberatory functions.

Education in the Mirror of Production

The transmutation of production in early capitalism directly intersects 
with the reformatting of education in the Industrial era, during which 
education becomes founded in mirror resemblance to an image of produc-
tion given by political economy. As Baudrillard (1975) develops, produc-
tion is reformatted under early capitalism and reoriented in its labour upon 
a standard idea of value. Yet, as previously explored, such value is marked 
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by its abstraction from material reference and reterritorialization upon the 
abstract body of Capital itself (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). In The Mirror 
of Production (1975), Baudrillard remarks on the consequence of produc-
tion as it is remade in equivalency to the transcendental signified of Capital. 
As climate change scholarship concerned with the Capitalocene today 
demonstrates, the reworking of production commensurate with political 
economy establishes conditions for the material exploitation of matter and 
its processual ‘cheapening’ via forced equivalence to Capital itself (Moore, 
2015). As Baudrillard (1975) contends, the problem of production’s 
reformatting is not simply an effect of its reterritorialization under the 
transcendental signified of Capital, but the ways in which such reformat-
ting reorders the significance of our labour in relation to the world. The 
mutation of production within early modern capitalism establishes for 
Baudrillard a model in which the world becomes implicitly given to value. 
Problematically, this presupposition augments the very aims of labour, 
where today it is a ‘given’ fact of education that the world is but a site of 
potential value to be extracted through labour. Further to this problem, 
the extraction of value through educational labour is today made to reflect 
in an image of human exceptionalism. It has become the accepted aim of 
education to find ‘our’ value by labouring on the world and to realize the 
meaningfulness of such labour as a connotation of our significance 
(Baudrillard, 1975). Here, the value of ‘things’ becomes commensurate 
with their reterritorialization upon a standard model of production that 
accords things value in the first place, and in the second, imagines the 
extraction of such value as an index of human significance.

The model of production subtending educational thought and research 
intersects directly with the complex problem of climate change. For where 
the world is reformatted according to its extractible value for us, it founds 
a relation to matter that enables the conditions of exploitation and extinc-
tion. As we see throughout the field of educational thought today, the 
value of the world is everywhere hinged on its rediscovery within all-too-
human orders of significance and control. For despite the field’s ongoing 
interrogation of epistemology and the ideological organization of the 
school, a more pervasive commitment to production maintains in the very 
presupposition that the locus of our concern ought to pertain in its first 
instance to education’s ‘worth’ correspondent to the human episteme. 
This orientation is of course endemic to the aim of modern education, 
which fundamentally commits itself to the coordination of the world upon 
the metrics of institutional knowledge, where as so many students find, the 
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world is always-already ‘given’ to its intelligibility within the official mean-
ings of the institution. The Real is here disappeared in its auto-production 
as meaning and annexed by a conceptualization of labour that dramatizes 
again the extraction of the world’s worth on behalf of its exchange-value 
as institutional Capital. For overwhelmingly, the labour performed in 
schools no longer refers to the material world, but to the extraction of its 
value on behalf of evoking abstract ‘signs of labour’. That is, the labour 
often enacted in schools today is, on one hand characterized by intermi-
nable overproduction, and on the other, the ostensible inconsequence of 
such labour in relation to broader social and mental ecologies (Guattari, 
2000). As Baudrillard (1975) develops, the referent of labour has become 
largely delinked from its material consequence, functioning as but an affir-
mation of the very model of production with which labour has become 
forcibly enjoined.

The genetic order of production that inheres curriculum thinking 
undoubtedly informs upon macro levels of structural and subjective 
labour. Less overt however, is production’s investment within the neuro-
nal or affective register of institutional life. As Larsen (2010) develops this, 
political economy is today operative as a genetic probe that draws life 
toward its resemblance in the pulsional motors of production. Institutional 
life is everywhere today drawn into conformity with the orders of intermi-
nable restlessness, agitation, and alienation from its labour. For Larsen, the 
index of life’s affective annexation into political economy figures in the 
modern myth of the zombie. The modern image of the zombie, Larsen 
argues, has not only come to emblemize the alienation of labour as it has 
disappeared into its ‘standard’ models of production, but illustrates the 
contemporary estrangement with death that underscores an obsession 
with productive restlessness. For ultimately, the zombie figures as less a 
signification of death than its continual deferral. Larsen argues that the 
strangeness of the zombie redoubles the strangeness of the present, where 
the perpetual agitation of life into activity has circumvented the paradigm 
changing force of ‘endgame’ thinking. Here, Larsen argues that zombie 
figures in the articulation of our incapability to rethink the future from 
under its genetic contraction with capitalist production and the ceaseless 
agitation of life rallied under its genetic ordering of reality.
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Production’s Role in the Making of the ‘Educacene’
The model of production assumed in education conspires with what might 
be called the ‘Educacene’, or rather, the legacy of education and educa-
tional thought implicate to encroaching planetary ecocatastrophe. Whereas 
the Anthropocene indicts ‘Man’ as the primary agent of contemporary 
climatological change, it is via such alternative signifiers as Jason Moore’s 
(2015) Capitalocene that a more adequate understanding for the anteced-
ent conditions of climate catastrophe might be habilitated. As the generic 
idea of the Anthropocene is supplemented by a host of corollary precur-
sors such as the Capitalocene, so too might it be linked to the ‘standard’ 
image of education as it has come to function as a precursor of our con-
temporary climatological crisis. Extending from its birth in the Industrial 
imaginary, education has throughout its modern development conspired 
in the exploitation and control of the world by reformatting its value 
according to its very susceptibility to control. In this orientation, educa-
tion has become the operational counterpart of what Kerian Suckling 
(2014) has termed the ‘Homogenocene’, in that education has through-
out its modern development conspired in the production of monocultures 
and the coordination of human biodiversity upon the image of the ‘stan-
dard human’, a term that Laruelle (2013b) uses to connote the highly 
patterned and non-expansive definition of the human that suffuses Western 
philosophy and its mobilization within educational thought. Yet, what is 
perhaps the more profound ecological influence of the ‘Educacene’ is its 
implicit ‘cheapening’ of the world reformatted into institutional value and 
Capital. The ‘Educacene’ might in this way be thought as a fulcrum for 
encroaching ecocatastrophe, in that its ‘monopoly on the Real’ both accel-
erates the deterritorialization of labour from its material conditions and 
perpetuates the conceit that the world is what we think it.

The problem of education’s model of production thus posed, it would 
seem inadequate to insist upon something that might be dubbed the ‘end 
of productivity’. For despite hopes that the mounting force of critical the-
ory would conspire to conscientize the embattled subject of neoliberalism 
and overturn capitalist political economy, the pulsional motors of capitalist 
extinction and ecocide persist in their accelerative contagion. As 
Baudrillard’s (1975) indictment of Marx in The Mirror of Production aims 
to demonstrate, the Marxian conceptualization of nature as the dialectical 
counterpart to human labour might be understood as complicit in the 
disappearance of the ‘natural’ world under the sign of human productivity. 
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For despite the critique of political economy advanced by Marx, the 
enchainment of human significance as it made counterpart to the extrac-
tion of value from the ‘natural world’ reproduces the very teleological 
conquest of the ‘natural’ world Marx’s revolutionary thought attempts to 
critique (Poster, 1975). The problem of production will find remedy in 
neither the unlikely ‘end of productivity’ or in the modulation of produc-
tion toward some more beneficent end. As Baudrillard (1975) argues, it is 
the very genetic order of productivity and its presupposition of our rela-
tion to the world as value that requires transmutation. Here, a secondary 
‘critical’ aim of habilitating what might be called a more ‘productive pro-
ductivity’ seems dubious in that the augmentation of production’s teleol-
ogy sustains the primacy of production in the first instance. Such a scenario 
is endemic to the field of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), 
which aims toward the habilitation of an ‘optimized’ productivity while 
sustaining the very logic of productivity that today conspires toward the 
exploitative ‘cheapening’ of the world.

On the Nightside of Production

Advocacy for an implausible ‘end of productivity’ or the optimization of 
productivity through its marriage to some nobler moral teloi today seems 
inadequate. Yet, the persistence of productivity remains a central problem-
atic for educational thought and curriculum study in that it constitutes a 
genetic image for how education ought to go. ‘Standard’ productivity 
today constitutes a reactive habit informing upon education’s relation to 
the world, yet one that has long passed into indistinction with the very 
project of what education is and how it functions. It is an understatement 
to suggest that the transmutation of production and value remains an 
important task, yet one fraught with difficulty in that the transmutation of 
production and value in educational thought and practice necessitates first 
altering the very presupposition of the Real maintained in the motors of 
production ‘itself ’. Yet, it occurs that the transmutation of production and 
value is already underway and neither in the form of a more beneficent 
mode of production or optimal model of productivity enjoined to futures 
in which ‘standard’ productivity is maintained as a primary vehicle of 
human preservation. In contradistinction to the anthropic vectors of pro-
duction, the transmutation of productivity already underway is of an order 
that no longer refers to the human or its presumed control over a planet 
‘given’ to its labour. As it always has been, but made more evident by the 
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contemporary climatological catastrophe, production has another side 
that might be dubbed the labour of the inhuman.

The labour of the non-human/inhuman/ahuman remains a subli-
mated part of Anthropocene thinking, particularly as the Anthropocene 
implicitly suggests the primacy of ‘man’ as a central environmental agent. 
While the impact of particular humans upon the environment is of course 
well substantiated in ‘Anthropocene’ research, it is equally undeniable that 
the inhuman forces of planetary change have reshaped both the very idea 
of the human and so too, the image of human futurity on this planet. Such 
a conceptual shift is in part identified within Haraway’s (2015) concept of 
the Chthulhucene as it seeks to describe the ‘weird’ biological-cultural-
political-technological imbrications of human and material life to question 
what it might mean to live alongside other ‘things’, temporalities, and the 
myriad non-Western names and concepts through which the world and 
our relation to it might be relaunched. Where Haraway’s Chthulhucene 
aims toward the articulation of new generative possibilities for human life 
in its relation to the inhuman, we want to propose another order of inhu-
man labour as it intersects with the forces of absorption and disappearance. 
For while it is clear that the contemporary conditions of climatological 
change have transpired new images of ecological enmeshment and ‘messi-
ness’, less overt is the function of inhuman labour as a remote or noume-
nal order of production that today ratchets open the Real by way of 
processes that absorb and disappear the ‘monopoly on the Real’ extending 
from the genetic model of production presupposed in contemporary 
thought (Laruelle, 2013a, 2013b).

Inhuman Reversal

Contravening the ‘standard’ model of production and its presupposition 
that the value of the world is to be ‘liberated’ through its extraction by 
human labour, inhuman labour heralds the event of imminent ‘reversal’ 
that exemplifies the horror of climate change. The force of ‘inhuman 
labour’ is prefigured throughout contemporary climate change research 
and its new image of the planetary Real (see jagodzinski, 2018). In dis-
tinction to the presupposition of anthropic control given by ‘standard’ 
education, climate science today suggests that the effects of climatological 
transformation have today assumed their own momentum. The release of 
glacial ice as a result of rising global temperatures produces a positive feed-
back cycle that accelerates rising global temperatures. Disintegration of 
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plastic waste by wave action and wind abrasion fuels the oceanic and atmo-
spheric presence of toxic microplastics. Bioaccumulation of antibiotic 
agents within waterways catalyzes the mutation of bacteria into so-called 
‘superbugs’. While the list goes on, such instances of planetary changes 
intersect with the image of a planet as it withdraws from the presupposi-
tion of human predestination and control. The image of planetary trans-
formation articulated in climate science research emblematizes an image 
of the Real without-us, or rather, a Real indifferent to the primacy of 
human production that persists at the core of educational thought and 
action. Herein, the labour of the inhuman suggests another order or direc-
tion of production remote to the model of educational productivity domi-
nant in the field today.

In its first instance, the labour of the inhuman demonstrates that pro-
duction is finite. In distinction from the model of educational productivity 
and its presupposition on the interminability of production, the labour of 
the inhuman rejoins production to its material consequence. Such conse-
quence is implicated within such micro-productions as the ubiquitous use 
of tumble dryers as they present an object (i.e., micro-plastic residue in 
lint) that exceeds economic models and recuperation (jagodzinski, per-
sonal communication, June 9, 2021). Where education founds the condi-
tions whereby the material world is rallied to the side of man, contemporary 
climatological challenges actualize the return of the object and its implicit 
threat to the reign of anthropocentrism. Here, the finitude of production 
finds expression in the event of climatological change writ large, where the 
presupposed exceptionalism of universal ‘Man’ is upended by the ramifica-
tions of its ecological exploitation. The caveat advanced in this formula-
tion pertains to the way that orthodox education presupposes the 
inexhaustible extraction of value from the world it aims to represent. 
Implicate to the logic of this ‘standard’ educational process is the decision 
of the world’s ‘givenness’ to productivity and anthropic significance. The 
imperiled status of orthodox education might here be situated upon the 
very idea of production, in that the emergence of non-human labour in 
the form of climatological catastrophe advances the understanding that 
one cannot do what one likes with the world. The conceptualization of the 
world as it is for-us now lapses into obsolescence, and is superseded by the 
return of an alien productivity that today demonstrates the limits of pro-
duction, but for organic life. As Colebrook (2013) avers, after man, the 
orders of non-human productivity will continue if but toward their own 
horizons of existence and extinction.
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The Inhuman Transmutation 
of the Educational Real

Baudrillard (1975) argues that the value of things is today overdetermined 
by their forced reflection in the model of political economy. In distinction 
to such overdetermination, inhuman labour might be seen to short-circuit 
the automatic relation of value to Capital. For where value has become 
conceptualized as an extractable commodity and corollary reflection of 
human vitality, ‘inhuman labour’ articulates an ‘endarkened’ process of 
labour that refers to neither the human or the assumed value of the world 
as coextensive of human labour. Rather, the inhuman labour emblema-
tized by such events as climatological change founds a new image of value 
but of an ontological order in which labour is rejoined to its material 
imbrication. Where the model of productivity rife in education presup-
poses an ontological hierarchy in which the human deterritorializes the 
world ‘from above’, inhuman labour reconstitutes a flattened ontology 
through which the restless drive for value becomes relinked to such con-
temporary problematics as ecocide and extinction. This is to derail the 
myth of interminable production reified in contemporary education, for if 
anything, inhuman labour marks our mutual enchainment with the affor-
dances of the material world. Where education’s standard model of pro-
duction overdetermines value in relation to human productivity, 
climatological change short circuits such correlationism by demonstrating 
the discontinuity of the world’s educational production with the Real of 
inhuman labour. That is, where orthodox production presupposes that the 
world is for-us, the labour of the inhuman articulates the prospect of a 
world without-us, or rather, a world that withdraws from its submission 
under the all-too-human metrics of value (Thacker, 2011). For what edu-
cation writ large has yet to realize is that there is another world, and it is this 
one (Eluard cited in Wark, 2014).

The expansion of the Real palpated by inhuman labour introduces a 
more-than-critical indictment against the monopoly perpetrated within 
contemporary educational fidelities to ‘standard’ production. For where 
the Real of education is founded upon an alliance with production and its 
resemblance in the ambit of human desire, it is via inhuman labour that 
the unabashedly anthropocentric image of productivity is dilated. The 
inhuman transmutation of the Real from under its all-too-human concep-
tualizations is significant along two fronts. First, the Real of inhuman 
labour suggests that our relation to the world as it is organized and 
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rendered intelligible within education is not equal to the world. Second, 
the Real of inhuman labour suggests that there persists within the educa-
tional ‘monopoly of the Real’ a noumenal world withdrawn from repre-
sentation. Where education remains wedded to the presupposition that its 
labour is a corollary of the Real, the noumenal force of inhuman labour 
incites an unthought-of dimension that outstrips the conceptual apparatus 
of the field. In the face of this conceptual obsolescence, education might 
be jolted from its ‘monopoly on the Real’, and so too, the presupposition 
that its modes of production correlate to the ‘truth’ of reality. If anything, 
the labour of the inhuman advances an insoluble problem for educational 
thought that will remain unexhausted by the answers levied upon it. This 
is to rejoin the educational obsession with production to its inadequacy 
relative to the ‘night side of thought’.

Where education habitually espouses its apex of becoming in the model 
of productivity, inhuman labour demonstrates the limitation of such tran-
scendental adherence. For where experience is often reduced to the accu-
mulative effects of production and their mobilization under the bald 
rubric of ‘use’ or ‘goodness’, the inability of education to encounter the 
noumenal world of inhuman labour demonstrates that the project of edu-
cation has become but a bulwark against the ‘horror of the Real’ 
(Baudrillard, 1975). Emblematic of civilizational end, education writ large 
doubles-downs on all-too-human modes of production in obfuscation of 
education’s encroaching obsolescence. As we learn today, virtually all 
experience can be expunged of its negativity and rallied to the side of pro-
duction. As is the contemporary fashion of the field, doubt, uncertainty, 
and failure are expurgated of their negativity and reformatted in fealty to 
production. Yet, the enigmatic forces of inhuman labour persist as a viru-
lent excrescence to educational experience, functioning as an index of the 
field’s hubris and lack of imagination (Baudrillard, 1975). For where 
obsessive productivity and its ‘optimization’ seizes the field, the labour of 
the inhuman continues to deepen the conditions of negativity recalcitrant 
to the ostensibly positive contents that productivity is forcibly made to 
elicit. As climatological research makes abundantly clear, the transforma-
tion of the planet is against both our interest and the idea of interest in 
general (Sexton, 2017). Relative to the inhuman transformation of the 
planet, the idea that we will produce our way out the encroaching envi-
ronmental catastrophe seems but a pathetic twinge of self-esteem 
(Brassier, 2007).
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Conclusion: ‘But What Will We Do?’
Ultimately, the labour of the inhuman emblemized by climatological 
change might be understood as less a concept of production than an event 
of absorption. For, the event of climatological transformation implicates 
the educational project in its entirety, absorbs by way of its implosive 
energy, education’s very presupposition of the Real (Baudrillard, 1975). 
Inhuman labour not only extinguishes the conceptual moorings of the 
field but also founds a conspiracy against education’s perpetual orientation 
to the representation and mastery of reality as it is founded in productivity. 
Perhaps more profoundly, it is by dint of inhuman labour and its imper-
sonal mode production that the representation of the world for-us is ret-
roactively annihilated, particularly so as the realities of extinction become 
increasingly salient. Where educational productivity continues to conspire 
with the machinations of political economy, it is the labour of the inhuman 
that absorbs value along a more alien horizon for thought and action. 
Here, the knee-jerk reaction, ‘but what will we do?’ stands as an indication 
that there is no recourse for thought but its conscription to productivity. 
It is moot to suggest that resignation and abolition are maligned in the 
field, for their general absence is testament to the singular commitment to 
production that education assumes as its aim and teloi. Yet, the force of 
absorption intimate to the labour of the inhuman suggests that the articu-
lation of other orientations to the educational project might today be 
necessitated, if only to remit educational thinking from its automatic 
inscription under productivity.
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CHAPTER 8

Cosmology and the Anthropocene: 
Speculative-Educative-Artistic Practices 

for a Planetary Consciousness

jan jagodzinski

The event of the Anthropocene has already happened, but it seems ‘we’ 
are slow to recognize that the Earth’s phase change, abetted through our 
species anthropogenic activity, has already set the parameters of what will 
be a possible outcome: our species extinction as well as our possible plan-
etary remodification. The rhetorical ‘we’ addresses a globalized capitalist 
system of trade agreements, financial exchanges, government lobbying 
and corporate greed and corruption which ensure a thin layer of elites the 
‘good life’ of health and prosperity regardless of the country named. The 
gap between rich and poor continuously widens, a claim that has, sadly, 
become a cliché. It is not an all-encompassing ‘humanity’ that bears the 
weight of responsibility for this state of affairs, more so the blame belongs 
to well-off nations (primarily OECD countries) who use up most the 
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world’s resources, and then use other nations as dumping grounds for 
their e-waste, plastics and garbage (Angus, 2016, pp. 224–230).

The stock market remains the acephalic mechanism of neoliberalist fun-
damentalism, which divines and resolves the construction of social life by 
factoring in unforeseen contingencies in the name of algorithmic control 
(Ramey, 2016). The contemporary world of nation states is pervaded by a 
paranoia that has the rise of strong authoritarian figures, extremes of left 
and right politics, border walls and politically motivated fortifications that 
make immigration almost impossible; yet the dynamism of migration is 
not a ‘problem’ to be solved, it is indisputably part-and-parcel of global-
ism, not only shaped through military conflicts that leave cities in rubble, 
a form of urban ‘clear-cutting,’ but increasingly migration from no longer 
liveable climate conditions caused by fire, drought, and coastal devasta-
tions via rising sea levels (e.g., Maldives), hurricanes, and outright oceanic 
plastic pollution.

The Anthropocene is not a future disaster that must be prevented. This 
is the fantasy of extending the Holocene indefinitely. Rather the epoch 
presents already a changed ontology, a new geological and geopolitical 
era, a difference in kind and not degree, marked most prominently by the 
burning of fossil fuels. The string of climate conferences, highlighted by 
the Paris Agreement, COP21 in 2015, and then followed by COP24 in 
Katowice, Poland in 2018, which was to operationalize the treaty targets, 
has largely failed. COP25, in Madrid, 2019 marked the date Trump’s 
Whitehouse officially pulled out of the Paris Agreement. The Biden 
administration has thankfully restored its initial commitment in 2021. 
Realistically, limiting global warming to 1.5–2.0 C by mid-century seems 
unlikely given the state of the Capitalocene to follow Jason Moore’s 
(2016) characterization. Treating the Anthropocene as the Capitalocene 
should be thought on two levels; the first level is to recognize that we have 
indeed entered into a new geological epoch; the science here is indisput-
able. As such, the Anthropocene far outdates capitalism. Anthropocene 
science studies fundamental shifts in the Earth System, far beyond the 
Holocene and the human impact on this system by various measurable 
indicators: CO2, artificial nitrogen, species extinctions, ocean acidification, 
sea level, holes in the ozone layer and (seldom mentioned) population 
growth, each of which has a critical limit in relation to the sustainability of 
our species. The second level is to recognize, and concur with Moore 
(2016) that: “The Capitalocene signifies capitalism as a way of organizing 
nature—as a multispecies, situated, capitalist world-ecology”(p. 6). 
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However, the Anthropocene cannot be completely equated with global 
capitalism. The Anthropocene exceeds the geology of our species. It 
should not be equated with the geology of the system of capitalist power 
as Moore’s (2015) work claims. While these two senses of the Capitalocene 
overlap, they are not identical. As Adrian Parr (2017) maintains, there 
needs to be a reckoning with militarism, market fundamentalism, global 
inequality to find an alternative political vision. How the economy of capi-
talism hinders or intensifies the state of the Earth system is an overriding 
question in relation to what would be an educational imaginary that is 
adequate to this planetary condition. This is the pressing concern with no 
easy or foreseeable solutions.

Ecomodernist Humanism

The question of sustainability and survival looms large. Sustainability has 
already been hijacked by the corporate world through ‘green capitalism’ 
(Parr, 2009). This, however, is only the tip of the iceberg. The epitome of 
this development goes under the seductive name: ecomodernism (other 
signifiers such as eco-constructivists, eco-pragmatists and eco-
environmentalists are often used). The hijacking of the Anthropocene 
takes place by forwarding an extreme form of humanism (hence the name 
ecomodernism) where the environmental narrative is captured through 
pro-environmental policies grounded in new technologies and capitalist 
growth. It is not climate denial that is at issue; rather it is how the Earth is 
to be managed within the framework of entrepreneurship, venture capital-
ism and investment. The Anthropocene is given its literal and economic 
expression: the Age of Humans. It is a ‘Good Anthropocene’ providing 
humans an opportunity and the capacity of both controlling Nature and 
creating Life. Nature no longer exists ‘in-itself ’ as separate entity, it is sim-
ply material to be researched, its properties understood and manipulated 
as a world-for-us. While there have been calls for an ‘ecology without 
Nature,’ especially by Timothy Morton (2007), and much earlier, a recog-
nition of an ‘end of Nature’ by Bill McKibben (1989), these stark procla-
mations had completely other intentions in mind: the first was the 
recognition that nature|culture were constantly entangled and could not 
be separated, their entwinement required speculation given that ‘reality’ 
always had a unknown remainder. The second was a clarion call that our 
relationship and understanding of Nature had changed as global warming 
and ozone layer depletion became known forces of geo-change. 
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Ecomodernists, in their Manifesto (www.ecomodernism.org/) present a 
strict ‘correlationalism,’ as Quentin Meillassoux (2008) called it; that is, a 
separation between subject and object where the neoliberal subject pre-
vails; Nature paradoxically no longer ‘exists’ as some mysterious unknown, 
given that it is entirely subjected to ever increasing epistemological know 
how through sophisticated AI and genetic technologies. In brief: Nature 
is reduced to complete transparency and representation as it becomes 
material to be constructed and manipulated for the benefit of ‘humanity.’

Ecomodernists oppose the efforts to limit greenhouse gas emission. 
The U.S. panel on climate change at COP24 infuriated many as claims 
were made as to the progress of fossil fuel technologies (Russia, Saudi 
Arabia and Kuwait were the other three countries that defended oil pro-
duction). Ecomodernists maintain that shale gas and improved nuclear 
reactors, with fission ‘just’ around the corner, will produce all the needed 
energy. Consumerism will then continue business as usual. Behind this 
‘Good Anthropocene’ are the conservative forces of capitalist think tanks 
and investment: The Breakthrough Institute, The Long Foundation, The 
Nature Conservancy, The Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation. This helps 
to explain why Trump and his administration had no use to participate in 
any form of climate resolutions or emission targets, and why the US 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) was so heavily deregulated and 
made ineffective so that natural resources could be further exploited. The 
bottom line is the capitalist machine through technological innovation 
will indeed geo-form the planet. We have a bright future ahead of us. As 
the icon, Alfred E. Neuman of the US based Mad Magazine says, “What, 
Me Worry?” Given this scenario, it is not difficult to imagine the reorienta-
tion of education given the ecomodernist scenario. Variations on the 
STEM (science, technology, engineering, mathematics) curriculum are 
forwarded, and a ‘Maker Culture’ is marketed for education (Halverson & 
Sheridan, 2014).

A planetary consciousness establishing the fantasy of everyone pulling 
together to make fundamental economic changes and change life-style 
choices appears to be an ideological utopian impulse. This is generally a 
‘critical posthumanist’ position that has become a veritable doxa in various 
circles of the humanities and social sciences. The appeal to the entangle-
ment between the more-than-human-world, including in some cases a 
recognition of AI (or inhuman) contribution in such assemblages, results 
in an emphasis on the ethical and political consequences of the 
Anthropocene. The ethical demands of attunement and responsibility to 
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‘materiality’ are at the forefront of what are materialist (feminist) ontolo-
gies put forward by Karen Barad (2007), Jane Bennett (2010) and Rosi 
Braidotti (2013a, 2013b). Kantian and post-Kantian ‘rational cosmopoli-
tanism’ has been presented as one answer: the positive power; that is affir-
mative power of ethical virtues, which will overcome and surpass conflict, 
personal interests and desires motivated by bodily material empiricism. By 
extending humanity’s rational potential, forwarding the affective ties of 
immaterial labour of communication and passions of love, admiration, 
devotion, a new collective being can emerge through such a ‘civilizing 
process’ (Elias, 1978). Such a sentiment takes on various forms: Michael 
Hardt and Antonio Negri’s (2000) creation of a new commonwealth via 
the multitude of collective and creative human spirit; Jürgen Habermas’ 
(1986) proposal of communicative consensus; Etienne Balibar (2008) 
Spinozian inflected ‘transindividuality,’ Jacques Derrida’s (2001) ‘refuge 
city,’ which extends infinite hospitality to the wholly other, a ‘community 
without community’ is striven for, but never reached. Such proposals are 
shaped by what Gilles Deleuze (1994, pp. 223–224) identifies as a funda-
mental contradiction of bourgeois ‘thermodynamic’ ideology: on the one 
hand, an intensification of the global world order is claimed free of calcu-
lating economic codes and differences, while on the other hand, the (dem-
ocratic) extension of inclusivity (justice, rights, hospitality) never frees 
itself of global economic disparity and violence. This results in a schizo-
phrenic-paranoid process, a process repeated by Kantian paradoxical aes-
thetics: on the one hand a universal transcendental aesthetic is possible via 
the apriori forms of space and time that condition the possibility of experi-
ence and cognition (Kritik der Reinen Vernuft, 1781), while on the other 
hand the aesthetics of subjective judgment based on feelings of pleasure 
and pain that holds no immediate universal validity is also forwarded 
(Kritik der Urteilskraft, 1790). ‘Sensus communis aestheticus’ (aesthetic 
common sense) as the universal principle of aesthetic judgment was the 
Kantian solution to this dualism: what Deleuze referred to as the “dog-
matic image of thought.” The result is the problematic of a deferred form 
of action: the compromised actuality of the ‘not yet’ (Jacques Derrida) or 
the futurity of what is ‘to come’ (Deleuze & Guattari) (see also 
Colebrook, 2013).
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Posthumanist and Posthuman Tensions

At base, these are posthumanist or (for some) metamodernist (van de 
Akker et al., 2017) as opposed to posthuman and ahuman developments 
(jagodzinski, 2017; MacCormack, 2020). The former posthumanist 
developments both modify and include the developments of poststructur-
alism in the 1990s where linguistic discursivity continues to decenter the 
human by recognizing the more-than-human via interspecies relation-
ships. Karen Barad’s (2007) ‘agential realism’ and Judith Butler’s (1993) 
theorizations on the performative body, while divergent directions, both 
stress the linguistic discursivity of matter as an onto-epistemology couplet 
supplemented by an ethics. In posthumanist developments, the alien 
Other consists fundamentally in difference from the animal (in relation to 
the autonomous difference of a ‘human self ’). It does so to enrich the 
‘self,’ to expand its horizons, so to speak, with the danger of generating 
yet another form of exceptionalism. Alien and exotic otherness is 
approached through a variety of tropes of being more open, ethical, and 
welcoming to the Other’s ‘face,’ as in Levinasian ethical developments, 
strongly supported by Karen Barad (2007, pp. 408–413). The ‘becoming 
of difference’ as a relational difference is celebrated and achieved at the 
expense of the animal by considering its welfare and attunement to the 
parameters of its existence (its niche ecology, its ‘world’). Anthropocentrism 
is certainly mitigated, replaced by a posthumanist nomadic subjectivity 
wherein the animal remains for-us, often tied to the animal industrial com-
plex via ‘free range’ humane treatment and doing away with ‘needless 
suffering’ through humane slaughter (Petersen, 2019a, 2019b). Haraway’s 
(2003) championing of pets, like her dog Cayenne, seems to overlook all 
the violence and cruelty inflicted by pet owners. As Deleuze and Guattari 
(1987) note, it is easier to love animals whose facial expressions are closer 
to us, and our dispositions, while abjection is to be found everywhere: 
worms, insects, spiders, viruses. These species are more difficult if not 
impossible to anthropomorphize (like the box jellyfish). But even here, 
Myra Hird (2010), drawing on Donna Haraway and Lynn Margulis, goes 
as far to claim that bacteria are super-agential having “invented symbio-
genesis” and are responsible for “evolve[ing] all life…on Earth” (p. 38). 
The implication is that bacteria are people too! If bacteria, why not viruses 
then? The folly of such thinking is vividly illustrated by the Covid-19 pan-
demic. Most often biophilia is praised at the expensive of its more trou-
bling side: biophobia.
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It is the virtue of co-existence that is forwarded in these natureculture 
‘hybrids,’ as a politics of ‘dwelling’ (Ingold, 2005). ‘Life,’ as it is theorized 
in the biopolitics of this millennium, continues to be characterized as kin-
ship with bodies that enhance or reject recognition of human-becoming 
through sexual and animal difference, whereas indifference and non-
identity haunt life that remains defined by autonomous, individual, self-
determining and personal Man (Colebrook, 2015). Man, as MacCormack 
(2017) rightly argues, is defined by the effects of knowledge: discourse is 
a form of bio-power that is able to ‘know’ its nonhuman Other. There is 
always a ‘difference’ that makes a ’difference,’ to incorporate the recogni-
tion of personhood and rights within the umbrella term of a ‘democracy 
of things,’ to reach (it is claimed) a fully inclusive planetary consciousness 
where equity rather than equality is established. Participation remains 
‘open’ and ‘pluralistic’ in the sense that multiple voices are given a say as 
to human-more-than-human relationships (Lindgren & Öhman, 2018); 
the shift to ‘more-than-human’ as opposed to the nonhuman (tending to 
a binary) indicates that anthropocentrism is being addressed as a contested 
position that demands argumentation, reflection and debate.

The extensive literature in posthumanist environmental education, the 
so-called ‘animal turn,’ embraces the above perspective (Stevenson et al., 
2013; Rice & Rud, 2016).The relationality with nature is recognized, the 
human ‘is’ decentered through human–nonhuman encounters where stress 
is placed on the exchange of feelings that take place, highlighting the eth-
ics involved (Andrzejewski et al., 2009; Bonnett, 2020). Multispecies rela-
tionships become a variation of multiculturalism and the democratization 
of extension of identities. Rivers and trees take on personhood or subject-
hood, their rights protected. Ecopoetic descriptions of the sensuousness 
of nature are exemplified (Abram, 1997; Bai, et al., 2010). It is a form of 
de-anthropocentrism, a ‘default anthropocentrism’ (i.e., being with the 
world, Martineli, 2008) and an ‘interspecies articulation’ according to 
Pauliina Rautio (2013), one that preserves the human as stewards and 
sustainers of the Earth, an education for environmental and sustainability 
education (ESE) and an education for sustainable development (ESD).

Given the entanglement between naturecuture, the emphasis remains 
on the ethical relationships that are generated with other species. It is not 
so much the manipulation of ‘nature’ as trying to accommodate and adjust 
to its diversity and to live-well with the ecological complexities. An empha-
sis on the technologies of nature plunge us more toward the posthuman 
where both the physiological and psychic modifications as to what is 
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‘human’ are modified. More often referred to transhuman developments, 
in contrast the posthumanist developments so far discussed, which care 
less about technological manipulations of body-mind such as genetic engi-
neering, prosthetics and the like. The ’critical posthumanism’ of new 
materialism continues to emphasize issues concerning sex, gender, race, 
ableism as related to broader ecological issues. The range of science and 
environmental educators who have embraced Donna Haraway’s (2003, 
2008) concerns ‘when species meet’ or her ‘companion species’ and Karen 
Barad’s (2007) ‘agential realist’ with its ‘diffractive methodology’ have 
developed such posthumanist pedagogies for the Anthropocene under the 
proliferation of ‘new materialist’ rhetoric and affect theories (i.e., Hultman 
& Lenz Taguchi, 2010; Ceder, 2019) along with a variety of (what I 
would call) neo-qualitative educational research methods rather than the 
usual post-qualitative research moniker, given that phenomenological 
human experience remains overdetermined, yet recognizing the nonhu-
man (‘more-than-human’ in some circles). In this regard, child-animal 
environmental education is especially prevalent (Taylor & Pacini-
Ketchabaw, 2015), with the term ‘childnature’ used as a way to rethink 
childhood itself in relation to the environment (Cutter-Mackenzie-
Knowles et al., 2020).

This proliferation of natureculture ontologies becomes extended in yet 
other ways through the variety of indigenous pedagogies that push back 
on postcolonialization to reclaim a sense of place, what in the western 
throught was referred to as genius loci, (lococentric education, Garrard, 
2010) where the land takes on spiritual, ancestral and animistic meaning 
(Hawke, 2012). The literature here, of course, is extensive and growing as 
indigenous peoples around the globe attempt to decolonize the estab-
lished curriculum and turn it toward their own core values in relation to 
land and its sustainability (i.e., Smith et  al., 2019). These movements 
remain ‘posthumanist’ in the sense that such indigenous pedagogies, in 
relation to the ‘climate crisis,’ begin to modify their traditional ways of 
living on the land to cope with the changed conditions of encroachment 
via postcolonialism, yet not lose their core beliefs that gives them meaning 
and identity through elder teachings, rituals and language. Narrating sto-
ries and ‘walking’ (Donald, 2021) have become central tropes for such a 
pedagogy as it provides the necessary centering for well-being as the land 
(Earth) becomes rhetorically, constitutionally, and lawfully the ‘first’ 
nation to be colonized.

  J. JAGODZINSKI



155

The posthuman side of these tensions raise the more technoscience and 
cybernetic relations between humans and the more-than human, further 
complicating the implications for the Anthropocene in the way naturecul-
ture hybridity is taken up. In evolutionary terms, animals are both material 
and semiotic, especially dogs (Haraway), which for Derrida (1992) marks 
a carnophallogocentrism, a ‘carnivorous virility’ when it comes to a gene-
alogy of their ‘symbiogenesis’ with species homo, placing Man, once more 
at the center when it comes to the technoscience of breeding (Freccero, 
2011). This cynanthropic becoming, argues Carla Freccero (2011) is tried 
to the machine of transnational capital and the prison industrial complex. 
It also raises questions as to what the ontological choreography is when it 
comes to cats (descendants from Felis silvestris lybica/wildcats), which also 
have a historical complexity in the fertile crescent of the Near East and 
Egypt, and by extension, all animals. The conundrum is that there is no 
nature-nurture binary but a complex genealogy that takes into account 
the colonial and racist past of animal breeding, and the power structures 
that go along with it. The western ‘great chain of being,’ for instance, 
assigns an animal to every saint, raising complex questions as to those 
symbiotic prosthetic relationships that are theologically, spiritually and 
psychically at play. St. Francis of Assis is considered the apotheosis of this 
way of thinking. The hierarchy of lions, panthers, and tigers. when it 
comes to royalty is more evident of ‘carnivorous virility.’ Perhaps the term 
for such analysis (cf. Freccero) is ‘anthrocynic becoming’ revealing the 
complexity of human-nonhuman (animal) relationships when it comes to 
power differentials of race, class, sex, gender, age, and so forth.

More recent posthuman developments present a further dynamic that 
faces the fourth industrial revolution based on NBIC technologies (nano-
bio-info technologies and cognitive science), so strongly promoted by 
ecomodernist developments within capitalist markets. The trajectory of 
these developments have become disturbed and questioned as the aware-
ness of ‘human’ extinction grows. Nowhere is such anxiety most profound 
and heightened given gene editing technologies (CRISPR-Cas9) that can 
modify the human germ line as to what is and is not inheritable, and 
mRNA vaccines (messenger ribonucleic acid) that can potentially dampen 
the effects of parasitic viruses in the future. Viruses are ‘particular’ parti-
cles; they are singularities; reproductive forms that do not fit ‘life’ as it is 
defined in the humanist paradigm. Which came first, one asks? the virus or 
its host? If they come together, what sort of human–nonhuman relation-
ship is formed? (Claverie, 2006; Moreira & López-García, 2009). Viral 

8  COSMOLOGY AND THE ANTHROPOCENE… 



156

movement is a replication of difference, requiring a host to reproduce 
more copies of the original. A paradox emerges: usually, the original only 
becomes original after a copy, but the copy now becomes a variant. The 
original ‘disappears.’ Only particular characteristics are retained (the spike 
(S) protein of the coronavirus for instance). Its mutation, which is its 
sexual-genetic ‘expression’ effects each body differently. The virus, as 
Covid-19 has shown, cannot be anthropomorphized, nor can it be ‘con-
trolled.’ In terms of ‘personification,’ they are said to govern us, rule us; 
they reign, are fickle, unreasonable, whimsical and inconstant; shape shift-
ing in their mutations. Viral ontology presents the paradox that viruses are 
not able to reproduce themselves by themselves; they are the products of 
living organisms that have exceeded the very vital contexts of their exis-
tence, freed of them by (in the case of humans) killing them to ‘live’ if they 
are pathogenic. Yet, most viruses are harmless. The virus is ‘transbound-
ary in nature’ belonging to both biology and biochemistry—alchemical in 
their action. In some circles the portmanteau term ‘tranimal’ (Kelley, 
2014, p. 226) has been used to include not only such viruses, but any 
animal that has been genetically modified. The virus is self-genetically 
modifying in this sense. Viruses are tranimal as technically they are 
described as a small quantity of genetic matter, either DNA or RNA, 
which appear in single or double strands.

The paradox of immunology now shows itself in the Anthropocene, 
especially the Covid-19 pandemic which is usually a direct result of zoo-
nosis (unless one accepts the Wuhan ‘lab accident’ narrative). As Roberto 
Esposito (2008) has shown, an ‘immunological mind-set’ governs global-
ization, each nation protects its own population within the impossible 
larger whole where resources and sustainability of the Earth are ultimately 
limited. The relevance of viruses that move throughout the world, and 
contribute to the global genetic pool, shows that life localized within 
bounded membranes, pitted ‘against’ the world is not possible. The host-
parasite dialectic shows the primacy of the body: we are the jealous propri-
etors who covet our vital property. The ‘scale’ of the body represents the 
essential psychological-political-biological metonym for ‘human’ life 
(Campbell, 2006; Cohen, 2009, 2011). For Michel Serres (2007), the 
parasite confounds the hierarchy of life-non-life binary, as well as the host-
parasite (friend-enemy) couplet: “man (sic) is the universal parasite … we 
parasite each other. The parasite is a being and nonbeing at the same time” 
(pp.  8, 10). Relationality, in general, is both necessary and disturbing. 
Viral warfare (or, germ warfare) is, by definition, a losing proposition, 
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which may inadvertently be the case with Covid-19 pandemic as its ‘ori-
gins’ remain obscure, politically, socially and economically. Ed Cohen 
(2009) suggests that the ‘viral factories’ that become established in our 
bodies introduce a new productive relationship. “At the cellular and 
molecular levels, they [viruses] confuse the categories of properties, of 
ownership, of propriety, of self and other” (25). The virus, in Deleuze and 
Guattari terms, would be anorganic life that is indifferent to our existence, 
upsetting the strong biophilic sensibilities of so much environmental 
education.

Added to this difficulty is the growing power of AI, what I refer to as 
the ‘inhuman’ (to add to the ‘non-human’ [or more-than-humans] that 
posthumanist developments have recognized). This further puts into 
question what is ‘human’ (aside from the usual socio-historical exclusions 
from this categorization based on a long list of descriptors: sex, race, age, 
mental ability, physical, and so on). In this realm we are no longer dealing 
with naturecultures, but a future shift in kind and not degree toward a 
‘speculative posthuman’ (Roden, 2014). A point may be reached where a 
‘disconnection’ from the human occurs (Roden, 2013), and the ‘truly’ 
alien posthuman is invented by machines making machines. ‘Ecology 
without ecology’ doesn’t seem so strange to stage as the direction is 
science-fiction with a strong dose of aesthetics and ethics in the service of 
epistemologies and projected ontologies (‘worlds,’ for some). Pushed to 
the extreme would be transhuman developments as promoted by Nicholas 
Bostrom (2014) but without the extreme ‘superhuman’ implications, but 
more questions of the elimination of certain diseases (cancer especially), 
and the ability of paraplegics to walk, the growing of bones and organs via 
stem-cell research and so on.

Posthumanism and posthuman directions are propelled by the need to 
question anthropocentrism and, in the indigenous pedagogies a renewed 
anthropomorphism and neo-animism. The idea that a panpsychism per-
vades matter underlies these directions in various degrees and forms. 
Tyson Lewis (2010), for instance, attempts to ‘rethink’ Hardt and Negri’s 
(2000) overly speciesist and decisively human multitude by recognizing 
the discourse of critical animal studies (CAS). The human remains overde-
termined, even when it comes to Derrida who came late to the zoological 
problematic. There is no escape from such posthumanist frameworks for 
this requires a cosmology that recognizes both nonhuman (organic and 
inorganic as the blurring of the non-living with the living) as well as inhu-
man (smart and artificial technologies) contributions as necessary agential 
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energetic forces to be recognized and worked with in response to the 
Anthropocene problematic. Science, Technology, Engineering, Art, 
Mathematics (STEM) pedagogies of science have been questioned by a 
variety of art(s) based pedagogies that play with the sensuality of material-
ity, promoting STEAM to interject posthumanities discourses to these sci-
ences, but this is only part of the difficulties that pedagogy faces in the 
Anthropocene.

Cosmology

Against this backdrop, there is need to understand the cosmic artisan in 
contemporary times, a ‘conceptual persona’ first introduced and scattered 
throughout Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus (1987, TP) 
where the mention of a New Earth, a ‘people to come,’ talk of the alchemy 
of metallurgy and the machinic phylum, provide inspirational ways to 
think the (recent) turn toward the ‘new materialism,’ Object Orientated 
Ontologies and future of the Earth. The Cosmos for Deleuze and Guattari 
should not be confused with any harmonious notions of a universe as clas-
sically developed by the transcendent views of the Old Testament, Plato 
and Aristotle, where super-earthly narratives of harmony of the heavenly 
spheres are equated to heights of spiritualized ideality; or, with modernist 
scientific cosmology (Galileo and Copernicus) where there is silence on 
ethical and moral issues, until perhaps now with the geodynamics of the 
Earth looming in scientists faces. Astrophysics becomes more and more 
pressing as talk of escaping the Earth, colonizing Mars, offer flights of sci-
fi fantasy. Cosmic evolution becomes a binding concept across many dis-
ciples where energy (and not matter), or energy ‘as’ matter prevails, 
portending a future, as Eric Chaisson (2013) the distinguished astrophysi-
cist says, “be it [one of] complex survival or simple termination” (p. 436).

Following Nietzsche, Deleuze and Guattari turn their attention to the 
unfamiliarity of this world, to an Earth in-itself, to explore the strangeness 
of a deterritorializing Earth, an Earth in perpetual becoming. Their cos-
mology has more to do with quantum physics, which presents an unknow-
able cosmos (dark energy and dark matter and a puzzle concerning the 
weak force of gravitation), as well as a knowable order of forces known as 
the Standard Model of Quantum Particles (SQM), which is able to 
describe three of the four known fundamental forces: electromagnetic, 
weak, and strong interaction in the Universe, while the weak force of grav-
ity continues to allude it. This enables a classification of known elementary 
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particles, including the recent ‘empirical’ discovery of the missing Boson 
’particle.’ The Standard Quantum Model captures only certain dimen-
sions of the world-in-itself. The rest, like viruses, remain allusive, mysteri-
ous and even magical. The recent muon g-2 experiment, for instance, has 
shown that its magnetism is of a greater magnitude than was once mea-
sured, suggesting that there are other undiscovered particles in the vac-
uum tube, which would upset SQM cosmology.

Deleuze, along with Guattari present a conceptual model of this quan-
tum physical reality that they name chaosmos, or rhythm-chaos: the sym-
biotic continuum of order and disorder, chaos and cosmos via an enteral 
return of difference, dissimilarity and divergence through repetition: the 
perpetual deterriorialization, territorialization and reterritorialization of 
becoming. The ‘given as given’ of this virtual dimension is often referred 
to as the Outside (“an outside which is farther away than any exteriority” 
Deleuze, 1994, p. 259). This is the realm of complete deterritorialization, 
involuntary encounters, vital intensities, and desiring machines. François 
Laruelle (2013) uses the term ‘radical immanence’ for the same concept 
of the Real (or One). For Deleuze and Guattari this realm is like a ‘cosmic 
egg’: “nonstratified, unformed intense matter” before its ‘hatching,’ 
which then leads to stratification (geological, biological, cultural). These 
are the virtual forces of chaos (dark matter, dark energy) that are non-
representational, have no substance, ‘pure’ chaos. Deleuze and Guattari 
conceptualize this through the term differenciation (with a ‘c’) to get at 
the virtual forces of chaos in-themselves that appear and disappear. The 
plane of immanence becomes a conceptual term that acts like a membrane 
for forces at the virtual level that becomes actualized into particles: energy 
becomes matter (E = MC2). As the Standard Quantum Model (SQM) 
shows, the entanglement between energy-matter is a wave and particle 
(corpuscular) phenomena. Deleuze calls this differentiation (with a ‘t) 
where order appears—cosmos. Particles are virtual energy, while waves are 
actualized matter. Differenciation|differentiation, or virtual-actual are in 
constant entanglement mediated by and on the plane of immanence, 
which is ‘simply’ the processes of becoming, of transversal change. While 
it is outside the scope of this chapter, such a quantum theory is contrary 
to Karen Barad’s (2007) ‘agential realism’ that relies on a peculiar inter-
pretation of Niels Bohr retaining a Derridean poststructuralism concern-
ing discursive meaning. Her apparatus theory cannot be equated with 
Deleuze and Guattari’s assemblage theory (agencement); put another way: 
her ‘intra-relationality’ is not the same as their ‘trans-versaity’ (jagodzin-
ski, 2022, in press).
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The meaning of an event (as an actualization) can be counter-effected, 
or counter-actualized. It can be empirically revisited, explored and 
rethought. Such an counter-actualization is a refrain (ritournelle), which 
captures the forces of the chaosmos. A ritournelle ‘grounds’ the territory 
of the event, establishing a milieu, an interval. Refrains assemble milieus 
and rhythms. Thinking (as in true creativity) is grappling with the 
unthought of the Outside through which glimpses of the world-as-it-is 
become ‘visible’ via philosophy (concepts), art (affects/percepts) and sci-
ence (mathematical formulations). Thinking is a form of deterritorializa-
tion, with paradigm shifts of knowledge being discourses of an event 
(territorialization), which have been counter-actualized or counter-
effectuated (reterritorialized) in specific domains (i.e., The parameters set 
by Newtonian physics still enables a spacecraft to reach the Moon.). 
Cutting edge developments in philosophy, art and science “force us to 
think.” An avant-garde in this sense is a ‘future present,’ (first synthesis of 
time), while the future of the past (second synthesis of time) develops with 
the counter-actualizations of an emergent discourse. The pure form of 
time (third synthesis of time) is the cosmic event itself, a caesura (or cut) 
in time.

Deleuzian synthesis of time provides a complex structure to grasp vari-
ous possibilities of becoming of assemblages that are being actualized. For 
the Anthropocene, an understanding of Earth time (or deep time) is 
extended to cosmological evolution itself. Cosmology, one speculates, 
presents a hologram of the universe; in other words, the virtual forces of 
chaos that are harnessed in particular domains (territories, milieus) as ten-
tatively grasped paradigmatically by way of philosophical concepts, aes-
thetic blocs of percepts and affects and through speculative mathematical 
systems are, in effect, only ‘parts’ (like in a holograph) that are said to 
contain the whole universe. Hints of the whole elusive universe are specu-
lated via various Grand Unification Theories and Supersymmetry. Here 
caution should be noted. It is highly doubtful that a unified theory of 
‘everything’ will ever be achieved, which maintains that the laws of the 
universe are immutable. I would follow the work of Lee Smolin (2019) 
who (convincingly) makes the claim that physical laws evolve (theory of 
‘fecund universes’). In quantum physics, ‘fields’ are synonymous with 
milieus, although milieus have the added feature in the French of denot-
ing ‘surrounding,’ ‘medium’ (as in science), and ‘middle’ (Massumi, 1987, 
TP, xvii). Deleuze and Guattari point out that milieus (the ‘fields’ of 
quanta) are not ever fixed territories; rather a territory ‘organizes’ a 
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multiplicity of milieus that is temporarily marked by limits. Milieus there-
fore are actualized as territories; they are not territories until they are 
marked as such. Territories have to become enacted and remain in a meta-
stable state. When this happens, the territory expresses itself. There is an 
emergence of qualities of expression that define that particular territory. 
“It is the mark that makes the territory” (TP, 315). “The notion of the 
milieu is not unitary: not only does the living thing continually pass from 
one milieu to another, but the milieus pass into one another; they are 
essentially communicating” (TP, 313). Milieus are more like vibratory 
‘middles’ or ‘dimensions,’ or directions in motion, a ‘block of space-time’ 
that moves according to varying speeds and slownesses within a physical 
system. They are metastable, subject to change when new elements enter 
its assemblages (cf. Gilbert Simondon, 2017). Milieus transcode and 
transduce each other, as such they are thoroughly relational. There is no 
‘set’ code, only arhythical codings in the exchange between milieus. The 
result is rhythm: “What chaos and rhythm have in common is the in-
between—between two milieus, rhythm-chaos or the chaosmos” (TP, 313, 
original emphasis). “Rhythm is the milieus’ answer to chaos” (313). 
Rhythm turns out to be a figure that is involved in an event of deterritori-
alizing transformation between heterogeneous bodied; it is non-metrical, 
unbounded and unfixed, escaping the impositions of regular pulsations.

Deleuze and Guattari’s cosmology is primarily ethical; it’s aim at self-
transformation, new ways of perceiving the world and experimenting with 
the deterritorializing earthly forces. Artists have the privilege and cosmo-
logical capacity to create a “new Earth” (TP, Chap. 11). Deleuze and 
Guattari call on Gilbert Simondon’s developments of ontogenesis to over-
come Aristotelian forms of hylomorphism: moving matter as material is 
quite unlike the matter-form model. Simondon’s paradigmatic techno-
logical exemplar of making a ‘clay brick’ as a symbiotic coming together of 
heterogeneous substances is perhaps equally iconic of Deleuze and 
Guattari’s wasp-orchid exemplar. Matter is self-organized via the imma-
nent power of morphogenesis. In TP they call on the alchemical tradition 
and the smithery of metallurgy where form is never separated from matter 
as metal flows and is forged. Artisans seek to know a material’s condition 
from within, and intuit how to pass from one mode of its existence to 
another; much like the ceramist or the baker works where the right amount 
and consistency of ingredients and process to transform clay into ceramics, 
flour and water into bread. Both processes need energy from the kiln to 
make this happen. In Simondon’s (2009) terms, at the ‘preindividual’ 

8  COSMOLOGY AND THE ANTHROPOCENE… 



162

level of ontogenesis, “form, matter, and energy preexist in the system” (7, 
original emphasis). Energetic materiality in movement carries singularities 
or haecceities that have varying intensive affects and are topological in 
their forms. It is a perspective that reorientates thought from the perspec-
tive of the organism and organic life to the perspective of the cosmos and 
nonorganic life, life that is indifferent like the viruses mentioned earlier. 
Life is not a ‘form’ but a complex relation between differential velocities. 
Material has “three principal characteristics” (TP, 408): matter is molecu-
larized and understood for its properties; what forces matter can harness, 
and what processes can be consistently applied to it. The artisan ‘surren-
ders’ to the material and follows where it leads for matter has nomos. It has 
a free distribution of properties that are subject to change. As Deleuze was 
to say latter, there are ‘micro-brains’ everywhere you look.

The artist-artisan taps into a cosmological continuum of material-
forces, extracting ‘chaoid sensation’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 1994, p. 206) 
that cuts across the usual dichotomies: nature-culture, nature-technology, 
human-animal, inanimate-animate. The machinic phylum (or ‘technologi-
cal lineage,’ TP, 406) consists of the non-organic ‘consciousness’ of metal-
lurgy; its matter-flow is “expressed in panmetalism.” Metal is “coextensive 
to the whole of matter, and the whole of matter to metallurgy. … Metal is 
the conductor of all matter” (TP, 411). The significance of this is laid out 
in today’s high-tech media as Jussi Parikka (2014) has usefully shown the 
link between ‘deep time’ of the planet and the technological develop-
ments, where mining (and pillaging) of (scarce) minerals becomes crucial 
in order to ensure constant production and upgrading of digitalized 
media. He calls this development the ‘Anthrobscene,’ which make visible 
the ubiquitous media that are the result of ecological violence: e-waste and 
unsustainable geo-practices such as fracking that are necessary to maintain 
technological and corporate cultural networks where worker exploitation 
continues on as in bygone periods. An alternative media history that 
extends toward geophysics of media culture becomes possible. The ‘geol-
ogy of the media’ (Parikka, 2015) requires that the ‘temporality’ of the 
tech-media products need to be rethought as the ‘deep time’ of fossilized 
e-detritus, the toxic residue whose decay cycles may last longer than our 
species survival, what Timothy Morton (2013) calls ‘hyperobjects,’ which 
raise more questions than they answer (Bradley, 2019). Such geophysics 
extends from interest in alchemists to contemporary mining practices, the 
discovery of new minerals, as well as the invention of new elements, and 
the affective materialities that present themselves for the ‘new media.’ 
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Parikka (2015) invests in the possibility of a ‘psychophysics,’ which sup-
plements, if not replaces the psychogeography as the all too human study 
of cities by the Situationists updating Walter Benjamin’s flaneûr. The shift 
is to an inhuman orientation: “a cartography of architecture of the tech-
nological that is embedded in the geophysical” (p.  79). Parrika pushes 
Anthropocene thinking in the direction of the posthuman as there is a 
strong recognition that technology transforms our species both physically, 
psychically, and spiritually (i.e., affectively). In this sense he supplements 
work that both Michel Serres (2001) and Bernard Stiegler (2018) have 
developed; the former with his ideas of exo-Darwinism in relation to tech-
nologies, and the latter attempting to rethink the thermodynamics of the 
Anthropocene through negentropy where new technologies might be able 
to harness new energy sources (e.g., fusion).

Contemporary Cosmic Artisans of the Anthropocene: Culling 
a Pedagogy … of Sorts

Since the advent of ubiquitous computerization and digitalization (ca. 
mid-twentieth century), and with the beginning of the twenty-first cen-
tury designated as the biotech society (Rifkin, 1999), bioengineering was 
accelerated by the Human Genome Project (launched in 1990 and ending 
in 2003). Virtually all ‘new’ technologies have by-and-large overcome the 
hylomorphic paradigm of industrial production, pithily stated as the ‘heat, 
beat and treat’ methods of harnessing Nature. Strongly stated, in relation 
to Deleuze and Guattari’s 1980s explorations in TP, art and design has 
turned ‘cosmological.’ When it comes to technological DIY side of this 
development the so-called Makerspaces, broadly defined as “community-
oriented places in which an ethos of do-it-yourself (DIY) experimentation 
with new technologies and materials coalesces with the goals of sharing 
knowledge and collaboration” (Reider & Elam-Handloff, 2018). Suffice 
to say that (perhaps), following Deleuze and Guattari, a zone of indiscern-
ibility is indeed established in these makerspaces where human and inhu-
man ‘smart’ technologies come together forging a field of becomings 
through mutual use, modulation, incubation and mutation. Such an arti-
san fits their description of “a homemade atomic bomb” (TP, 345, added 
emphasis). The artisan is indeed the hero in this endeavor as labor is cer-
tainly not Taylorized; processes are grasped, shared, researched and exper-
imented with. Skill and knowhow are forwarded as craft, art, science, and 
technology collapse together. For Sjoerd van Tuinen (2017) this presents 
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a mannerist genealogy traceable to the sixteenth century. Artists and arti-
san so engaged are primarily digital designers engaged in processes that 
utilize the latest technologies where coded algorithms become the agen-
tial artist via the robot or via a 3-d printing machine. Quayola ‘s Captives 
#B8-6-0 ‘replicates Michelangelo’s Captives (unfinished slaves) by enlist-
ing a large, digitally controlled milling machine. The machine ‘frees’ the 
slaves from the polystyrene blocks as documented on video (there is no 
audience). Dominique Moulon (2018) offers a host of other examples in 
his Art Beyond Digital. The recycling of trash, garbage, and waste to de-
commodify (e.g., Germano Celant’s arte povera) is also part of a ‘new 
alchemy,’ as in Wilhelm Mundt’s ‘packaged studio shit.’ These are his 
sculptural stones, a sort of record of the ‘crap’ he leaves behind while 
working in his studio, which is re-packaged and (again) de-commodified, 
but only paradoxically as these ‘stones’ are exhibited and sold. Then there 
is ‘reversed alchemy,’ turning electronic e-waste (shit) into gold (Feigelfield 
& Parikka, 2015). Or, we might point to Wim Delvoye’s Cloaca 
(2000–2007), a series of mechanical contraptions that utilize the latest 
technologies that do the ‘job’ of the human intestines: they shit. The 
cured ‘turds’ sell for 1000 dollars each. Shit, after all, is money according 
to Freud, and this is an alchemist’s trick to change shit into gold like the 
previous examples. The springing up of makerspaces in communities, uni-
versities, libraries, museums, K-12 schools present a maker movement that 
fits nicely into the entrepreneurial spirit of commodification linked to capi-
talism, the state and to the private institutions they are founded and sup-
ported by. While there is a ‘hacker ethic’ as well that differentiates itself 
from market forces, its range and impact remains limited (Kostakis et al., 
2015). The best ‘hackers’ are asked to join the social media industries, 
especially Google, Apple, Amazon and Facebook.

At the turn of the twenty-first century, a number of important books 
emerged: Donna Haraway’s Modest_Witness@Second_Millennium.
FemaleMan©Meets_OncoMouse™, N. Katherine Hayles’ How We Became 
Posthuman, and Jeremy Rikin’s Biotech Century to mention key authors 
who began to raise issues about bioengineering. The digital Makerspaces 
that were dominated by telematic art with its emphasis on ‘dry medium’ 
were supplemented, if not supplanted by ‘life’ itself. Life now became the 
‘play’ thing via genetic manipulation, stem cell research and transgenic 
Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs). Telematics was supplemented, 
supplanted and infused with bioengineering; a generation of 
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‘exo-Darwinian technologies (Serres, 2001) began to develop using nano-
techologies. These developments enabled cross-modular synesthetic sen-
sations to take place such as the ‘seeing’ with your tongue, modifying 
what a body could ‘do.’ Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the Body with-
out Organs (BwO) has been successfully appropriated by a third wave of 
cyberneticists, paving the way for a transhumanist future exemplifying the 
potential of the Anthropocene as the ‘age of man’ (More & Vita-More, 
2013). The Body without Organs is a concept Deleuze and Guattari 
develop that helps comprehend how bodily organs are organized, whether 
they are productive or not, healthy or not, cancerous or not. The point is 
such an imaginary body is materialized through the technologies that 
actualize it, by drugs and ‘medical herbs’ of all kinds, or an entire host of 
‘smart’ machines that now monitor the functioning of various organs and 
bodily systems, conscious and non-conscious alike: an endless list of cybor-
gian gadgets—heart monitors, respiratory aids for asthma, blood analysis, 
contact lenses, and so on.

In these developments, the cosmic artist-artisan now emerges in several 
directions where art, craft, technology and science come together under 
the broader umbrella of biomimesis (Benyus, 1997). There is a particular 
strain of bioart that is deeply steeped in the craft traditions where the 
‘play’ with living materials takes precedence in the name of providing for 
a waste-free environment; the production cycle of the commodity ends up 
being completely biodegradable. The most common living materials used 
here are the various forms of fungi. Scientists and artists work together in 
various corporate sponsored and entrepreneurial start up labs where fungi 
are used to detoxify plastics, microorganisms such as yeast are used to 
produce bioethanol, leather products are being replaced with products 
made of mycelium, which is also being used as a building block material. 
Hemp and kelp are other living fibers that are explored for clothing as well 
as disposal shoe design. There is a whole industry around spider’s silk. 3-d 
printing of a certain fungi has now become possible. It seems the possibili-
ties here are limitless. All these initiatives are consonant with the idea of 
Gilbert Simondon’s (2017) notions of individuation, transduction and 
‘disparation.’ It has taken on the signifier ‘endosymbiosis’ with nature 
(jagodzinski, 2019a).

The bioart-craft referred to above is a subset of biomimicry that was 
spearheaded at the turn of the century. Janine Beuyus’ Biomimicry: 
Innovation Inspired by Nature came out in 1997 promising a new revolu-
tion in industrial production. Biomimesis, sometimes called ‘synthetic 
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biology’ and a ‘synthetic aesthetic’ (Ginsberg, 2014), calls on nature as its 
inspiration and innovation to bring together engineering, design and biol-
ogy in new ways to grow physical devices and structures (cells, from the 
ground up, rather than from the top down). ‘Life’ rather than the ‘gene’ 
is its focus, although both are obviously entangled. It is the careful exami-
nation of nature’s design that can be expanded. For instance, the study of 
how birds conserve energy by changing their wing shapes in various con-
ditions of flight so that such knowledge can be transferred over into the 
aircraft industry; or, new material synthesized from spider’s silk, mycelium 
bricks, termite-mound inspired buildings are now possible. Perhaps Rachel 
Armstrong’s (2018) ‘living architecture’ where proto cells are developed, 
manufactured and grown to replace rotting wood in cities such as Venice 
is a remarkable example of the power of such technologies.

The corporate world, especially venture capitalism, is highly invested in 
biomimetic design. In brief, biomimesis, while so full of promises, is thor-
oughly harnessed for its utilitarian usefulness for industry and the military 
(Johnson, 2010). Nonhuman life is harnessed to a capitalist imaginary. 
Nonhuman life becomes intellectual property (as opposed to raw material) 
to be harnessed as an active product of knowledge (and not for passive 
consumption). It is what nonhuman entities can ‘do’ through their physi-
ological capacities to guide and ‘teach’ us how to do it (nature’s ‘wisdom’), 
which is what becomes identified as ‘enclosed’ intellectual property (the 
patent), and not the nonhuman entity ‘in-itself ’ (Goldstein & Johnson, 
2015). Nature becomes productive in its processes that can be mimicked 
for specific utilitarian needs and effects as animal and machine boundary 
breaks down. In effect, they are the nonhuman extension of the ‘Maker 
entrepreneurial culture’ that has spread throughout universities and indus-
try. Each organic creature is now carefully dismantled, dissected and 
explored for its capacity to perform, evaluated for its bio-value. It’s ‘vitality 
index.’ Such knowledge also generates the building blocks to construct 
‘wetware machines’ as neurobiology meets robotics so that bio-tech-
science can begin to mimic nature’s own creatures (e.g., stigmergy naviga-
tion in ants and geese, bat sonar, lizard limb regeneration and so on). The 
proviso being, only those nonhumans whose productivity can be exploited 
are chosen. The sleight of hand to stave off accusations of enslavement, 
which would be ineffective anyway given that The Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights does not apply the nonhuman other, is to maintain that 
Nature is now honored and respected for its capacity to ‘show us the way’ 
in collaboration. Nonhuman life now becomes ‘terra economica,’ a 
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repository of limitless potential to become capital (Goldstein & Johnson, 
2015, p. 76). The economic blueprint for such a world order is presented 
by “natural capitalism” (Hawken et al., 1999) with claims to “intentional 
biology,” meaning more and more knowledge leading to complete con-
trol of nature.

A byproduct of biomimesis has been the recent development in the 
field of biosensing (Johnson, 2017). LimCo International has developed a 
LimCo BioSensor System (LBS). Based in Germany, this corporation uses 
multiple species of whole-body organisms to monitor fresh and marine 
water sources for pollutants. Between eight and 96 sensor chambers house 
an array of animal species (fish, worms, crustaceans, mollusks, microor-
ganisms), which are carefully monitored for their ‘expressions of life.’ 
Their ‘behavioural fingerprints’ are exposed to different ecological system 
from which their reactions indicate the severity of hazardous anthropo-
genic chemicals, biologically produced toxins, and blue-green algae. 
Pollution is thus made ‘measurable.’ Bioanalytical Microsystems and 
Biosensors Laboratory (BMB), located at Cornell University, has synthe-
sized liposomes that are used in small-scale technological devices that can 
signal the presence of pathogenetic organisms: toxins in foods, drinking 
water and in the generalized environment. The Wyss Institute at Harvard 
reengineers plants with Green Florescent Protein (GFP) to identify patho-
gens. Microorganisms are now used in biomining and bioleaching to 
extract minerals from ores beyond the mine.

While it is true that biosensing enables a way of seeing with nonhuman 
life, expanding the human sensorium and has the potential to shift per-
spectives in environmental health, it is also true that this industry is deeply 
tied to the profit industry. It selects what trait is useful in a plant, animal 
or microorganism. This applies also to ‘brain’ research with “artificial ani-
mals” as they are called—hybrid robotic creatures modified from existing 
animals, mostly rats and fish. These hybrids become ‘tranimals’ (Kelley, 
2014). Thomas DeMarse develops neural interfaces by growing neurons 
(rat nerve cells) that integrate as a network on chips creating an organic 
computer or ‘living computer’ that is able to autopilot a jet plane in a 
stimulator. Sanjiv Talwar’s ratbot (robo-rat) has electrodes implanted in its 
medial forebrain bundle (MFB) and sensorimotor cortex of the brain so it 
can be ‘controlled’ at remote distances via a computer terminal. Then 
there is Mussa-Ivaldi’s neurobiotic explorations of the lamprey to under-
stand how its olfactory systems and motor orientations work. It was pos-
sible to remove the entire eel brain and keep it functioning in a nutrient 
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medium with electrodes implanted and then installed in a robot-cart. This 
‘brain,’ as the sole processor, was able to move this cart forward through 
photophilic means simply by having a light shine on it. While these are all 
bioengineering wonders meant to improve our living standards, in effect 
they exemplify the way all organic life is there to be used only to ser-
vice ‘us.’

Given this sweep of technological openings that have such a strong 
appeal to technological innovations with almost ‘magical’ properties of 
control, pedagogy becomes a rather ‘dull’ endeavor if the latest machine 
learning and digitalized resources are not harnessed for the classroom. 
The Covid-19 pandemic has shown that online learning, while limited, is 
possible. It seems that this residual experience will remain as an incentive 
by many institutions as a cost-saving strategy. Internet technologies have 
clearly demonstrated that knowledge as information is not where educa-
tion can find its raison d’être any longer. Not only do designers have to 
think ‘otherwise’ (Marenko & Brassett, 2015), but the biopolitics of life 
and surveillance become crucial issues to be discussed in classes if there is 
to be a rethink of science, technology, and the humanities.

Sequel to Come?

To end, the cosmic artisan has been essentially captured by capitalism. 
These recent developments of craft-bioart, biomimesis and biosensing 
seems to play so well into the ‘Good Anthropocene.’ Some have called 
these developments a ‘radical Enlightenment’ (Gare, 2014) in the way art, 
science, technology have come together that may provide a turn to an 
‘ecological civilization.’ As it stands, however the underlying philosophy 
of biomimesis, biosemiotics and ecosemiotics is anthropocentric as it is 
ultimately, a world-for-us that is promoted, more and more control of 
nature as its ‘workings’ are symbiotically uncovered. There is a whole 
other side to this story by artists who actively push back these develop-
ments, but with ‘climate change’ looming in our face, as it were, all bets 
seem to be on these new technologies. Philosophers such as Eugene 
Thacker (2008) have tried to rethink the philosophy of biology as biophi-
losophy, which looks at life as a multiplicity and brings in the fundamental 
aspects of death that are very much part of life. There are bioartists, signifi-
cantly like Natalie Jeremijenko, who attempt to reverse the picture so that 
we learn from the ecologies of various animals, and there are bioartists 
who, as ‘hackers,’ attempt to provide a minoritarian position that 
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questions the bioengineering of new organisms (here TC&A, CAE, Kac 
remain strong critics) (jagodzinski, 2019b).

In relation to the question of a planetary consciousness, which I raised 
at the start of this chapter, it seems that explorations such as Rosi Braidotti’s 
(2013b) nomadic form of reflexive cosmopolitanism, or Ron Bogue’s 
(2012) ‘chaosmopolitanism’ imaginaries should not be lost but enter-
tained and worked in relation to the other proposals such as Hardt and 
Negri’s conception of the ‘commons’ despite their limitations. We need 
more imaginary projections, perhaps like that of Arran Gare’s call for a 
radical Enlightenment, which does not lose site of the inhuman and non-
human assemblages that are in play, yet exemplify the need not to lose 
sight of ‘species-integrity.’ Perhaps most radically, as Patricia MacCormack 
(2020) insists in her manifesto for the end of the Anthropocene, there is 
the urgent need to initiate a strict form of animal abolitionism. Yet. if our 
species extinction is on the table, meaning that death needs to be continu-
ously rethought in relation to life, which is what consumes the biopolitics 
of capitalism, then Ray Brassier’s (2007) controversial ‘transcendental 
realism,’ where nihilism as a crisis of meaning needs to be faced, should 
not be dismissed outright either. This plunges us into the direction of dark 
pedagogy that has been profoundly explored by Jason Wallin (2014, 2015). 
If there is a ‘New Earth’ to come, vigilance needs to be maintained toward 
the unthought. A ‘new (grand) narrative’ is badly needed, but one that 
circumvents capitalist machinations and staves off the coming dystopia. 
Pedagogy finds only singular pockets of ’smooth’ space to raise difficulties 
with teachers and students who sense the urgency of the ‘now’ of climate 
change. As an educator, one does not have the luxury to simply give up, at 
the same time, involvement of any kind enables determination to persist.
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CHAPTER 9

Lying on the Ground: Aesthetic Learning 
Processes in the Anthropocene

Helene Illeris

Prologue

On Friday 6th of October 2020, Fridays for Future Denmark had a public 
action in front of the Danish parliament. After a week-long occupation of the 
square, they collectively performed the funeral of their own future, their hopes 
and their dreams. After the funeral rite, the young activists lay down on the 
cold granite setts under the gray autumn sky, silently listening to Greta 
Thunberg’s voice from the loudspeakers: “Right here and right now is where we 
draw the line” she shouts, “You have stolen my dreams and my childhood with 
your empty words and yet I am one of the lucky ones”.

Afterwards the microphone is open, and one after the other the activists 
stand up and bear witness about their hope and dreams, fear and anger. A 
young girl states: “Climate is a lot about graphs and politics, but it is impor-
tant that we dare to be together around our grief and vulnerability”. In 
pronouncing the last words her voice breaks. (Krogh, 2020; Skolelever i over 
170 timers uafbrudt aktion, 2020)1
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Introduction

Today’s young people live in a world of limit experiences. Many are 
haunted by doubts and fear for their future as part of an anthropocene 
planet. To Generation Z, born between the late 1990s and the early 2010s, 
life-perspectives seem precarious and they generally feel more anxious 
about their future than previous generations (McMaster, 2020). According 
to the Future of Humanity-survey (Amnesty International, 2019),2 41% of 
young people aged 18–25, consider climate change to be the most impor-
tant issue facing the world, and an increasing number of them are demand-
ing radical changes to stop the threatening consequences of global 
warming (Barbiroglio, 2019).

In order to confront the politicians who are responsible, week after 
week the activists of #Fridays for Future (FFF) stand, sit and lie in front of 
parliament buildings all over the world. Inspired by Thunberg’s school 
strike, they repeatedly expose their bodies to the public, enacting what 
Judith Butler (2015, p. 18) has termed “an unforeseen form of political 
performativity that puts livable life at the forefront of politics”. As can be 
seen from the prologue, the symbolic funeral in front of the Danish 
Parliament in October 2020 was a direct expression of grief and despair 
among the young participants. By lying down on the ground as “dead 
corpses” symbolizing “the millions of humans who have died from climate 
changes and all the millions who will die” (Krogh, 2020), the activists 
materially performed the connection of their living bodies to death and 
with that, as we shall see, to the ground that sustains their human existence.

Presentation of the Chapter

In this chapter I will use the example of the Danish FFF action as an 
entrance to an inquiry into which ways human bodies might be involved 
in the transition from a well-known human-centred way of relating to the 
world to an unknown anthropocene way. Theoretically, I will focus on 
aesthetic learning processes (ALPs), a notion that is widely employed in 
contemporary Scandinavian educational research, and one that I believe 
can gain new relevance in the light of the pedagogical challenges posed by 
the Anthropocene. Empirically I will zoom in on the moment where the 
young activists are lying down on the parliament square, and on the meet-
ing between their bodies and the granite pavement. Following object-
oriented conceptions of aesthetic experience as attunement, I will argue 
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that, although the attention of the activists was directed at the voice of 
Greta Thunberg, the lying bodies and the granite pavement were secretly 
involved in an aesthetic process of tuning to each other. I thus deliberately 
change the focus of the text from the conscious staging of the symbolic 
form by the activists to the imagined aesthetic experiences of the bodies 
and the granite setts, the paving stones. In order to relate these speculative 
ideas to concrete educational practices, I end the chapter by offering an 
educational proposition which aims to connect the explicit environmental 
political intentions of the activists with the implicit political intentions of 
reconceptualizing ALPs for the Anthropocene.

The inquiry is divided into three separate sections:

•	 Section I presents ALPs as conceptualized in Scandinavian educa-
tional discourses since the early 1990s. Through a discussion of 
the two partly overlapping approaches of production and reception, 
it shows how ALPs sustain modernist conceptions of learning as a 
human-centred activity.

•	 Section II proposes an object-oriented reconceptualization of ALPs 
in the Anthropocene in the light of the imagined aesthetic experi-
ences of the bodies of the young activists lying on the ground.

•	 Section III uses the insights from sections I and II to introduce prop-
osition as a creative and experiential way to enact ALPs as part of a 
pedagogy for the Anthropocene.

I. Aesthetic Learning Processes 
in Scandinavian Education

In Scandinavian3 education, ALPs are considered a key approach to educa-
tion (cf. e.g. Hohr & Pedersen, 1996; Austring & Sørensen, 2006; 
Lindstrand & Selander, 2009; Fink-Jensen & Nielsen, 2009; Johansen, 
2018). While, according to Tavin (2007), Anglo-American researchers are 
often familiar with more general terms such as “aesthetic consciousness”, 
“aesthetic processes” and “aesthetic modes of knowing”, in Scandinavia 
ALP has been the favourite term to denote processes where learning 
occurs through sense-based and emotional approaches (Illeris, 2012). 
Recalling Friedrich Schiller’s early romantic work On the Aesthetic 
Education of Man (1795/2004), ALPs are basically understood as a play-
ful form of mediation between the form-drive of the self-conscious 
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enlightenment subject and the matter-drive of man as part of nature, liv-
ing “in the here-and-now, carried along by the stream of time” (Hohr, 
2002, p. 64).

Regarding educational practices, the concept of ALPs is used in two 
different ways: it is used in relation to the pedagogy of specific “aesthetic 
subjects”, mainly the arts (visual art, music, theatre etc.), and it is used to 
indicate a dimension of all learning that can thus be connected to all 
themes and subjects (Lindstrand & Selander, 2009, p. 13; Fink-Jensen & 
Nielsen, 2009, pp. 192–220). The basic understandings are also twofold. 
In relation to arts education, ALPs have mainly been understood as a mode 
of production where learners are taught how to communicate their impres-
sions of the world through symbolic form (Austring & Sørensen, 2006, 
p. 107). As a dimension of all subjects, ALPs are mainly considered a mode 
of perception where learners relate to the existing world through their 
senses to increase the emotional depth and inner motivation of the learn-
ing experience (Wickman & Jakobson, 2009, p. 130). As we shall see, this 
is especially important for environmental education where ALPs are con-
sidered a way of giving learners a deeper understanding of nature.

ALPs as a Mode of Production

Historically speaking, the concept of ALPs was developed by critical 
Scandinavian educational researchers in the early 1990s (cf. e.g. Løvlie, 
1990; Schou, 1990). In arts education, ALPs became part of a paradigm 
shift where the child-centred pedagogy of the 1960s and 1970s, was sub-
stituted by research-based approaches inspired by critical theories of cog-
nition and learning (Illeris, 2012). Of particular importance was the 
redefinition of the aesthetic experience in education from an open and 
playful approach to creativity, to a specific form of cognition that could be 
expressed through “form-producing activities” (Hohr & Pedersen, 1996). 
By combining Schiller’s ideas of aesthetic education with Alfred Lorenzer’s 
(1972) socialization theory and Susanne Langer (1960) symbol theory, 
the Norwegian educational researcher Hans Jörg Hohr explained ALP as 
experiential learning through the production of “created and intentional 
form”, for example, design, play, ritual, dance, song, music, painting, film, 
theatre and literature (Hohr & Pedersen, 1996, p. 23).

In later publications on ALPs, such as Austring and Sørensen’s Aesthetics 
and Learning (2006) the “aesthetic mode of learning” is translated into a 
model of didactic progression “where learners through aesthetic 
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mediation transform their impressions of the world to aesthetic expres-
sions of form allowing them to reflect and communicate about themselves 
and the world” (Austring & Sørensen, 2006, p. 107). Through three dis-
tinct phases, impression provided by direct sensation through contact with 
inner and outer realities, expression focused on the production of own 
pictures or other expressive forms, and reflection where learners communi-
cate about their products, the subject learns how to communicate sym-
bolically about his or her personal way of perceiving the world. In this way, 
ALPs contribute actively to education as a human-centred activity aiming 
at elevating personal sensuous impressions to interpersonal communica-
tion through form-giving activities where “the world” is understood as a 
surrounding that provides the subject with “impressions”, or as inert mat-
ter, providing the subject with “materials” to be formed 2021.

ALPs as a Mode of Reception

When ALPs are understood as a dimension of all learning, sensuous expe-
riences are more likely to be understood as having an educational value in 
themselves. In environmental and sustainability education, ALPs are often 
understood phenomenologically as related to sensuous experiences in, of, 
and with nature. While most programmes of environmental and sustain-
ability education employ models of understanding from the natural sci-
ences, ALPs emphasizes sensuous and emotional experiences which are 
able to loosen the separation between the human self and nature as a 
nonhuman form of existence. According to the Danish researcher and 
nature guide Lasse Thomas Edlev, in ALPs the learner

has to be able to connect sensuously and to be emotionally open to new 
sides both of nature and of oneself, maybe even to be able to experience the 
oceanic feeling it can be when the separation between the I and nature loos-
ens up. (Edlev, 2009, p. 20)

With reference to the concept of mimesis as developed by Danish existen-
tial phenomenologist Mogens Pahuus (1988), Edlev explains that:

To sense natural phenomena […] includes a kind of creative activity where 
the forms and rhythms of nature are bodily experienced, where the senses 
and the emotional register develops and where the ability to contact and 
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modes of expression are trained. In this sense an experience of nature can be 
perceived as an ‘aesthetic learning process’. (Edlev, 2009, p. 16)

The “ability to contact” should be trained to develop the senses and the 
emotional register as a value in itself. Following environmental phenom-
enologists like David Abram (1997), we here see a sensibility towards 
nature not only as surrounding, material or matter, but as a more-than-
human form of being that learners can contact.

While in arts education ALPs as a mode of production tend to echo the 
enlightenment idea of using individual expression to elevate pupils from a 
state of passive, sense-based reception to a state of active communication 
(Bengtsson, 2019), the approach to ALPs as a mode of perception 
employed by environmental education is more open-ended and directed 
at the value of sensuous experience as related to nature. Inspired by exis-
tential phenomenology, the concept of mimesis is used to indicate a recip-
rocal process where the human body tunes to nature by assimilating its 
forms and rhythms (Pahuus, 1988). In environmental education, the 
form-giving imperative of arts education, where the scope of ALPs is to 
make learners become more human, is loosened in favour of ALPs as a way 
to let go of oneself, becoming more nature and less human.

II. Aesthetic Learning Processes as Attunement: 
Lying on the Ground

In the first chapter of the anthology Art in the Anthropocene, the edi-
tors Heather Davis and Etienne Turpin (2015, p. 11) argue that in the 
Anthropocene, “Our sensorial and perceptive systems are being 

When a  lies on the  it is as close to  as it might physically be, drawn 
down by the force of gravity. Lying down minimizes the  use of 
physical strength and maximizes the use of other senses. It helps the  
to feel itself, it allows it to listen, to smell, to see and to touch and it 
gives room for dreams and , for relaxation and sleep. By being open 
to sensations and dreams, and by its passivity, defenselessness and , 
the  lying on the ground connects to a realm of unspoken forces and 
intensities that operate beyond the symbolic messages of acting as 
“dead corpses”.

  H. ILLERIS



181

refashioned at rates that we can barely keep up with, as the world around 
us changes so rapidly”, and that “our current climate demands a different 
kind of aesthetic and sensorial attention”. According to them, we need art 
and aesthetics in order to learn to develop “techniques to begin to think 
through the limits of our temporal frameworks, and then thinking beyond 
them” (pp. 12–13).

In pedagogy, this means that we have to think of new ways to support 
the learner with the refashioning of their human perceptive systems, which 
will allow them to think beyond their own species, and to connect with 
other forms of existence on their own terms. In the new material reality of 
the Anthropocene, we need to find paths to re-embrace the matter drive 
that aesthetic education, according to Schiller (1795/2004), should help 
humans to control by elevating it to “play”. What Kant (1798/1991, 
p. 54, quoted in Bengtsson, 2019, p. 68) saw as the innate “laziness and 
cowardice” of man, might now be praised as a human strength, forcing us 
to slow down our ever accelerating level of activity and instead become 
more receiving, more accepting, more earth-bound. In the words of the 
three Scandinavian authors of the book Dark Pedagogy: Education, Horror 
and the Anthropocene (2019), the self of Anthropocene Bildung needs to 
be “ecologized”:

The self at the core of Bildung is to be ecologized and turned into a primar-
ily natural phenomenon. Or, to put it in another way, the cultural formation 
of self is to be rethought as a process of natural becoming within the nonhu-
man parameters of the environmental conditions and foundations of mod-
ern societies. (Lysgaard et al., 2019, p. 16)

The Bodies

I will now return to the bodies of the activists lying on the square in front 
of the parliament after the funeral of “the future as we know it”, and dis-
cuss how to relate this action to a reconceptualization of ALPs.

If we follow the arts education approach, where ALPs are understood 
as a mode of production, the funeral can be seen as a playful way to give 
form to the young activists’ feelings of anger and despair. By staging a 
ritual, they manage to communicate not only their political position, but 
their personal emotions related to climate changes. By lying on the square 
as “corpses”, they symbolically show their solidarity with the dying planet 
and with people whose lives are already seriously affected by the changed 
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human living-conditions of the Anthropocene era (Krogh, 2020; 
Skolelever i over 170 timers uafbrudt aktion, 2020).

If, in contrast, we follow the environmental education approach, where 
ALPs are seen as a mode of perception, the action becomes less about 
political communication and more about getting in touch with personal 
feelings. Here, the moment of lying down gains significance as a moment 
where the activists sensuously connect to the earth on which their future 
depends. From this position the less spectacular moment of just lying on 
the ground, showing and accepting bodily vulnerability, can be more 
important than the funeral itself. Instead of a strong, active and autono-
mous self, the body on the ground represents the greatest fear of many 
educators: the fear of doing nothing, of passivity, inertia, of pupils acting 
as objects without the individuality and autonomy so cherished in the 
Didaktik-tradition of European pedagogical thought (Lysgaard et  al., 
2019, p. 15).

The Little Death of the Self

Stefan Bengtsson, one of the authors of Dark Pedagogy, compares the 
“little death” of the passive subject to human fear in front of our own 
vulnerability:

As the subject has to think in order to be a subject, the act of not-thinking 
might remind the subject of its vulnerability. We might re-encounter this 
fear of passivity and the little death in education with the pre-eminent 
demand of action and focus on activity. (Bengtsson, 2019, p. 69)

Bengtsson relates vulnerability to the (re-)opening of the porous and 
dependent kind of self that modern education has so eagerly tried to close 
by understanding education as the formation of a strong, coherent and 
enclosed self. Instead, the uncontrollable forces of the Anthropocene 
make us aware that the human self is not transparent, that it is out of our 
grasp, and that it cannot be given any authentic or new form. Realizing 
this causes an anxiety that, from a speculative point of view, might also be 
a reason for the grief of the young activists: What they have lost is not only 
the future of life as they know it, they are also losing the idea of self as they 
imagined it. Instead of the promised development of a coherent and capa-
ble self, able to design its own future by working hard and making 
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reasonable choices, what they are actually dealing with when lying on the 
parliament square is what Bengtsson calls a twilight self:

[…] Vulnerability relates to that feeling of dark, shimmering self not appar-
ent to myself. When the self is reflecting on itself there is not mere nothing-
ness, but rather a twilight self, a self barely visible in darkness. What the self 
finds is not an absolute nothingness, but rather a presence of absence. 
(Bengtsson, 2019, pp. 78–79)

Attunement as an Aesthetic Mode of Connecting

Theoretically Dark Pedagogy is driven by Object-Oriented Ontology 
(OOO, pronounced ‘triple O’), a speculative realist approach4 coined by 
Graham Harman (2011, 2018a) and Timothy Morton (2013, 2016). At 
the core of OOO is the recognition that being is not reserved for humans, 
or that the being of humans is not different from the existence of every-
thing else: plants, bacteria, rocks, monsters or memories. In OOO all 
forms of being, even ideas and feelings, are understood equally as objects, 
and each object exists in two forms: the real object which is per definition 
withdrawn and unknown even to the object itself, and the sensual object, 
the object as it appears, and which will thus always be a correlate of the 
experience of another object (Harman, 2018a, pp. 78–80; Illeris, 2020, 
pp.  156, 162). An important thing to notice is that even if all things, 
including immaterial phenomena are objects, it does not mean that they 
are objects in the same way, or that all objects are real. On the contrary, 
each object has its own form of existence, which it does not share with any 
other object and that is withdrawn even from the object itself. In addition, 
there is no privileged interaction between objects, meaning that the inter-
action between two things is as important as the relationship between a 
human and a nonhuman form of existence (Harman, 2011, p. 6).5

From a background in literary theory, Morton has written extensively 
about the aesthetic experience in the light of OOO (Morton, 2013, 
2018). To him, aesthetics is what happens when two objects unintention-
ally reach out towards each other, causing a third object, “the relation-
ship”, to come into being (Morton, 2013, p. 23). The reciprocal attention 
between objects happens through attunement, meaning that what Harman 
terms the sensual objects reach out to each other and link to each other’s 
phenomenological qualities. Morton thus reinterprets Harman’s 
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description of the interaction between nonhuman forms of existence, see-
ing these interactions as aesthetic events:

Aesthetic events are not limited to interactions between humans or between 
humans and painted canvases or between humans and sentences in dramas. 
They happen when a saw bites into a fresh piece of plywood. They happen 
when a worm oozes out of some wet soil. They happen when a massive 
object emits gravity waves. (Morton, 2013, s. 19–20)

From this quote, what was going on the square could be understood as an 
aesthetic event characterized by the attunement among objects of sensu-
ous qualities such as temperature, consistence and surface. Attunement 
also incorporates what Morton (2018, p. 128) calls temporality formats: 
the long, slow, planetary time of the granite against the fast pulsing, short-
lived human-biology time of the bodies. The history of excavation and 
elaboration of stone for human purposes against the stone’s resistance, its 
hardness, its unwillingness to adapt but also its humble acceptance of lying 
there, paving the streets and squares, firstly in the old baroque city, and 
later on as part of rapidly changing urban trends, most recently as a part of 
terror protection measures (Danske Landskabsarkitekter, 2019). 
Compared to the human bodies that lie down, rise and proceed to live 
their short lives, the setts are stayers. Most humans would not expect them 
to act differently, to be anything apart from inert matter, but still one 
could argue that fighting against climate change is also a fight to give 
something back to the stones, to let them exist in their own right.

Thus, when I imagine the relationship between the bodies of the activ-
ists and the granite setts, I imagine the interaction between two forms of 
existence independently of the mind, attention or consciousness usually 
thought to be a prerequisite of such a connection. In Morton’s vocabu-
lary, the body and granite tune to each other independently of the fact that 
the thoughts of the activists are directed at something else, for example, at 
Greta’s voice or the consequences of global warming.

ALPs as a Mode of Attunement

In the anthropocene era, human bodies are an inseparable part of geologi-
cal and biological changes that now are happening so fast that the human 
time of the historical period intersects with the geological time of the 
Earth (Colebrook, 2017, p.  1). To grasp the significance of the 
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Anthropocene it is thus crucial that we as humans get in touch with the 
planet that we are a part of, not only as a resource for human expansion, 
but as a world of objects, each with their own mysterious form of exis-
tence. The right to be, to live and to die with dignity is not only a human 
right; it is planetary.

Following Morton’s theory of attunement, ALPs can become possible 
modes of connection among humans and other forms of planetary exis-
tence and among nonhuman objects. By revitalizing the idea of the aes-
thetic experience as attunement between objects, we can find ways for 
pedagogy to reconceptualize learning as truly situated and practice-bound 
(Illeris, 2016).

As Davis and Turpin indicate, our modes of perception are changing. 
Almost without noticing, we have begun to see and to sense with whom 
we coexist and many of us are experimenting with possible reterritorializa-
tions of our ways of living. Like the young people on the square, we sense 
our aching bodies, exhausted from a life of contradictions and dilemmas 
between what we sense and how we live. In this situation, ALPs are not a 
mediation between human “drives”, but rather a way to learn how to exist 
as indeterminate, vulnerable beings living in landscapes of multiple densi-
ties, temporalities and rhythms. If we stop ignoring everything that does 
not fit the time line of human progress, we can adopt ALPs as ways to 
revitalize possible forms of relationship between forms of existence though 
sensuous attunement and imagination.

Thus, when, for example, I try to understand a granite sett, I search for 
information from geology and urban history, but what I learn is not so 
much a series of facts as it is a possibility of attunement to another object. 
When I relate to the impossibility of imagining the movements that 
formed the earth and with it the granite, it seems almost impossible that 
right here and now I can strike the setts with my hand. I can perceive its 
inaccessibility and I can tune to the melancholia and joy of both of us 
being here, having sympathy, reaching out, although being apart.

On the one hand, the setts and my human body share some objects, 
certain minerals, for example, or our presence in the city of Copenhagen, 
but obviously, we do not share these relationships in the same way. Being 
a human, I have no chance to feel the minerals inside me, but knowing 
that my body hosts iron, magnesium, calcium and a number of other min-
erals, I can feel a kind of chemical solidarity with rocks:
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The aesthetic experience is about solidarity with what is given. It is a solidar-
ity, a feeling of alreadiness, for no reason in particular, with no agenda in 
particular—like evolution, like the biosphere… (Morton, 2018, p. 121)

Following this thinking, one could imagine that human bodies and granite 
setts tuning to each other could indicate a way for ALPs, not as a mode of 
either production or reception, but as a mode of attunement to/with other 
forms of existence.

III. Proposition for Aesthetic Learning Processes 
in the Anthropocene

Propositions

The above text is the result of a proposition that I offered to myself while 
writing this chapter. The proposition was formulated in these words: Go 
outside and lay your body flat down on the ground. When lying there, let the 
objects around you tune to your body and let your body tune to them.

During the last year, inspired by a/r/tography  (Leblanc & Irwin, 
2019) and by the SenseLab collective founded by Erin Manning (Manning 
& Massumi, 2014), I have worked with propositions as a didactic tool for 
ALPs in Sustainability Art Education (Illeris et al., 2022). Together with 
colleagues and students, I have explored how to make and enact proposi-
tions as “a theoretical lure or provocation that combines virtual potentials 
of the speculative imagination with the empirical dimensions of embodied 
experience in the actual world” (Roussel et al., 2018, p. 25). Inspired by 
the use of the term by Alfred North Whitehead (1929/1978), a proposi-
tion is a situated event, an opening that makes human and nonhuman 

I am lying on the grass. It is a cloudy day. A light rain touches the 
skin of my face. I can feel the cold of the  through my clothes. 
Gravity is keeping my limbs down. In my ears I hear past voices of 
teachers telling me to relax. I follow the clouds with my eyes. My  
tunes to the wind. To the being of wind. Then to the humid ground. 
My hearing tunes to traffic, wind, birds. I imagine planet  traveling 
through space at an incredible speed. I tune to this speed. The 
ground tunes to my.
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experiences with and of the world take new directions, or as formulated by 
Manning in a chapter written together with Brian Massumi:

The proposition is so much more than a statement. It is nothing less than a 
worlding. It is a serial iteration of the world’s complexing, and re-
complexing, of its own relational potential. The proposition is the force of 
thought gone worlding. (Manning & Massumi, 2020, s. 8)

In philosophy Morton’s OOO-approach and the process-philosophy 
adopted by Manning and Massumi might be seen as difficult to bring 
together, but as a pedagogical approach, my experience is that proposi-
tions are able to draw attention to attunement in a very simple way with-
out reducing the complexity of the event.

In my educational practice, a proposition is a simple proposal aimed at 
exploratory practices, in order for humans as well as nonhumans to tune 
to the complexity of the world as it exposes itself through innumerable 
objects of all kinds. To my students I have described propositions in the 
following way:

•	 A proposition is as an open invitation that someone/something 
offers to you.

•	 It is not an assignment but an occasion to open your worldviews and 
let them develop in new and unexpected directions.

•	 Instead of explain and simplify, a proposition maintains and explores 
complexity

•	 A proposition works from a premise of equality instead of hierarchy
•	 A proposition is an occasion to experience sensuous knowledge in 

the making
•	 A proposition is a practice, meaning that you can only create propo-

sitions by practising them yourself before you offer them to others

In the proposition Go outside and lay your body flat down on the ground…, 
the important thing is that your body can tune to the ground and vice 
versa, and that you allow your mind and self to become less while your 
body attunes to all the objects inside, outside and around you—including 
sensations, memories and wishes. This implies a suspension of action-
oriented forms of being in favour of passiveness, something that we are 
used to seeing as embarrassing and painful. According to enlightenment 
philosophy “to be an object” is the worst you can be, but following the 
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thoughts of OOO this proposition entails exactly this: the presence of the 
absence of being someone, of being a coherent self (Bengtsson, 
2019, p. 79).

To me, practising this proposition has given something that is difficult 
to translate into words. On the scale of human mind, lying down has so 
many connotations (e.g. of sleep, death, sunbathing), and, of course, 
many of them appear in my mind when I do it. On the scale of my human 
body, lying down makes me feel heavy, my breath gets deeper, my senses 
open. On the scale of the objects tuning to me, yes, we connect or rather 
as sensuous objects we form a new form of existence, a new object, which 
I cannot capture at all. I become something like a me-body-grass-wind-
air-ground-lips-birdsong-breath-cold-childhood-memories-and-much-
more-object. But I also somehow become a lazy-shameful-uncomfortable- 
stupid-embarrassing-object in need of movement and escape.

Why this discomfort? In the Anthropocene, pedagogy is about opening 
a vulnerable rift between appearance and essence, and thus of rethinking 
and re-experiencing the human form of being a part of the world (Morton, 
2013, 188; Bengtsson, 2019, p. 80). By enacting a funeral, the young FFF 
activists have yelled out their grief and desperation regarding the future of 
the planet. By lying down, they have shown their vulnerability and sym-
bolic connectedness to death. Inspired by this action and by my own 
experiments with propositions, I am convinced that the Anthropocene 
calls for a pedagogy of death and of transformation. Pedagogy is the 
funeral, the first steps into the deep unknown of anthropocene forms of 
perception where human bodies and granite setts begin to sense each 
other, explore each other, pay tribute to each other. Although proposi-
tions might sound like doing very little, it might be a place to start with in 
order to re-calibrate human perception to the aesthetic reality of the 
Anthropocene.

Conclusion

Like the rest of society, the school of today is haunted by a constant and 
output-oriented demand of activity. Teachers have to make detailed pro-
gramming of each lesson to “teach to the test” (Biesta, 2009). In such a 
regime, there is no time for students to delve mindlessly and await other 
forms of existence to tune to them in reciprocal exchanges.
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In school, aesthetic learning processes, initially conceived of as a playful 
and sensuous form of human experience, are often reduced to stereotyped 
form-producing activities, at least when it comes to arts education. In 
environmental education ALPs risk being reduced to an add on to the 
prevailing science-based approach to nature. However, within Scandinavian 
environmental education, we also see the contours of a phenomenological 
approach where attunement to nature can be considered an ALP in itself, 
outside the artistic demand of expression and production.

Thinking with the action of FFF Denmark and with the young bodies 
lying on the ground after the symbolic funeral, the phenomenological 
conception of aesthetic learning processes as “mindless” attunement 
can be taken further in a reconceptualization of the relationship between 
all objects, human as well as nonhuman. If we bury the enlightenment 
idea of ALPs as processes where humans become more human by 
expressing themselves through material production, and substitute it 
with aesthetic learning processes as processes where humans learn to 
become less human and more attuned to all the objects with whom they 
co-exist, there is hope for a less anthropocentric (post-)anthropocene 
era. If we manage to operate with learning as a negative outcome, try-
ing to do less, produce less, consume less, we might actually begin to 
live the way the young activists wish for: living our lives closer to the 
ground, to granite, to Earth.

Notes

1.	 All translations from texts in Scandinavian languages are by the author.
2.	 In the Future of Humanity-survey on the most important issues facing the 

world, conducted in 2019 by Ipsos MORI on behalf of Amnesty International 
with 10.000 informants aged 18–25 from 27 countries, 41% respondents 
selected climate change, followed by pollution (36%) and terrorism (31%). 
Among environmental issues, global warming ranked highest, at 57%. 
(Amnesty International, 2019).

3.	 By Scandinavia, I intend Denmark, Norway and Sweden.
4.	 Speculative realism is a contemporary philosophical current that aims to 

think reality in itself, independent of the habitual ‘correlationism’ of most 
modern philosophical thought (see also Harman, 2018b).
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5.	 It should be noted that Harman (2011, Chap. 8) avoids the binary of with-
drawn and sensual object through the construction of his own quadruple 
object diagram with twelve sets of relations between real and sensuous 
objects and real and sensuous qualities.
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Embodying Knowledge: An Introduction

In this chapter we argue that humans have a duty of care towards nature 
that must be more effectively and inclusively realised before further willful 
damage is unleashed on the planet. Our focus is specifically waterscapes in 
relation to how they interact with other natural, earth and cultural sys-
tems. As Steffen, Crutzen and McNeil declared in 2007 when naming the 
Anthropocene Epoch and its fallout, “the future of Earth’s environment 
and its ability to provide the services required to maintain viable human 
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civilizations” (614) and their inter-species and elemental interconnec-
tions, is compromised now more than in any “other comparable period” 
(617). We intentionally position nature—and in the case of waterscapes 
presented here—as both sentient and intelligent creators, and conveyors 
of knowledge—beyond most human conceptions of what constitutes sen-
tience and intelligence—and complete with their own systems of significa-
tion and pedagogy, for which many humans hold only a rudimentary 
grasp. This is not to say that nature does not cause chaos and suffering 
itself, or have the “ability to act” (Bannon, 2020); the issue is more how 
human centric approaches view what nature is doing in and of its own 
cycles, and how the Anthropocene epoch has interfered dangerously with 
some of those cycles and inter-relationships, as the complex adaptive sys-
tems they are. In the context of this chapter, nature is positioned as the 
physical elemental, biotic, abiotic, floric, faunal and environmental aspects 
of the spectrum of all life, independent of and historically located in oppo-
sition to human culture. We aim to further dissolve this dangerous binary 
through a methodology that incorporates all life as equal parts of a web of 
inter-relationships.

Western management systems have until recently, overwhelmingly 
evolved to a place of working against nature not with it, or controlling and 
managing it according to primarily human economic needs. For example, 
the damming of rivers to support economic needs that are often out of 
balance with the capacity of the natural environment. This has resulted in 
the planet’s diminished capacity to continue to provide the service of all 
life, that asks us to re-vision how and what we think we know. For this 
reason, we re-visit and engage with invitations from First Nations 
Indigenous pedagogy and ontology. Through this collective knowledge 
that pre-dates dominant Eurocentric approaches by over 40,000 years, 
different insights, values and practices are now more available for sustain-
able cross-cultural collaboration. However, as Stephen Muecke (2011) 
suggests, Indigenous representations of knowledge and measurements of 
value, do not fit neatly into “western phenomenological orthodoxy” (2) 
or disciplinary systems that have self-created a legitimised system of knowl-
edge that has often been reductionist in terms of cultural diversity, and 
elemental respect. A new and inclusive lexicon and collaborative approach 
is currently needed so that attempts to learn from the broad spectrum of 
nature story and non-western cultures can expand, and isn’t misread as 
soft anthropomorphism or cultural tokenism.
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Maori scholar, Lewis Williams explains that, “The compulsions and rav-
ages of modernity, Euro-centrism and colonial capital expansion on our 
ecology is a well-worn story and one that needs to be repeated here” 
(2012, p. 400), because such approaches have dictated a sustained disem-
bodiment from elemental sources of life and culture. Our positioning, 
which also reflects the post-humanities turn in environmental education 
research, disrupts the human-centric western/industrialised belief that 
humans are the only species engaged in intelligent dissemination of knowl-
edge. In this chapter, we offer the broad methodology of re-wilding in the 
specific context of “water literacy” (Hawke, 2012) via examples of three 
re-wilded waterscapes, and finally integration of that knowledge into par-
ticipatory engagement with university students as citizen scientists.

We propose a re-wilding that invites all actors/agents into inter-species 
and elemental dialogue through: (a) affiliation, (b) being with more than 
human worlds and (c) deep listening. This methodology simultaneously 
supports the concept of embodying knowledge through conscious experi-
ences with nature and biosocial entanglements, and dare we say it, through 
love of nature and desire to be more holistically affiliated with it and edu-
cated by it, through what Edward O Wilson calls “biophilia … an urge to 
affiliate with other life forms” (1984, p. 85) with love or affection. Being 
with, is embodied through conscious contact and connection with more-
than-human life and worlds, through practices such as deep listening 
which is about being still and tuning in to the changing tones, murmurs 
and sounds of waterscapes and their companion species, such as croaking 
frogs and bird song.

This chapter responds to what we see as an Anthropocene urgency to 
affiliate, be with and listen to, what nature and particularly water are try-
ing to teach us. We are motivated by the impoverishment of the planet and 
its waters that have been tamed, contained and hyper produced beyond 
sensible limits. Equally, while the commercialized and touristic lens 
encourages people to ‘look at’ and visit natural environments, this often 
increases pollutant risk. This can paradoxically limit capacity to spend 
more conscious and intimate time with waterscapes.

Fundamentally, we define re-wilding as low impact, environmentally 
appropriate and conscientious human intervention and restoration of pre–
existing wild areas that have suffered under sustained ‘out-of-balance’ 
human activity. This approach is also described by the European 
Commission’s (EUC) “Biodiversity strategy for 2030 Section 2.2.7”, 
where it holds out the prospect of restoring at least 25,000 kilometres of 
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freshwater ecosystems to a ‘free flowing state’.1 So too, in Australia the 
World Wildlife Fund (WWF) has partnered with science and Indigenous 
Ecological Knowledge “to restore Australia’s ecosystems and missing fau-
nal links” by re-introducing keystone species through the Rewilding 
Australia initiative.2 For the re-wilding component of our chapter, we call 
not only for a re-wilding of the environment and water specifically, but 
also for re-wilding the environment and “ecology of the mind” (Bateson, 
2000), or human consciousness. In this way, we open up the space for 
more-than-human knowledge to inform how we re-educate humans for 
sustainable futures, by embedding the components of water literacy, 
alongside respectful engagement with Other knowledge. We will illustrate 
the water literacy/re-wilding approach with examples of waterscapes that 
are understood bilingually as embodying elemental, economic and socio-
cultural value and knowledge, and then adapt the re-wilding concept and 
water literacy method to educational settings.

By connecting these streams of human consciousness and embodying 
them in a modern context, we also extend the notion of ‘being with’, 
drawn from our engagement with the lived experience and scholarly work 
of First Nations Indigenous Peoples. Concomitantly, we attempt to dis-
mantle the over instructional ways that past and present Western peda-
gogy has taught and ‘tamed’ young minds, through a primarily Eurocentric, 
industrialized/commodification framework, and through related short-
comings in educational and knowledge practices. As Deborah Bird Rose 
suggests, a “border zone in which Indigenous ecological knowledge, 
Western scientific knowledge and Western philosophical and poetic inquiry 
converge” (2007, p. 9) is needed for a new ethos to develop. We explore 
these issues in our Pilot Case Study presented below.

Locating Time, Place, Water Literacy 
and Posthumanism

In 2012 after meeting with First Nations Indigenous scholar Professor 
Uncle Roy C. Gordon from the Far North Coast of NSW Australia, 
Widjabul Country, the term “water literacy” emerged (Hawke, 2012). 
Uncle Roy is an elder and water guardian of the area, with whom his 
ancestors have had kinship and guardianship responsibilities for over 
40,000 years. He shared his people’s experience and the ‘look, listen and 
learn’ (Bragg et  al., 2007, p.4) approach that we apply in this chapter 
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through the ‘language of water’, of ‘being with’ water, and embodying 
love and respect for it. Uncle Roy shared about the importance of know-
ing and sharing the water’s being, and tangible and intangible values to a 
more general settler-descended audience bi-lingually (ibid.), through his 
collaboration with the “Sustainable Futures Project” (Bragg et al., 2007).

As we shall discover, this was not the only or first iteration/variation of 
the term ‘water literacy’. As water issues and conflicts around water 
become more salient, ‘water literacy’ has become a widely adopted term. 
It now appears across diverse fields of scholarly inquiry and is in use in 
governments, municipalities, funding bodies and NGOs, although it is 
applied variously across these contexts and it often lacks a clear definition 
or description (McCarroll & Hamann, 2020). The most general and 
unspecified definitions (in their review of fifty-five articles), refer to water 
literacy as “water-related knowledge” (ibid., p. 9). More specific defini-
tions refer to different kinds of cognitive and scientific knowledge sets, 
attitudes and values, cross-cultural meanings, and behaviour, both indi-
vidual and collective. Overall, there is a strong bias towards anthropocen-
tric water needs (primarily economic), and an overemphasis on the 
cognitive dimension and Western (or industrialized) scientific approaches 
to knowledge and individualized forms of learning rather than collective 
learning and transformation. They therefore suggest strengthening place-
based learning approaches to foster local and hydro-social knowledge, 
interdisciplinarity and “deep cultural and eco-cosmological literacies” 
(ibid., p. 22) that convey historical hydrologies, cultural traditions as well 
as spiritual and ethics-based knowledges (Hawke, 2012). The latter is 
imbricated in the method of the “Sustainable Futures Project” (2007) 
described here, and the method we employ in our research and in our 
student Pilot Case Study. For our purposes, we divide the water theme and 
its values more simply into three basic spheres or flows that have particular 
under currents: ecological (biospheric), economic (egoistic/human cen-
tred) and socio-cultural (traditional) (Hawke & Palsson, 2017, p. 235; 
Jackson et al., 2019; Gratani et al., 2016; Jackson, 2006). This tripartite 
view enables us to examine more clearly the complex interactions between 
water values and understanding, rather than to privilege one aspect over 
another.

We further extend this view to include neglected or under-represented 
aspects of water literacy as echoed by other research. While framing con-
cerns differently, such research foregrounds the role of outdoor experi-
ences (Cachelin et al., 2009; Liefländer et al., 2013), which we further 
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reference as embodied experiences of ‘being with’. We also recognise the 
overwhelming and problematic dominance of the anthropocentric and 
utilitarian belief system, as others have done (Corral-Verdugo et al., 2003), 
which complicates methods of recognising water as its “own self” (Bird 
Rose, 2007, p. 18), as part of a “sacred geography”, that connects organic 
and non-organic entities in a more-than-human world (Twance, 2019).3

Part of our scholarly, pedagogical and participatory intention is to enact 
a shift in consciousness and praxis in everyday life by partnering with 
nature, by engaging youth and communities in re-wilding consciousness 
and activities, and by developing eco-pedagogical capacity through water 
and environmental literacy. The concept of re-wilding is drawn originally 
from Deep Ecology and living wilderness knowledge in nature and in 
human consciousness (Seed et al., 1988; Bateson, 2000/1972; Carson, 
1962; Leopold, 1949; Plumwood, 1993). We argue for a confluence of 
these ways of knowing through water examples that also connect with 
traditional First Nations Indigenous ecological knowledge. Each example 
emphasizes a different aspect of re-wilding and cross-cultural water liter-
acy. The pedagogical service and wisdom that this “natural library” 
(Hawke, 2012, p. 239) provides, recognizes and exemplifies the move-
ment from wild, to tame to re-wilding of thinking, along with the inter-
connectedness and affiliations of diverse communities in and with their 
waterscapes through this process.

So, let us take a closer look at what human vernacular might call a 
“natural library” in which all elements and species could represent specific 
“canons of knowledge” (Hawke, 2012, p. 239) and in which water might 
be considered a primary text for learning and sharing. Some of the ‘books’ 
in this body of natural knowledge are rare texts indeed. As the Anthropocene 
Epoch demonstrates, we have increasingly become disconnected from our 
elemental sources, so much so, that we now need expert and diverse trans-
latory help to decipher what it is nature is trying to teach us, and how 
more holistically we might read nature. As Makere Stewart-Harawira says, 
“increasingly scholarship is re-turning to First Nations knowledge, not as 
a panacea for all the environmental ills of the world, but as an alternative 
way” (2012, p. 74). The students in our cohort clearly identified the gaps 
in learning and some of what we/they do not know, or have forgotten.

This further situates our approach in the literature on water literacy and 
within posthumanist environmental education research. Posthumanism is 
implied in the environmental and animal rights movement, which along 
with other progressive movements such as anti-colonialist, antiracist, 
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antisexist, and LGBTQ inclusion, strives to give a voice to humanism’s 
Others. It seeks to disable the dualisms and hierarchies that enable the 
marginalization and exploitation of what the humanist tradition deems 
only partially human, subhuman or nonhuman. Posthumanism is not anti-
humanist since it retains the modernist notions of rights, justice, equity 
and freedom. However, it does open up a new perspective that de-centres 
the human, focuses on inter-relationships and connectivity and thereby 
disrupts the dominant discourse of educational humanism that focuses on 
the production of the human over and against what it perceives as the 
Other (Snaza & Weaver, 2015). This raises critical questions such as: How 
can we conceive of education if the learning outcome is not predeter-
mined; and how can we foster learning that is not reduced to object 
appropriation but acknowledged as an open process of co-evolution with 
other knowing human and nonhuman subjects and agents (Spannring, 
2019) that are part of a complex adaptive system of inter-relation 
(Spannring & Hawke, 2021)?

These questions are based on our understanding that nature emerges 
with humans and the world (cf. Taylor, 2017), thereby de-centering the 
human as the sole learning subject. This further advances the notion that 
“water [and by extension nature] is an agent in its own becoming” (Hawke 
& Palsson, 2017, p. 240), and has the capacity to exchange its own version 
of knowledge. The aim of such an approach is to re-discover what it means 
to live with nonhuman others (Crinall & Somerville, 2020), attending to 
the inextricably entangled life-worlds and vulnerabilities (Taylor, 2017), in 
specific moments of embodied, curious and creative mutual “becomings” 
(Haraway, 2008). This requires a method that goes beyond Cartesian 
rationalist modes of being and knowing (Hawke & Palsson, 2017, 
pp.  235–236), and is unconstrained by fixed methods and forestalled 
results and reduction to only a human knowing subject (Snaza & Weaver, 
2015). Such methods have punctuated the world since the beginning of 
the Industrial Revolution. The more-than-human paradigmatic shift, leads 
us to an open-ended research/learning process that emerges through 
“exchanges between bodies and places in everyday lives” and experiences 
of intensities and sensations (Crinall & Somerville, 2020, p. 10), in which 
flourishing for all life may be more possible.

Adopting a humble and curious stance towards waterscapes in a slow 
pedagogy of place affords researchers and young people the space to 
“think with and listen to water”, to “become worldly with water”, its flu-
idity, creativity, connectivity, gestationality, unknowability and 
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destructiveness (Pacini-Ketchabaw & Clark, 2016). To understand best 
how to invite students and youth, and indeed our own colleagues into this 
slow pedagogy and sense of ‘being with’, we engage in an applied cartog-
raphy of shifts in consciousness. Yet as we shall see by the student com-
mentary at the end of this paper, invitation into such a multi-species, 
elemental and cross-cultural dialogue disrupts conventional ways of know-
ing. While this was our aim, the Pilot Study demonstrates that rigid 
instruction and measurable outcomes have been so concretised in teaching 
and learning that introducing some freedom in co-created instructional 
design was confronting, and further that the measuring of that freedom 
was difficult to quantify.

From Wild, to Tame to Re-wilding

The Anthropocene epoch and its hyper production (Steffen et al., 2007), 
has cemented some critically shocking behaviours, that have de-wilded, 
un-balanced and over-exploited many natural ecosystems. How we break 
redundant patterns of knowledge that have tamed natural or pre-existent 
wild systems to serve this epoch, and how we travel forward taking the 
best and the worst knowledge from the past as our teacher, is imperative. 
How do we now re-new our perception and re-wild our thinking and 
waterscapes towards an inclusive and boldly un-tame ‘best practice’ in the 
twenty-first century? As well as looking at the recent flourishing of re-
wilding, we also look to re-wilding consciousness from the past.

Re-membering great teachers like Copernicus from the late 1400s can 
remind us how opening up our thinking about the universe and the planet 
could sustainably change things. Copernicus asserted that the earth was 
not actually the centre of the universe, and therefore neither was ‘man’. A 
century later Descartes sought to reduce everything to the neat tidiness of 
mathematical equations and binary oppositions, which turned out not to 
be a good fit for nature. Further along, Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring 
(1962), arguably signifies the birth of the deep ecology movement which 
later inspired Arne Næss (1989) in his ecosophy approach. Carson was 
writing at a time when women in science were rare and easily dismissed. 
Joanna Macey (1983), author of Despair and Personal Power in the Nuclear 
Age, further provoked environmental communities around the world to 
speak up about injustices to nature through reckless industrialisation and 
its toxic outflow of effects, and the simultaneous injustice to human 
beings. She also co-authored with Næss in the revolutionary book, 
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Thinking Like a Mountain: Towards a Council of All beings (1989). She 
co-designed inter-connected approaches of how to cope with “planetary 
perils”, and voiced a broadly held experience that “Feelings of pain for our 
own world are natural and healthy” (Macey, 1983, pp. 22–23) if dealt 
with effectively. We take our lead from the solid epistemological and physi-
cal ground of these past innovations (that recognized a de-naturing of the 
environmental/ecological world), in partnerships with First Nations eco-
logical knowledge. In so doing, we aim to further grow and transform 
new ways of thinking, being, and doing critical and new environmental 
pedagogy, and the healing to the environment that accompanies such a 
collaborative pathway.

How we empower/inspire students/colleagues to stay awake to new 
possibilities and to imagine new ways of being, absolutely involves going 
out with nature, dis-integrating the finitude of the classroom but comple-
menting its ample technological resources. Change, transformation and 
empowerment depend on creating new meaning and taking a risk with our 
thinking that must be intelligent and inclusive of different world views and 
lived experience. We now turn to recent examples where re-wilding human 
consciousness and waterscapes has created a shift in which water literacy, 
ecological, economic and cultural values are evident.

The “Sustainable Futures Project”, (Bragg et  al., 2007) which elder 
Prof Uncle Roy Gordon was a part of, “[c]onstitutes a multi-literate and 
collaborative project about water sustainability involving the local water 
authority of Lismore, Rous Water, NSW, Australia, and The Widjabul/
Bundjalung peoples and their multi-generational Knowledge that includes 
resource management as well as sacred ontology and cosmogeny” (Hawke, 
2012, p. 238). This initiative combines the discursive and classically west-
ern pedagogical material with earlier Traditional Knowledge made acces-
sible in “The Water Walk: A Users Guide to the Far North Coast Water 
Cycle and the Rous Water Walk at Emigrant Creek” (Bragg et al., 2007). 
In addition, walks at the local water place (Emigrant Creek Dam and 
Rocky Creek Dam), guided by a representative from the local water 
authority (Rous Water) and a Widjabul elder were made available to par-
ticipants.4 This enabled the hearing of knowledge and science from two 
world views now working together to sustain not only humans, but all the 
life in and around that river/dam system, and also to listen to the water. 
Widjabul elder Auntie June Gordon suggests of this coalition in which 
water is the meeting place between two world views; it is also an opportu-
nity for reconciliation with nature and with each other, in other words: 
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“‘social sustainability’ cannot be separated from ‘environmental sustain-
ability’”(2007, p. 10). It may not be possible to undam this waterscape, 
however, this example demonstrates, an undamming of ‘tamer’ thinking, 
and re-wilding it from the rich depository of knowledge from a culture 
over 40,000 years old, and in confluence with innovative modern scientific 
approaches, towards shifts in consciousness that shine broader light on 
perceptions of water.

We see another example of this re-wilded, cross-cultural reconciliation 
method in Aotearoa/New Zealand in the case of Te Awa Tupua/
Whanganui River (in Pakeha/English). This river held special cultural sig-
nificance for the local Iwi (tribe, clan), and economic significance for 
settler-descendants. After a decades long process for recognition of its 
elemental and cultural value, this body of water was eventually accorded 
“legal personage”, sovereign status on 5 August 2014, later ratified in 
2017 (Ruru, 2018; Strang, 2020) because both settler-descended people 
(white/migrant) and Maori people recognised the river as a living being 
with power and agency of its own, and its own system of knowledge trans-
fer. This ground breaking case makes clear that while water can be sacred, 
it is also involved in the physical life and sustenance that it provides for 
both neighbouring ecosystems and people; hence, it has ecological value, 
economic value and cultural and spiritual value. The success of the river to 
attain its sovereignty is an example of cross-cultural collaboration embed-
ded with a re-wilding consciousness, and embodied engagement in and 
with rivers. These two examples provide hope for a wilder consciousness 
about waterscapes to further evolve along natural lines.

Our last example is the Elwha River waterscape of the Lower Elwha 
Klallam Tribe, USA, which had been dammed by ‘settler descended’ 
humans to serve the perceived needs of colonial/capitalist industry for a 
hundred years. The fish ladders for the salmon that had been promised 
when the dams were built, never materialized. The subsequent prevention 
of native salmon jumping upstream to their spawning ground had a dev-
astating effect on their population and flow-on effects on the whole eco-
system and the economic and cultural life of the First Nations people of 
the area. However, “some salmon still kept on jumping against that con-
crete wall … year after year. They simply didn’t give up trying” (Müller, 
2020, p. 62, orig. emphasis), using their own communicative strategies to 
enact their desired result. Between 2007 and 2014 local environmental 
activists and First Nations Indigenous peoples came together to continue 
the decades-long quest for the removal of the two dams, for ecological as 
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well as cultural reasons, including the sustainable and healthy supply of 
salmon. The eventual demolition of the dams demonstrates not only a re-
wilding of human consciousness, but in practicality, the re-wilding of the 
river through community engagement in which cross-cultural knowledge 
and pedagogy was effectively shared. This further illustrates water literacy, 
affiliation and the deep listening capacity and actions of the local commu-
nities, “who finally understood what the salmon had been saying all along” 
(ibid., p. 72) that the river needed to flow. As a consequence, it became 
possible for natural flows, eddies, rapids and pools to resume a dynamic 
co-evolvement, and for humans to become more “water literate” in the 
process (Hawke, 2012; Spannring & Hawke, 2021).

Student Participatory Engagement: Concepts, 
Context and Practice

To further discover ways of knowing around water, we co-designed a sem-
inar “Education for Sustainable Development” in winter term 2020/2021 
at University of Innsbruck that focused on the hydrological cycle and 
waterscapes. The seminar was part of a supplementary study programme 
“Sustainability,” which is open to students from diverse faculties. The 
cohort comprised mainly bachelor students with some master students 
participating (See Table  10.1). Due to timetabling conflicts, 8 of the 

Table 10.1  Demographic data on student participatory engagement

Gender Initial Water body Discipline Education 
level

Male D Kranebitter Gorge, Innsbruck, 
Austria

Biology MA

Male P Tauern National Park, Carinthia, 
Austria

Biology BA

Female V Lake Lutten Bavaria, Germany Geography BA
Female Ju Isar Rive & Gleirsch Gorge, 

Bavaria, Germany
Economics MA

Female C Ice waterfall near Innsbruck, 
Austria

Education Science BA

Male Jo Pragser Lake, Dolomites, Italy Accounting MA
Female M Rhine, Switzerland Economics BA
Female S No walk, Austria Teacher training 

(biology)
BA
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original 12 completed the course, which was taught online due to 
COVID. We provided material from First Nations Indigenous scholars, 
such as Lewis Williams who suggests “every person on this planet has the 
innate human capacity to be Indigenous: that is to be in intimate relation-
ship or resonance with the world of spirit, the earth and other human 
beings” (Williams, 2012, p.  93). In addition, we presented re-wilded 
thinking and river and landscape examples of Te Awa Tupua, Sustainable 
Futures and Elwha River and scaffolded the information into the course 
design and delivery. Some of the students were exposed to Indigenous 
cultural, elemental and water knowledge for the first time, and learned of 
how it might benefit the re-wilding and sustainability practices of the 
future as our analysis demonstrates.

The students were introduced to the topic with an overview of water-
related problems and hydro-social issues with a strong emphasis on cul-
ture, power and ethics. They were given additional reading (Simmons 
et al., 2007; Müller, 2020; King, 2020; Harding, 2020; Bannon, 2020; 
Strang, 2020; Hawke, 2012), which they discussed in small groups. They 
also received lectures that introduced them to water literacy and cross-
cultural water engagement through the thematics, and examples we use in 
this chapter. Their task had three phases:

•	 Phase 1: To meet with and explore a familiar waterscape where they 
were encouraged to ‘be with’ and ‘listen to’ water and to develop an 
understanding of ‘affiliation’

•	 Phase 2: To write a scholarly but self-reflexive essay based on their 
experience and the literature they were provided.

•	 Phase 3: To share their embodied experiences to the cohort through 
a multi-media presentation, and explained connections with schol-
arly material and their developing understanding

The observations and analysis we offer in this chapter are based on the 
assignment and the group discussions, recorded, transcribed and con-
densed here to connect with our aim of discovering student capacity for 
embodying affiliation, being with, deep listening and water literacy.

A critical finding was that the majority of students found this new par-
ticipatory pedagogical approach both challenging (75%) and beneficial 
(81%). For example, D says: “With the task I was a little overwhelmed … 
because I am a dry natural scientist after all.” P expressed similar senti-
ment by stating: “We are already so designed that we get guidelines (so 
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and so has to be done). When you have to create your own reference to it, 
it’s really challenging.”

A vast majority of students (81%), reported that the approach was ben-
eficial. For example, S says, “This purely scientific approach to date does 
not cover topics for the average citizen.” And for D: “Since one of my 
main areas of studies in biology is limnology and the ecology of flowing 
waters, I didn’t have to learn much from a technical point of view, but 
once again I was able to take a closer look at the perspectives of non-
scientists.” And Jo, who says: “The seminar has strengthened my resolve 
to continue to hold on to what I believe, for example, not to see water as 
a commodity … Yes, also the access to water …. To connect water with 
home.” M also noted the benefits of relating water to home: “That the 
knowledge of Indigenous people in dealing with nature and water can be 
incorporated into future renaturation projects … in our home 
environment.”

A majority of students demonstrated understanding and/or action of 
affiliation with water (69%). For example, D reported that more can be 
learned from nature than at a desk and quoted Lewis Carroll to express his 
sense of affiliation: “I wonder if the snow loves the trees and fields, that 
kisses them so gently.” The experience of S on affiliation is reflected in the 
recent birth of her baby. In her presentation she showed a clip of the baby 
bathing and reported on the “evolutionary biological journey” and the 
womb as a primordial connection to water.

The vast majority of students demonstrated sophisticated understand-
ing and/or action of ‘being with’ water (81%). For example, V who went 
with her dog, reported being “emotionally charged” and acknowledged, 
“emotion and water are always connected and … can have different mean-
ings for everyone.” C describes her phenomenological and embodied 
response through the journey of icicles: “I was out for a walk … nothing 
special grows along this forest path, but because it had rained, a real icicle 
landscape formed … Icicles are somehow always in process … I can totally 
switch off there ” And S in relation to her new born and what it brought 
up for her in relation to the unit, says: “the likeness of fins and fingers in 
different historical species, the likeness of shark and human embryos”, 
which combines ‘being with’ and ‘water literacy’.

‘Deep Listening’ (45%), or being still with the water and leaning in to 
its sounds, was only noted in a few comments. P, who took his dog with 
him to the Liesen River, recalls the legend: “that gold seekers had not 
been prepared to listen to the water [Liesen means listen in the regional 
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dialect] and were killed and carried away by a gush of water” And Ju: 
“Even when I go [to Isar River and Gleirsch Gorge] over and over again, 
I am speechless at the movements in nature.”

All students also demonstrated a new grasp of (and inspiration by) 
cross-cultural approaches to water within the context of water literacy and 
teaching. For example, Jo says: “I was particularly impressed by the Maori 
understanding of rivers, lakes, mountains and forests. The indigenous 
people of New Zealand see themselves as a small part of a delicate cycle … 
If one part is disturbed, this … brings it into imbalance.” V also reported: 
“I particularly liked the approach of getting to know … the meaning of 
water in other cultures,” but added that the “ ‘indigenous’ or ethical 
approach would be great” but she was not sure that would be accepted by 
everyone.

Indeed, Jo and V specifically problematized over-tourism as examples 
for a Western lifestyle that violates and prevents a holistic water-literate 
approach. Both point to the particular role of the social media/influencers 
and the selfie-culture in jeopardizing nature reserves: “Social media turn 
this and other lakes into places of pilgrimage for the perfect selfie” (V). 
“For the perfect shot—although they have nothing to do with nature, and 
actually abuse it a bit… sometimes the site sees 15,000 people a day.” (Jo)

For M, water literacy was demonstrated through understanding pro-
cesses and cycles: “Re-wilding rivers means—giving nature a space to 
unfold again, that is then backwards but somehow also forward again [to 
return] nature back [to] its original form … at least halfway”. “Within the 
literature … there was much about Indigenous knowledge … and I just 
asked myself: has this knowledge been lost somewhere?” S adds to this 
dimension with a metaphor: “We work like a river enclosed on a concrete 
bed, and perhaps we should let ourselves be guided back to working like a 
natural river that somehow meanders along, bumps into something, 
spreads out, narrows, which is actually how thoughts should flow.”

In relation to the more than human approach, two respondents were 
accompanied by their dogs as “companion species” (Haraway, 2003). 
Some respondents also noted the interconnections between different 
organic and inorganic life forms, for example, D: “Abiotic and biotic can-
not exist without each other”, and P: “I was able to record some beautiful 
moments, the symbiosis that exists between animals and plants.” 
Conversely, M noted the disembodied connections created by the 
Anthropocene: “‘The straightening of the river …shows that the anthro-
pocentric influence on nature is well in the human consciousness … it is 
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primarily about setting priorities and that we humans are definitely not in 
balance with.” Ju also notes the impact of the Anthropocene particularly 
and says “In both places [Isar River and Gleirsch Gorge] you are in the 
middle of nature, the mountains, the rivers, the flora … The water has 
immense power and shapes the river bottom … you can see the traces of 
the water in the sand.” In conjunction with that observation of the “lively 
space … draws attention … to the sensitive structure… It would be grati-
fying if many more people were more sensitive to the impact of our 
actions.”

What we can ascertain from this Pilot Group is that there is a keen will-
ingness to engage with nature differently, given the opportunity, and to 
think about the interconnections between not only water, but flora and 
fauna and ourselves. As S aptly says, demonstrating all facets of the partici-
patory pedagogical approach: “I liked the emotional approach to this sus-
tainability topic, especially water … it simply brings these different 
disciplines, which the students now bring with them, a very multi-faceted 
picture”. However, despite their enthusiasm they also hinted at the diffi-
culty of the dominance of anthropocentric logic. This pertains not only to 
economics, politics and culture, but also and above all to the educational 
system that needs to dismantle its concrete bed and allow students’ learn-
ing to flow like a natural river, as S’ metaphor intimates.

Conclusion

The student cohort, while small, provides a critical snapshot of what is 
possible in how we transform educational practices and grow an affiliation 
with the elemental world that sustains itself and us. In addition to trans-
formed thinking, and a re-newed ‘ecology of mind’ (Bateson, 2000), a 
new lexicon and open-ended approach is emerging. Combined with the 
three water examples of re-wilding that we shared with the students, and 
with the broader introduction to water literacy through affiliation, being 
with and deep listening, we can establish a clearer eco-pedagogical future 
that builds on the architecture of what we have discovered here. It is clear, 
that lessons from the past and the present are part of a more sustain-
able future.

Based on the remarkable response from our student cohort, in con-
junction with our prior inter-disciplinary research, we have now begun to 
develop an AquaMooc, which is a massive open online course. It serves as 
a learning and research platform open to the public and that can be used 
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in upper secondary school and university undergraduate programmes.5 
The creative industry of the students will be embedded into this learning 
platform, based on their experiences with re-meeting and learning with 
their local waterscape. Further, we will enhance the AquaMooc with the 
literature that supports this innovative way of learning and teaching. We 
believe the research would benefit from a longitudinal study with a larger 
sample and possibly different learning settings to augment our cross-
cultural and more than human approach, and understand its broader 
transformative potential.

Re-visioning education, while putting it into a more critically aware 
framework can sustainably alter how communities and students can con-
verge in support of all life on planet earth through education reform and 
perhaps towards an ‘ecodemocracy’ (Kopnina et al., 2021). Through this 
re-meeting with waterscapes that we have described, we offer possibilities 
of advancing the pedagogical method to include all of nature, broadly 
understood. If humans can present more as learners of the natural envi-
ronment rather than as owners, then true stewardship and intelligent 
pathways will become more evident, as we lean in to know better what 
that natural library is teaching us. How humans serve the 75% of the 
planet that is water, along with its elemental and multi-species intercon-
nections, forms part of the necessary expanded human consciousness that 
we call for here.
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Notes

1.	 https://ec.europa.eu/info/index_en, accessed 20 November 2020. 
Along with shifts in policy and funding organisations towards rewilding, 
there are now numerous papers and examples available that talk about re-
wilding in a modern context (e.g. ‘Rewilding Scotland’ https://www.
rewild.scot/explore-rewinding; and https://www.euronews.com/liv-
ing/2021/04/26/scotland-could-become-the-world-s-first-rewilding-
nation-how-did-they-get-here), accessed 28 April 2021, including 
chapters within this volume.

  S. M. HAWKE AND R. SPANNRING

https://ec.europa.eu/info/index_en
https://www.rewild.scot/explore-rewinding
https://www.rewild.scot/explore-rewinding
https://www.euronews.com/living/2021/04/26/scotland-could-become-the-world-s-first-rewilding-nation-how-did-they-get-here
https://www.euronews.com/living/2021/04/26/scotland-could-become-the-world-s-first-rewilding-nation-how-did-they-get-here
https://www.euronews.com/living/2021/04/26/scotland-could-become-the-world-s-first-rewilding-nation-how-did-they-get-here


213

2.	 https://www.wwf.org.au/what-we-do/rewilding-australia, accessed 22 
February 2021.

3.	 See also Washington et al. (2017) for a broader discussion on the necessity 
of ecocentrism as the key pathway to sustainability.

4.	 https://rous.nsw.gov.au/the-water-walk-rocky-creek-dam, accessed 23 
March 2021.

5.	 Please also see our project website: https://www.uibk.ac.at/bgl/
surviving-the-anthropocene/.
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CHAPTER 11

To Love and Be Loved in Return: Toward 
a Post-Anthropocene Pedagogy 

and Humanity

Lennart Nørreklit and Michael Paulsen

Introduction

This chapter reflects upon how the Anthropocene calls us to rethink 
humanity and pedagogy. It has three parts. Part I forwards a theoretical 
understanding of the Anthropocene, showing that what is most needed 
today is the development of dialogical relationships and life communities 
between humans and more-than-humans, especially those based on 
mutual love. Part II refines our conceptualization of these relationships 
and communities—what they are, how they are possible, and their value. 
Through this, we outline a concept of humanity that is not centered only 
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on humans but also reaches out to our life fellows. Part III projects how 
the school—the main pedagogical institution—could be changed to sup-
port coming generations in fostering and maintaining dialogical relation-
ships and life communities involving both humans and 
more-than-humans.

Part I: What Is Most Lacking in the Anthropocene

The Anthropocene may, for one, be understood as denoting a new epoch 
in the history of the Earth (Crutzen & Steffen, 2003; Ellis, 2018; Sørlin, 
2017). In this epoch, human activities mega-affect all strata of the life-
critical zone of the Earth (Latour, 2017). In addition, the Anthropocene 
may alternatively denote a world view that emerges today because we 
recognize that we are in an Anthropocene age, which gives us a new view 
of our past, present, future, ourselves, and the world (Hedin, 2018; 
Paulsen, 2019). While the understanding of the Anthropocene as a new 
epoch is the starting point for the understanding of the Anthropocene as 
a new world view, some may remain at the first level of understanding, 
never reaching the second. This means that one responds to planetary 
problems without changing their basic world understanding. Such a 
response will, to our mind, concern optimizing our consumption of 
resources, still putting only humans at the center (Paulsen, 2021). In con-
trast, reflection on the way we behaved in the preceding epoch, the 
Holocene, points to the need for a different world view—that is, a new 
way of understanding being in the world, where life and dialogue are the 
center and not humans in an instrumental relationship to the environ-
ment. In the new understanding, the response is not only to optimize 
resource consumption but to learn to create dialogical relationships and 
life communities together with more-than-human beings—to create love 
relationships between ourselves, life, others, and the world as such. The 
elaboration of this leads to our thesis that what is most lacking today is the 
development of vibrant relationships and life communities between 
humans and more-than-humans.

Two Understandings of the Anthropocene

First, the geological term “Anthropocene” denotes an epoch in Earth’s 
history (Crutzen & Stoermer, 2000). According to geology, a climatically 
stable epoch in Earth’s history started about 11,500 years ago, called the 
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Holocene. During this epoch, humans spread across the globe, invented 
writing, and developed cities, philosophy, democracies, science, and tech-
nically mediated activities that changed all strata of the life-critical zone 
slightly above and below the surface of the Earth. Because of this, we do 
not live in a climatically stable epoch any longer (Ellis, 2018). Thus, the 
technical term “Anthropocene” denotes a new epoch in which the Earth 
is changed by human activities.1 Part of this technical concept is that today, 
through science, we acknowledge that the effects are caused, although not 
intended, by humans. Nevertheless, they destroy ecosystems and other 
species, and they weaken the living conditions of the Earth. The 
Anthropocene does not signify a human victory march. It is open to inter-
pretations as to which activities have been most damaging, who is to 
blame, and what deep structures of society are the causes behind the 
effects (Tønder, 2020).

Second, the Anthropocene signifies a change in the dominating world 
view (Hedin, 2018). When we acknowledge that the development of 
human institutions (e.g., science, economy, law, economy, politics, and 
education) in the Holocene caused the environmental problems of the 
Anthropocene epoch, we begin to look at ourselves and our past, present, 
and future—and the world—from a new perspective. For instance, from a 
“modernization” and Hegelian perspective, history has come to an end 
because we are now living in late-modern societies in which all further 
progress only means an adjustment to existing institutions (Paulsen, 
2022). Yet from an Anthropocene perspective, this cannot be true because 
our institutional nexus of the Holocene has led to a situation where we are 
on the verge of destroying—externally self-negating—the earthly basis of 
life. This tells us that something is wrong with our way of being-in-the-
world as developed during the Holocene. Our Holocene life-form has 
seemingly been based on Earth-forgetfulness—meaning that we have been 
(1) human-centered and (2) treating everything else as mere background, 
scenery, and resources for human development—that is, as manipulable 
objects that can be generalized, calculated, ordered, and planned to con-
cord with human needs (Heidegger, 1977). Thus, we have mistreated life, 
animals, and plants alike, forgetting that we are singular living creatures, 
coexisting with other singular living creatures, as part of a shared world.

Now we begin to acknowledge that our life-form, as developed in the 
Holocene, has been based on a scenic and human-centered world under-
standing (Paulsen, 2019). The Anthropocene, understood as a shift in 
world view, therefore implies (1) the problematization of the Holocene 
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world understanding and (2) an opening up toward an alternative dialogi-
cal and zoë2-centered world understanding. This involves looking for the 
possibility of dialogue and co-creation with more-than-humans, and new 
interspecies institutionalizations. Here, other beings are not approached 
as manipulable objects but as dialogue partners—irreplaceable co-fellows 
with whom we can co-generate life communities. This nascent shift in 
world understanding is seen in many fields: within philosophy (e.g., politi-
cal ecology and speculative realism), aesthetics and art (e.g., Anthropocene 
expeditions, eco land-art experiments, and aesthetic laboratories for ecol-
ogy), education (e.g., wild, eco, and dark pedagogies), and architecture 
and design (rewilding architecture, bio-designs, regenerative designs, and 
nature now conceived as a dialogue partner).

Two Responses

This emerging world view—this way of being-in-the-world—does not at 
once replace the Holocene understanding.3 We see two responses to the 
Anthropocene:

	1.	 A “Holocene response” in which humans try to solve environmental 
problems with the same institutions, logics, and world understand-
ing that caused the problems. This implies that we continue to see 
the Earth as a pile of resources. Yet, we try to optimize our resource 
management, making it greener and more sustainable, putting 
restraints on our activities for the sake of (some) humans for their 
survival and material welfare. Thus, we turn the Earth into one large 
spreadsheet, build protective technologies (against, e.g., rising sea 
levels), and educate new generations to manage and use resources 
(recycle more, pollute less). With this response, humans try to 
improve calculations and control everything, including their own 
behavior. They try to negate the self-produced external-self-negation 
by adjusting and improving the apparatus for controlling Earth as a 
planetary spaceship. If this strategy works, it implies that the whole 
life-critical zone becomes even more a human-made world. The 
Anthropocene will be the end of history, the takeover of Earth as the 
teleological endpoint of humanity.

	2.	 An “Anthropocene response” in which we alter our world under-
standing away from being scenic (see the world as a stage) and 
human-centered (only accept human beings as actors) toward being 
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dialogically open and zoë-centered (see the world as populated by liv-
ing beings, potentially able to interact with each other). Thus, such 
a response calls for dialogue with more-than-humans as co-fellows 
with whom humans can co-create life communities (Morton, 
2017)—not exclusively for the sake of humans, but for other beings 
as well, recognizing their intrinsic value. This implies an alteration of 
our institutions, away from being only for humans and consisting 
only of interactions between humans, toward frameworks for inter-
species dialogue and the development of valuable life communities 
in which both humans and more-than-humans participate. In this 
response, we cancel our former Earth-forgetfulness, relate differ-
ently to the Earth, and re-situate ourselves in a world teeming with 
life. Inherent to this response is listening to what these co-fellows 
want, allowing them to take initiatives and decide how the shared 
world shall be. This response points toward an open post-
Anthropocene world. We withdraw and stop acting exploitative on 
Earth. Instead, we let more-than-humans appear, develop, and 
express themselves to us, and see what we can do together with 
them, for them—or just simply let them be.

Human power in the Holocene to transform the geosphere is gener-
ated through cooperation enabled by communication, especially through 
the development of monological/hierarchical command-and-control sys-
tems and the use of general concepts to produce scientific analysis, catego-
ries, and advanced technologies (propelled through the invention of 
writing; cf. Innis, 1986). During the Holocene, instrumental power 
steadily increased. These strategies, monologue communication and the 
extended use of general concepts, have had negative effects. Monologue 
communication produces power inequality, while general concepts abstract 
from subtle variations that are important to handling life and the way 
people relate. By typifying the world, the biosphere is transformed into 
monocultural production units. Yet every living being is an individual 
being that unfolds its life in a specific interaction with its environment. 
This interaction produces vibrant ecosystems that are replaced by mono-
cultural production, eventually depleting the quality of all elements of the 
geosphere.

The increasingly dominant use of general concepts as cognitive media-
tors between people and their world detaches people from the world. 
Things as types are, in principle, replaceable. They cannot constitute 
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intrinsic irreplaceable values that bond people to their lives, giving them 
meaning, joy, and happiness. Personal bonds develop through interaction 
that sets its mark in both individuals so that they reflect each other and 
thus belong together. A component in the bond cannot be replaced by a 
replica, not only because there is no exact replica, which there cannot be, 
but also because the person would feel deeply deceived. The communica-
tion that situates people in their world is dialogue. Within dialogue, peo-
ple develop singular concepts (Nørreklit, 2008), a specific knowledge 
about the other.

An explanation: It is important to distinguish between general concepts 
and singular concepts. When, for instance, we identify something as a tree, 
we do it by applying a general tree-concept. Through this, we can identify 
and recognize trees. Yet we can also identify a specific tree—for example, 
“our lovely tree in the middle of the garden.” To do this, we use a singular 
concept, of this tree, almost as we do for a special person. With this con-
cept, we identify its uniqueness and create a special relationship to it. 
Sometimes—not always—we also create proper names to form a singular 
concept of something. Also, more-than-humans may develop both gen-
eral and singular concepts. If a bird recognizes a threat, it alarms others in 
a general way. Yet it also identifies something as a unique singular being 
that it connects to and recognizes in its singularity—for instance, its mate 
or its own nest.

The importance of singular concepts was forgotten during the 
Holocene. They are linked to and developed through dialogue. They are 
the basis of bonding and relationships. They link people to intrinsic values 
of life—that which they love and live for. To reduce human cognition to 
the development of theories based on general concepts is a mistake. It 
alienates knowledge from values, leaving values to be associated with emo-
tions that are subject to manipulation, making people live in a mentally 
non-situated condition. Their individuality is reduced to a vanishing sub-
ject, forming a person as an object for social control. The principle of 
generality—equipped with the power of science and social control—
replaces singular relationships. The relations to all other living beings in 
the biosphere, to family, to friends—all relationships fall victim to the 
growth of control. What is missing most in the Anthropocene is therefore 
dialogue between unique beings and, with it, the singular concepts mak-
ing it possible to create life relations of love and being loved.
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Assessment of the Two Responses

The problem with the Holocene response is that even though it may be 
possible to improve resource management on spaceship Earth, it increases 
Earth-forgetfulness and misses bringing meaning to life. The technical 
control of resources has only instrumental value. It instrumentalizes the 
world, including ourselves. That which has ultimate value is a good life, 
which is not the same as the management and consumption—and thus 
destruction—of resources (Nørreklit, 2017). A good life involves enjoying 
existence with others. Even if the Holocene response would secure sur-
vival and give some space for a surplus of activities, it would narrow the 
good life by limiting it to a man-made/controlled world, marginalizing 
the capacities of all other than humans, including the parts of ourselves 
that transcend resource management. As we will show, the possibilities for 
generating a good life stem from being-together with more-than-humans. 
Also, in the Holocene response, humans would be seen as resource man-
agers (and/or resources), rewarded for their instrumental capacities and 
punished for a lack thereof. Moreover, even if the negative side effects 
could be eliminated, it would be selfish with regard to more-than-humans 
to treat them as pure resources. Thus, even if the Holocene response 
might turn out to be effective, it would narrow the good life on Earth.

Conversely, an Anthropocene response creates a life in which there are 
more exiting life-creatures to interact with and care for, who may care for 
us, that we can develop valuable life communities with, which have value 
in themselves, and thus make up a good life for us and for them. It is pos-
sible to integrate resource problem solving into interspecies life communi-
ties. Such interspecies partnerships that we can learn from do exist outside 
the human kingdom—for example, bees and flowers, who mutually help 
each other.

What Has Been Forgotten in Holocene Earth-Forgetfulness

During the Holocene, humans evolved from a species among others to the 
dominant species that changed and recklessly damaged the Earth’s sys-
tems, creating a deteriorating biosphere. This development was possible 
through the power generated by increasingly displacing dialogue with 
communication-based objectification. Humans became an unprecedented 
force in conquering and destroying the biosphere. This displacement 
caused the Earth-forgetfulness. Humans forgot what it is to be a living 
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being in a rich biosphere. They even started forgetting what it is to be a 
living human. What people forgot was that life is a dialogue. To be alive is 
to interact with other beings. Even if people are alone and have no one to 
interact with, dialogues take place, mostly in their heads. Even when peo-
ple use no language, but try to fall asleep, their imagination remains 
engaged until they sleep. Even without language, when mother and infant 
smile and laugh with each other, there is dialogue and understanding—a 
fusion of horizons and a thrill of being alive. Being alive is not to be able 
to objectify everything from the outer position of nowhere (Nagel, 1986). 
It is to be in dialogue, to be happy and enriched through the experience 
of the other. It is a relation of love and being loved.

Love gives people a reason to live. It gives them motives and makes 
them experience meaning. Why does a person live—is there a reason to 
live? Some consider this question with suspicion: Is that scientific? Does it 
make sense? The answer is simple. If people love life, if they love the world, 
or their fellow beings, or what they do and what they see, then they have 
a reason to live and intrinsic motives to do things in their life; then there 
are things that make them feel happy; and then they experience life as filled 
with meaning. But if they do not love anything, then they have no reason 
to live and no intrinsic motives for doing anything.

In the Holocene process of developing control and power, humans 
objectified the environment and even themselves. Nature changed from 
being something people lived in to a source of resources. Institutions 
meant to help people objectified them as clients, patients, voters, and so 
on. In the process of increasing control, the reasons for humans to live 
were sidelined by demands for correctness and control. The intuitive, lov-
ing way of relating to others was scrutinized and considered invalid.

Analyzing problems of life as solely problems of fulfilling needs 
strengthened the objectifying model. When asking whether love is a need, 
love itself is objectified. Children need love in the form of care; otherwise, 
love is basically the need for sex, which concerns the propagation of the 
species and hormonal issues of the individual. The question of why people 
would care about these things is not addressed. It is not scientific. But it is 
the meaning of it all, including the meaning of science.4 Love is a commit-
ment to the value it concerns. It makes people do their utmost and their 
best. Love of knowledge drives the researcher and makes the scientific 
enterprise an adventure. If science is driven by other motives, such as util-
ity for industry, capital, or power, then ulterior motives control the show.
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However, as the endeavors to fulfill needs and obtain control and power 
increasingly dominate, they replace the role of love. Even nature is no 
more an object for love—only sightseeing, relaxation, and the provision of 
resources.

No relation survives as a basic value against the Holocene surge of 
power. Everything is replaceable. Replaceability is ingrained in the control 
systems. It is the principle of economy, and it is the principle of scientific 
generalization—operation and calculating with types. And it is the princi-
ple of technology: One unit can be replaced by another.

However, replaceability does not apply to intrinsic values or to love. 
The relations that give meaning are unique relations. The other is a unique 
other. Maybe the other is a typical person, but for those who have a rela-
tionship to the person, they are a unique person who cannot be replaced. 
Maybe the woman or the man is an average person—but to a person who 
loves him or her, that individual is unique and irreplaceable. If the one 
dies, the other mourns and suffers. The same with the child: The parents 
may be average people, but to the child they are unique and of irreplace-
able value, and so is the child to the parents. When the child loses or is 
removed from its parents, both receive an irreparable wound.

The real force to take care of the environment is based on love. If the 
environment is only a resource to be exploited, then the conceptual frame-
work will continue to focus on exploiting the resources, disregarding the 
needs of the environment itself—the living creatures as well as those who 
love the environment. Only love for the environment can change that. By 
recognizing love as the fundamental value to be protected and cherished 
through our life and organizations, a replacement for the typifying and 
instrumentalizing control forms can be developed. A replacement in which 
leaders are chosen because they love this world, its life and beauty, and 
love to protect and take care of the assets to which they have been 
entrusted, not destroy them to make money. Love takes care of the fulfill-
ment of needs, but the fulfillment of needs does not take care of love.

Still, one may differentiate between the aspects of love: existential, sub-
jective, and universal love.

Existential love is the love of being alive to do and enjoy things. It is of 
utmost importance. Work should be things workers love to do; then it 
makes them happy. Many managerial control mechanisms do the opposite. 
Existential love wants to do good things: to offer a smile, encourage oth-
ers, tell a joke, help solve a problem, and more. To exist is to do things; 
loving to exist is loving to do things. The dead do nothing. Existential 
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love is a blessing—to the ones who love to exist and to all others as well. 
It makes everybody feel well through its inspiring and joyful attitude. It 
automatically spreads among people.

Subjective love is the love for the specific other—that is, for specific peo-
ple (including more-than-humans) and other phenomena one relates to. 
These are the loved ones—family and friends, as well as, for instance, 
places or art. Subjective love enables people to structure their lives. Life is 
about doing things with those and that which one loves. It makes the 
existential love projects unfold. It is the basis for intrinsic values and cre-
ates deep relationships. It creates interactive relations, the dialogue of life. 
It gives activities direction and meaning. For people to lose their subjec-
tive love—because a loved one dies, leaves them, or is removed by force—
is devastating. The bonds that furnished the energy and happiness of their 
activities, making it an engaging dialogue, have snapped. Life loses direc-
tion and meaning. Losing the love inflicts a critical wound. In such situa-
tions, people need to love themselves, appreciate their qualities to maintain 
the energy to care for themselves, and eventually find new meaning in life.

Universal love is an open, loving approach to the world. It makes the 
world a source of wonderful experiences. It makes life enjoyable in general 
by making the world an inspiring place. It opens possibilities to develop 
subjective love. Universal love contrasts with a paranoiac “we–they” think-
ing, which penetrates modern culture and politics and makes people live 
in fear of the other, seek control, and become ready to engage in conflict 
and war. The idea that “we are good and they are bad” is contradictory to 
a knowledge-oriented, loving, and scientific approach. It is not based on 
genuine evidence of danger, but a priori considers anything about the 
other as bad and hostile—even when they help and are friendly. This 
Holocene mindset is the real destroyer, unable to create dialogue and lov-
ing relations.

Thus, our argument is that what is most needed in the Anthropocene is 
not better resource management, but that we change our world under-
standing from a scenic, monological, objectifying, and human-centered 
view toward a dialogical, loving, and zoë-centered view in which we pay 
heed to and try to develop dialogue with more-than-humans and thus try 
to join in life communities in which both humans and more-than-humans 
can participate and enjoy.

  L. NØRREKLIT AND M. PAULSEN



227

Part II: Conceptualization of Interspecies Life 
Communities and Dialogical Relations Between 

Humans and More-Than-Humans

To come closer to what interspecies life communities and dialogical rela-
tionships are, we will apply an approach based on Wittgenstein (2010), 
who invites us to clarify concepts based on the construction of language 
games (Nørreklit, 2017, 2021). Yet the language games that Wittgenstein 
(2010) applies are based on a scenic and human-centered world under-
standing. Only humans are constructed as actors; other beings are treated 
as background, scenery, or resources to the interacting humans in the lan-
guage games. Thus, language is understood as taking place in technical 
interchanges between human actors (Paulsen, 2019).

An example is the language game Wittgenstein (2010) presents in §2: 
Builder A communicates with Assistant B, who “has to pass the stones, in 
the order in which A needs them. For this purpose, they use a language 
consisting of the words: ‘block,’ ‘pillar,’ ‘slab,’ ‘beam.’ A calls them out;—
B brings the stone that he has learnt to bring at such-and-such a call.”

This language game incarnates a scenic and human-centered world 
understanding: (1) Only humans are actors in the communication—only 
humans do something; (2) everything else—the stones—are subsumed to 
human purposes; and (3) all elements are replaceable and abstract. We get 
no knowledge of the singular builders; they remain societal types. Also, we 
get no knowledge of singular stones; they remain instances of general con-
cepts. In addition, (4) what is done is resource management: moving 
around with objects; and (5) the Earth, world, or place where it happens 
is taken for granted as an implicit background or scene.

Wittgenstein’s game is not a good dialogue. The activity is not about 
love and care. It has the power of objectified communication. It consists 
of short monologues of commands. It is a master–slave relationship. Yet it 
is possible to alter Wittgenstein’s language-game approach in the direction 
of a dialogical and zoëlogical world understanding, which also leads to a 
change from technical to poetical language games (in Wittgenstein’s ter-
minology, this implies a shift from one lifeform to another). In 
Wittgenstein’s example, we can introduce signals between A and B with 
which they try to understand each other and adjust to the situation of the 
other. This changes the situation. Now the participants are themselves 
part of the process, and they are no longer acting as if from a view of 
nowhere. The dialogue of existence, of love and care, takes place. However, 
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to capture the dialogical expression of life more deeply encompassing care 
and love for the biosphere, we need examples involving humans meeting 
other species to clarify our concepts of life communities and dialogical 
relations between humans and more-than-humans. Our examples take 
place in an urban and high-tech setting, which causes problems but also 
creates new possibilities to develop interspecies dialogues and communi-
ties. Although there are limitations for humans to communicate with 
other species, modern technology might enable contact and translations 
to overcome such limitations. Our focus is, however, not on the technol-
ogy but what it means to human and more-than-human life.

Example 1: With no real motive, Neil went out on the south-facing 
balcony and looked at the herbs he had planted in the balcony boxes. 
There were three long boxes with nine different herbs. They were 
not beautiful flowers with many colors, as on other balconies, whose 
owners showed off the glorious creatures to the outside world. They 
were modest plants, although Neil was not interested in their useful 
and health-related properties. He was interested in their well-being. 
How are they? he thought. The plants were living beings, and they 
were now in his care. Neil had felt a certain desire for more life; now 
that something could grow, it was, in a way, wrong that nothing 
grew. For Neil, it could have been some of the showy flowers, but his 
wife Hilde was not interested in that. She was not interested in hav-
ing plants, because she thought she did not have a green thumb. She 
did not like the idea of having plants under her responsibility. But 
she had bowed to Neil’s initiative: We need some plants on the balcony.

After that, Neil started going out on the balcony to see what had 
happened to the plants. To his surprise, he could see that they were 
growing. He knew they needed water to grow, so he took care of 
that. It pleased him and caused him to go out on the balcony every 
day. Now, he had lived in the apartment for 10 years without having 
plants; many things happened in the apartment, but things did not 
grow by themselves. It was he and, recently, also Hilde who made 
things change in the apartment. The world was, in and of itself, a 
dead world in which he and Hilde walked around and expressed 
themselves. Things that happened were an echo of him and Hilde. 
That was life. It was not life in its entirety; there was a world outside 
the apartment that also contained life. There were plants and animals 
in the outside world, but Neil never came into contact with them.
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Several things are worth noticing in this language game. (1) The plants 
make a difference in the life of Neil and Hilde. Before the arrival of the 
plants, their world was without contact with more-than-humans. (2) Neil 
cares for the singular plants in themselves, for their well-being; he has no 
further purpose than to take care of them. (3) It makes Neil happy to see 
the plants grow, which he takes as a sign of their well-being. (4) The plants 
attract Neil and Hilde; they enjoy sitting on the balcony with the plants. 
(5) The plants also attract other living beings, especially bees, and Neil 
notices this. (6) Through this, Neil and Hilde come in contact with insects 
and care for their well-being; for example, Neil begins to give the plants 
more water, feeling that it might help the plants to grow and give more 
nectar to the bees. (7) Neil notices that the bees and the plants have con-
tact with each other. (8) Thus, the plants open the world of Neil and Hilde 
to contact with more-than-humans, increase their curiosity and knowl-
edge about more-than-humans, and bring life and happiness.

Does this mean that dialogue is taking place between Neil, Hilde, and 
the plants and insects? Hilde and Neil are most certainly developing singu-
lar concepts about their plants. These concepts invigorate their life by 
creating interest in what happens on their balcony. This makes them happy. 
Neil regularly engages in small internal dialogue when thinking about the 

In good weather, Hilde and Neil ate on the small balcony. After 
the plants arrived, Hilde had begun suggesting they should eat there, 
even though she never mentioned the plants. Several of them flour-
ished. They were tiny flowers, but there were many. Not something 
one would notice from the neighboring balconies—but the insects 
noticed them. Although theirs was a balcony on the fourth floor, the 
bees were diligent. They came every day. Neil wondered if there 
could be nectar in the little flowers. Every little flower received many 
visits, so Neil watered them a little extra. The flowers obviously 
wanted to supply nectar to the bees, so they needed a little extra 
power. How could the bees know there was nectar up here? Neil thought. 
One day, he again observed a bumblebee flying from flower to flower 
collecting honey. Hilde had still not seen the bumblebees. “Hilde, 
come, come and see,” Neil called, and he showed her the bumble-
bee. “Look at that, there, see how eager it is,” he said with enthusi-
asm. Hilde felt that it was nice.

Example 1:  (continued)
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plants. He had been longing for something and got it. And the plants 
made an impression on him, which echoed in his head and made him 
respond with care. The plants reacted to his care—they thrived.

There is a language game between Neil and Hilde: He tells her about 
the plants and insects. But is there a language game between the humans 
and the more-than-humans? There is semiotic interaction (Barbieri, 2008). 
Neil takes notice of the life of the plants and their relationships with the 
bees. He takes this as a sign of the plants’ desire to give nectar to the bees. 
It is, as the plants tell him, what he should do if he cares for them, and 
when he does it, he sees that the plants are grateful. For Neil, there is dia-
logue resulting in understanding: the plants ask for water, and Neil answers 
by giving them water. His dialogue with the plants makes him curious and 
expands his knowledge: What do they need? How much water?

From this example, we make a first clarification of interspecies dialogue 
as a bodily mediated, sign-based language game in which humans take 
notice of what more-than-humans need to live well and take this as a set 
of questions, calling for answers in the form of helpful support. The telos 
of the language game is to help the singular plants and their friends.

Does this evolve into a life community in which both humans and more-
than-humans participate in the co-creation of a good life? It seems so. 
Despite (and because of) differences, the plants, insects, Neil, and Hilde 
begin to form a shared world in which they are thrilled to do things that 
bring life value to all. Neil and Hilde support the plants, the plants give 
nectar to the bees, and the bees bring life and happiness to the balcony and 
pollinate the flowers. All creatures participate in their own way but support 
each other and co-create a life that would not be possible if one of them 
were missing. Life community does not imply a unity between the crea-
tures; rather, they form a community of differences, a coherent plurality, or 
what Lingis (1994) calls a “community for those who have nothing in 
common”—except life (we add). Each creature is not fully accessible to the 
others, but withdraws; Neil infers what the plants ask for based on signs. 
Each creature has its own world besides the shared world. What makes 
Neil happier, and brings value into his life, is that the plants are something 
in themselves, not just an echo of Neil. It is the miracle of being able to do 
something good for the plants, although Neil himself is not a plant. To see 
and help other living beings grow and be well makes him happy.

Thus, interspecies life community is possible and evolves when humans 
and more-than-humans do and enjoy something together, despite, but 
also because of, being different beings.
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Several things are worth noticing in this example. (1) The difference 
between visiting and being part of a world together with others is crucial. The 
visitor is not involved; he is an outsider, and as such, he is nowhere. Foster is 
not a visitor, a tourist from another place. Foster is seeking peace from the 
pain that is tied to his world. Here is a fine world without his pain; in the 
beginning, he is not part of this world either. Being part of implies involve-
ment and doing things together; it involves participating in dialogue in a 
shared world. The visitor looks at the objectified world, exploits its resources 
and pleasures, and leaves it, not caring for the traces he leaves behind. Foster 
is not a visitor, and he is not a part. What is he? He is homeless, seeking a way 
to be somewhere. But he is open to this world, unfolding a universal love for 

Example 2:5 A man, Foster, dives every day for a year, at the same 
spot, in a South African kelp forest. He comes across a young octopus 
that he is drawn to and comes to know over almost its entire lifespan 
(one year). In the beginning, Foster just pays a daily visit to the den 
of the octopus. But, as he explains, when you do the same thing again 
and again, and visit the same place, you begin to notice a lot of dif-
ferences. You shift from being a visitor to being part of the environ-
ment; this makes a huge difference. After many days, suddenly the 
octopus makes contact with Foster, and a relationship of curiosity and 
care develops. Now the octopus also seeks out Foster, takes initia-
tives, touches him, plays with him, observes, hides, and seeks his 
help, too. A relationship of trust is built, and the octopus invites 
Foster into her world. Every day, Foster learns something new about 
the octopus. But also, he learns something about himself, his fragility 
and potential power to connect and be a joyful part of an environ-
ment, forcing him to connect with powers dwelling within himself. 

When the octopus dies, after giving birth to her children, and is 
eaten by a shark, Foster is moved and mourns the loss of his compan-
ion.When the year with the octopus began, Foster was in a life crisis. 
He had worked too much and lost the meaning of life. But the expe-
rience with the octopus, the power of becoming a part of her world 
and doing what he loves to do—diving, being part of nature, and 
developing a fine, loving relationship—brought life value to Foster. 
He began to dive together with his son and felt that he became a 
better father who enjoys life with his son, too.

11  TO LOVE AND BE LOVED IN RETURN… 



232

this world while seeking distance from his world of pain. (2) The repetition 
of daily activities at the same spot opens the possibility of delving deeper into 
differences. When Foster is on land, he is often thinking about the den—it is 
calling—so he dives each day to the world of the octopus, and her friendship 
is made possible by the creation of a specific space-time structure: diving at 
the same location every day for a long time. (3) Being in a kind of wu wei—
that is, a state of active non-action6—Foster makes it possible for the octopus 
to take its time to begin to trust Foster and decide when and if contact and a 
relationship should be established. Foster allows the octopus to take the ini-
tiative. (4) The octopus surprises Foster. Its life is much richer than he imag-
ined. It is intelligent, careful, curious, and inventive. When trust is built, she 
shows her activities to Foster, and she plays and does things together with 
him. He learns from and with her. (5) The life with her gives Foster more 
power, knowledge, and life value, and it comes as a whole. His existential love 
strengthens. This transfers into his relationship with his son. (6) The friend-
ship between Foster and the octopus is a relationship between singularities, a 
subjective love emerged. The octopus is not just an octopus among other 
beings; it is not a type. Foster relates to the octopus as an irreplaceable and 
unique being and builds a singular love-based concept of her. Therefore, he 
mourns her death. He is grateful for having been part of her life and her 
being a part of his. (7) Foster experiences what questions the life of the octo-
pus is based on—for instance, that her life is not just about hunting and thus 
an answer to the survival problem. The octopus also plays with fishes, which 
Foster thinks is an answer to her intelligence and quest for enjoyment. This 
makes him think about his own life and what questions his doings are answers 
to. From this, he recasts what questions his doings ought to be answers to 
and thinks more deeply about what a good life is.

Here, dialogue happens on two levels. First, the octopus takes the daily 
appearance of a peaceful Foster as a sign of trustworthiness. Then she 
decides to contact him and begins to touch him, letting him know that she 
trusts him. Next, further bodily dialogue takes place. They swim together, 
play together, and cooperate in an escape from a shark. This happens 
through bodily sensing, imagining, and guessing what the other wants 
and is able to do. Second, the creative doings of the octopus make Foster 
wonder what questions these doings are answers to. This makes him think 
about his life. Such processes Gadamer (2013) calls real dialogue, in which 
understanding on a deeper level is reached. There is a fusion of horizons, 
which enables Foster to re-engage in life. The fusion of horizons that takes 
place in and between the partners in the dialogue explains the sorrow of 
the loss. The expectation of the other in a dialogue is that he/she must 
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come back because “I have something in my heart that ties me to life, and 
this part comes from you and depends on you.” When the other is dead, 
this part of the person continues calling for the other.

Clearly, interspecies dialogue is possible and can take the form of a bodily 
mediated, sign-based language game in which one can sense what the 
other can do and wants to do, and respond to this, thus making it possible 
to do things together, learn from and with each other, and create an emo-
tional relationship connecting singular beings who care for each other.

Through their daily encounters, Foster and the octopus develop a com-
munity. To begin with, Foster visits the den. When community is estab-
lished, he is no longer a visitor but a part of their shared world. They live 
together, take part in each other’s lives, and form a shared life. They are not 
together all the time—both have secrets and a life of their own—but the 
life community contributes to the values of their life. Thus, life communi-
ties between humans and more-than-humans are possible and evolve when 
humans and more-than-humans do something together that contributes to 
a shared good life, despite (and because of) their differences, making it 
possible to develop feelings for each other, trust and friendship, and knowl-
edge about each other’s singular modes of being and life problems.

To sum up: Our examples show that interspecies dialogical relations and 
life communities between humans and more-than-humans are possible. The 
essential element of dialogue and understanding is a fusion of horizons that 
produces understanding and the joy of living in community. It implies lan-
guage games in which humans approach more-than-humans as singular 
creatures with whom they have dialogue despite (and because of) their dif-
ferences, and with whom they share a life in which they help and enjoy each 
other. The preconditions are that humans approach the more-than-humans 
(1) as co-fellows, (2) in appropriate locations where both can live and be 
together, and (3) stay together for a timespan that allows both to build con-
fidence. Dialogue in this life-giving form, which is the basis of being in the 
world and which is that which is most missing today, is still possible. It is 
dialogue not only as a language game among humans. Through its openness 
(Gadamer, 2013), it relates humans to the whole biosphere. One should 
add that the sensitive environmental awareness (openness, wu wei) of Neil 
and Foster not only also includes the non-living but displays a rhythm of 
impression and expression in which Neil and Foster sensitively scan the envi-
ronment, seeking whether there is something living to attend to, disposing 
them to the dialogue and the joy and gratitude they feel when it is found.

Three sets of values are generated through establishing interspecies dia-
logical relations and life communities with more-than-humans. (1) Ethical 
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values: Instead of treating more-than-humans as mere objects or resources, 
one takes responsibility for others and tries to contribute to their possibility 
of creating a good life. (2) Life values: A richer life is opened, with mutual 
enjoyment, excitement, encounters of differences, emotional bonds, even 
love and the happiness of being loved in return. Through creating interspe-
cies life communities, the world becomes richer and more meaningful. The 
dialogue makes life valuable. The dialogue itself is a basic value—maybe even 
the basic expression of love. (3) Epistemological values: Understanding and 
learning can be reached both with and from other species. This includes 
increased self-knowledge, self-understanding, and deeper thoughts about 
the meaning of life. This is ideographic knowledge, meaning knowledge of 
singular beings, which increases our capacity for becoming Earth-caretakers 
in relation to unique and singular beings. In none of the examples is abstract 
and technical language constructed. Singular and sensing zoëlogical semiotic 
systems are developed, directed toward the singular and irreplicable beings 
one relates to in the life communities, where beings are approached as unique.

A humanity that moves toward a world understanding, in which more-
than-humans are approached as co-fellows that we can create dialogical 
relationships and life communities with, will bring out a richer life, pro-
duce important life knowledge and teleologically point toward a post-
Anthropocene humanity and Earth.

Part III: Toward a Dialogical and Zoëlogical 
Understanding of the School

This section addresses the field of education to demonstrate how it could 
be possible to alter a school, based on a Holocene world understanding, 
toward a school based on a dialogical and zoëlogical understanding, and 
thus educationally institutionalize interspecies dialogical relations and life 
communities. Let’s start with an example of a Holocene school language 
game to see what is wrong, from an Anthropocene perspective, with the 
Holocene school.

Example 1: A teacher enters a classroom. Students sit in rows, behind 
desks. At the back of the room, animals are stuffed in showcases. The 
teacher begins to talk. He explains what they shall learn today and asks 
them to open their schoolbooks and look at the same page. He then 
explains how rivers work, the day’s topic. He writes on the blackboard, 
and students take notes. Sometimes students raise their hands. He allows 
them to ask questions, and he answers. Then he asks the students to look 
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at the test tubes they filled with water, animals, and plants from a nearby 
river during the previous lesson. Their task is to use the knowledge from 
the schoolbook to identify five things caught in the tubes and present the 
results to the class. Most students succeed in doing this. The teacher writes 
the results on the blackboard. At the end of the lesson, the students are 
asked to pour the contents of the test tubes into a sink at the side of the 
classroom.

In this example, there is the dominant voice of the teacher. Except for 
answering a few questions, he talks in monologues, socializing the chil-
dren for a Holocene life. Everything else of the environment, the river and 
the living creatures of the river, is treated as resources, background, and 
instances of abstract knowledge and concepts, without intrinsic value. The 
language game between the students and teacher is abstract and disem-
bodied from a specific locality. Students are asked to learn the same things, 
to turn to the same page, and the task selected by the teacher is only to 
make identifications and exemplify general knowledge of what species can 
be found in the river and what type of river it is. The living creatures are 
treated for human purposes and finally as garbage.

Let’s take another example, now situated in the Anthropocene age, 
today, but still based on what we, in Part I, called a Holocene response.

Example 2: A teacher takes her class of students into a forest to collect 
waste that is brought back to the school, examined, recycled, and turned 
into artworks and other things the students create. The teacher teaches 
the students about the harmful effects of waste in a forest.

The intention is to teach new generations to take care of the planet by 
not throwing garbage into the woods, to pick up waste when they see it, 
and to recycle it. Yet this is only about resource optimization. The struc-
ture of the language game resembles Example 1: teaching primarily takes 
place in a classroom; the excursion to the forest is secondary. Communication 
is between humans, while everything else is treated as resources, back-
ground, and scenery for human expressions and development. There are 
no interspecies dialogues or communities. The children are trained to keep 
human life and nature separate—implying that human life in the woods is 
bad. This illustrates that a Holocene response to protect the biosphere is 
problematic, creating a cognitive and emotional gulf between humans and 
the geosphere.

Our third example moves in the direction of an Anthropocene response. 
Students are to unfold life in dialogue with their environment.
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Example 3: A school class is to live for one year next to a river running 
through the Great Forest to become part of life processes where other 
creatures live. Every school day, they meet at the same place at the 
edge of the Great Forest. Sometimes they stay overnight, and other 
times they stay for several days. The students unfold a life in dialogue 
and interaction based on their observations, and care and fear of the 
life of the forest, guided by teachers. They encourage students to be 
cautious and to explore the environment, see if they observe some-
thing interesting, and learn from and with the living beings that live in 
the Great Forest. The students display initiatives and support each 
other, make common projects to their curiosity, and exchange stories 
about their experiences and fantasies, as well as getting information 
and help from the teachers at the campfire. Also, students and teachers 
seek additional knowledge—for instance, through the internet and 
mobile devices, when relevant. The students are encouraged to notice 
what would be good or harmful for the different creatures and try to 
support the lives and well-being of these beings.

Students divide into smaller groups that choose to live and care for 
different areas and creatures. They are trained in being patient and, 
like Foster, observe and wait for the animals and plants to make con-
tact or only to slowly intervene, and only help when they sense it 
would do something good, as with Neil. The students are encour-
aged weekly to present new knowledge and outline their ideas and 
perspectives on how to proceed. The teachers support the children 
and participate in the life activities.

As time goes by, they learn about the specific spot and begin to notice 
differences, rhythms, and changes. Some creatures begin to acknowl-
edge and get used to the students. One group builds trust and a rela-
tionship with two duck families. After a while, they can differentiate 
between their individual members. They follow and support their duck 
life, and the ducks are grateful and respond by being near the students 
and making joyful things. When the ducks have ducklings, these grow 
up with the students as a natural part of their life; they seek help and 
enjoy it when the students are around, and mutual enjoyment flows.

Yet, during the Christmas holidays, when it becomes cold, most of 
the ducks die. When the group comes back after Christmas, the stu-
dents become sad and wonder if it would have been better not to 
support the ducks with food and other things. The children blame 
themselves, thinking the ducks might have developed their life-skills 

  L. NØRREKLIT AND M. PAULSEN



237

In this example, the students and teachers are not visitors. Teaching is 
situated in the Great Forest. The students experience new questions and 
become part of a new world. Interspecies dialogue and life communities 
develop, with emotional bonds between students and singular more-than-
humans. Like the life community on the balcony attracted Neil and Hilde, 
life communities evolve between student groups and other beings in the 
forest. Their horizon assimilates the life of the forest. Different problems 
occur, but that is what teachers are for. They encourage, support, and co-
create with the students and their life fellows. The knowledge developed 
is concrete and relates to unique, singular beings. The students learn 
something important about life, death, human intervention, and how to 
sustain life communities and life values. Like Foster, they create relation-
ships with unique beings, developing their subjective love. They also expe-
rience death and mourning. They come into contact with life—including 
their own. Their love of life, their existential love, strengthens. Whatever 
forgetfulness of life and being there was, they readapt human nature.

This example illustrates what a school based on a zoëlogical and dialogical 
world understanding might look like. It may also integrate resource manage-
ment. The Great Forest case might include learning to make edible things 
grow in ways that, like on the balcony between the bees and plants, do not 
harm but expand life possibilities and mutual enjoyment. Understanding 
life, they discover how abundantly productive nature is—not only the small 
flowers on the balcony but the trees, the bushes, and all things that live pro-
duce an abundance in biodiverse environments. Further, students might 
experiment with building zoë-friendly zones and buildings not only meant 
for humans, making compostable clothes and more, find inspiration in litera-
ture, invent narratives, thus making the students more self-sustaining while 
simultaneously considering other beings, but also applying and developing 
technologies to foster interaction and dialogue with other species that might 
express themselves in formats not directly perceivable by humans.

better without depending on unreliable students. Some think it was 
wrong to betray the ducks during the holiday. Teachers support their 
reflections that have no definitive answer. Other groups also have 
experiences with animals and plants, life and death, as the year goes 
by. One group experiences how the old oak tree, which they became 
fond of, changes sex during the winter. They are excited about why 
their tree suddenly chooses another sex.

Example 3:  (continued)
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A realization of such ways inspires a post-Anthropocene pedagogy that 
develops educational institutions in educating humanity toward a new 
Earth, in which more-than-humans are giving space through dialogically 
based life communities. It involves humans who are not instruments under 
monological control, blind to the life of the world. Instead, they are (or 
become) responsible beings unfolding a life dialogue with human as well 
as more-than-human life, promoting a lush and healthy world.

Conclusions

Part I argued that current environmental problems can be responded to in 
two ways: a Holocene response, based on the same understanding and 
logic that has produced the problems, and an Anthropocene response 
based on a zoëlogical and dialogical world understanding, in which more-
than-humans are approached as living creatures with intrinsic powers and 
values, with whom humans might interact and co-create a good life. We 
argued that the latter should have priority and that resource management 
should be subsumed and integrated into this. Part II used a Wittgensteinian 
language-game approach to clarify that interspecies dialogical relationships 
and life communities in which both humans and more-than-humans can 
participate are possible and have ethical, life, and epistemological value. 
Thus, it is possible and desirable to strive for it. Insofar as humanity is rec-
reated in this direction, it will be a humanity that is not only turned toward 
itself but reaches out to, cares for, and tries to create a good life for and 
together with other living beings. Part III addressed the educational field 
and argued that a school that is based on a zoëlogical and dialogical world 
understanding is desirable and possible. It supports students in developing 
interspecies dialogical relationships and life communities and thereby con-
tributes to the development of pedagogy for a post-Anthropocene Earth.

Many practical obstacles remain. Our aim has only been to show that 
interspecies dialogical relationships and life communities are understand-
able, possible, and desirable and should therefore be aimed for.

Notes

1.	 Proposed start dates for the Anthropocene vary from 12,000 to 15,000 years 
ago to the trinity test in 1945 or even later. See, for example, Moore (2016), 
Haraway (2016), Emmett and Nye (2017), and Laugesen (2018). For objec-
tions to the word and concept “Anthropocene” and discussions of alternative 
candidates, see Morton (2016, pp. 7–25; 2018, pp. 39–67), Latour (2017, 
pp. 111–145), Sørlin (2017), Moore (2016), and Haraway (2016, pp. 30–57).
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2.	 Zoë means life in Greek; thus zoë-centered means life-centered, yet not neces-
sarily in the biological sense developed through Holocene science, but in a 
more fundamental sense, entailing “subjectivity” or being-togetherness as liv-
ing creatures (in Danish: as væsner). See also Chakrabarty (2015).

3.	 The Holocene is obviously not based on only one world understanding. We 
propose only that a scenic and human-centered world understanding has 
become dominant. What we call the Holocene world understanding 
obtained the power to transform the life-critical zone on Earth, marginal-
izing alternative understandings. This understanding may be of European 
origin; nevertheless, it has become dominant on a global scale in the late 
Holocene and early Anthropocene. One might object that we do not explain 
how the new alternative “Anthropocene” world understanding could 
increase in power and subordinate the scenic and human-centered world 
understanding. Our argument only intends to clarify the content of the new 
world understanding and pinpoint implications of making this the basis of 
education and humanity.

4.	 At the beginning of the development of science, the role of love was obvi-
ous. Scientists were the lovers of knowledge, philo-sophia. Even Newton 
considered himself to be a philosopher: His books on physics are titled as 
books on the philosophy of nature. The separation between science and 
philosophy as we know it today came later. The point is that if there is no 
love behind the knowledge claim, the individual may become a sophist.

5.	 This example is taken from the Netflix movie My Octopus Teacher (2020).
6.	 Wu wei is a contested concept within classical Chinese thought, especially 

within Daoism (see, e.g., Girardot et  al., 2001). The concept has several 
meanings. Despite that it can be translated as “non-action,” it is better 
understood as a certain situational way of spontaneous, open, free-acting 
being-in-the-world that concords with life and nature rather than with fixed 
social-human norms. As we apply the concept, we want to indicate that 
Foster does not act upon the octopus and her world; he does not try to alter 
and adapt the world to his own desires. Instead, he tries to be there, be a 
part of the environment, and become alive within this nexus. Thus, he per-
forms a kind of active non-action wherein he opens up to life, including his 
own aliveness.
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CHAPTER 12

Planetarianism Now: On Anticipatory 
Imagination, Young People’s Literature, 

and Hope for the Planet

Marek Oziewicz

One of the greatest challenges facing education in the Anthropocene is to 
empower young people everywhere to believe that we are able to transition 
to an ecological civilization. The nourishment of this capacity is a different 
task than helping them grasp—in numbers and data—the scope of climate 
change, biodiversity loss, and other forms of ecocide currently unfolding 
under the business-as-usual operations of neoliberal petrocapitalism. The 
latter challenge is “merely” about honing young people’s climate science 
literacy. And while the quantifiable nature of scientific understanding is 
not without its challenges, unless one is willing to contest the scientific 
consensus about climate change, this factual knowledge is neither hard to 
find nor controversial. Helping young people believe that we can transition 
from an ecocidal to an ecological civilization is a whole different matter. 
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While it also requires factual knowledge, such belief is a form of anticipa-
tory imagination that looks beyond the horizon of what is currently pos-
sible to envision what is desired and necessary. One name for this belief is 
hope and the concern of this chapter is with how literature for young 
people can be tapped to nourish hope for the planet.

The argument is framed by a larger premise, according to which appeals 
to scientific evidence and data are not sufficient to “communicate—and 
hence trigger—the social and political changes needed to address climate 
change” (Szeman & Boyer, 2017, p. 5). The challenges facing us require 
a radical transformation of our conceptual structures of perception and a 
new critical awareness of how to use stories for that purpose. The proposi-
tion explored here is that while the battle for our planet’s future is fought 
on many fronts, it is first and foremost the battle of imagination: of 
whether we can imagine a biocentric future. My contention is that hope-
oriented anticipatory imagination is a necessary precondition for disrupt-
ing ecocide and enabling meaningful change. The term I propose for this 
anticipatory imagination focused on the planet’s future is planetarianism. 
This chapter offers its programmatic exposition, theorizing planetarianism 
as a mode of engagement with the issues of climate change in and through 
literature for the young reader.

Dreaming Despair: The Present Moment and the Rise 
of Dystopia

The leading question for this section was whether it is more responsible 
for educators to respond to the Anthropocene by preparing young people 
for the inevitable collapse of a petrocapitalist world or by empowering 
them to collective action that has the potential to re-orient the course of 
our civilization toward regenerative futures built on respect for planetary 
boundaries. So framed, the question represents a false dichotomy, but it 
gestures at a pedagogical dilemma: how to teach about climate change 
without leaving the audience feeling hopeless. The false dichotomy part is 
that preparing for the demise of our unsustainable, profit-driven, extrac-
tive, and ecocidal civilization is not antithetical to forms of activism neces-
sary for the emergence of an ecological civilization. In fact, a broad 
consensus exists that petrocapitalism must be abandoned as soon as pos-
sible (Klein, 2014; Ghosh, 2016; Szeman & Boyer, 2017; Read & 
Alexander, 2019). As Rupert Read puts it, we are facing three broad 
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possible futures. One, we will somehow manage to rapidly transform our 
ecocidal civilization into an ecological one. Two, our ecocidal civilization 
will collapse, but it will manage to seed a successor civilization as it falls. 
Or three, our ecocidal civilization will collapse utterly and terminally; vic-
tim of climate instability, resource depletion, and the conflicts these emer-
gencies would engender (Read, 2020, pp. 159–160).

The main political and financial institutions of our petrocapitalist status 
quo have so far denied considering any of these three futures. They are 
locked instead in a magical thinking narrative about the future of acceler-
ating expansion, including into space, with more of everything and infinite 
growth. For serious consideration of our possible futures, one needs to 
turn to climate movements like Extinction Rebellion and Fridays for the 
Future, or to UN reports and scientific literature. When the 2018 IPCC 
Special Report gives us only until 2030 for “rapid, far-reaching and 
unprecedented changes in all aspects of society” to contain global warm-
ing at 1.5° C by the end of the century (IPCC, 2018), or when the 2019 
UN IPBES Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity concludes that we 
need “a fundamental, system-wide reorganization across technological, 
economic and social factors, including paradigms, goals and values” to 
protect nature and thus our own survival (IPBES, 2019), this is the lan-
guage of science talking about the choices we have. Likewise, when Greta 
Thunberg calls out governments and corporations for “making it look like 
real action is happening when in fact almost nothing is being done, apart 
from clever accounting and creative PR” (Thunberg, 2020, p. 109), this 
is our time’s equivalent of “The Emperor’s New Clothes”: of teenage 
activists recognizing how our socio-political order is caught up in self-
serving illusions. In Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) Paulo Freire pro-
posed the term conscientization for the process of “achieving critical 
consciousness” of oppression or injustice that allows one “to go a step 
beyond the deception of palliative solutions [and] to engage in authentic 
transformation of reality” (2018, p. 183). I want to suggest that our time 
is one of the accelerating conscientization of climate change. One in which 
we are entering a popular revolt against a dysfunctional system.

Knowing these facts does not make the pedagogical dilemma easier. 
The choice between the goals of “steeling for despair” versus “offering 
hope” is not just uncomfortable psychologically but daunting in practical 
ways. How do we teach to normalize despair or desensitize our students 
to a possible environmental collapse—and should we teach it, even if we 
knew how? Likewise, how do we teach hope for the planet without 
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making it seem like solutions are easy or the situation is not as critical as 
the scientific data suggest? In more nuanced contexts, can despair and 
hope be taught together or balanced out without turning our pedagogy 
into collusion with the ecocidal status quo? Or perhaps hope and despair 
are each more complex notions than the binary opposition we often take 
them to be? If so, is there a way of enacting hope that embraces despair or 
acting on despair to carry forth the seeds of hope?

The trajectories of young people’s literature and scholarship over the 
past four decades suggest some answers to these questions. In the realms 
of literary criticism and the humanities, two developments merit special 
attention. The first was the emergence of ecocriticism, with the term 
coined in 1978 by William Rueckert, the professional organization 
Association for the Study of Literature and Environment established in 
1992, and the seminal collection that defined the field, Cheryll Glotfelty 
and Harold Fromm’s The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary 
Ecology published in 1996. Ecocriticism has since diversified into several 
strands  (Gaard, 2009), all of them retaining the original focus on “the 
study of the relationship between literature and the physical environment” 
(Glotfelty, 1996, p. xviii). In its “study” part, ecocriticism remains 
“merely” an interpretative tool. The focus on “the physical environment,” 
however, reveals ecocriticism’s activist aspirations and its origin as a reac-
tion to literary studies in the 1990s being too academic. While postmod-
ernism, deconstruction, and poststructuralism ignored the realities of the 
biological world, the fundamental premise of ecocriticism was radically 
different: “that human culture is connected to the physical world, affect-
ing it and affected by it” (p. xix). The answer, one answer, ecocriticism 
thus offered was that literary studies should pay attention to “the most 
pressing contemporary issue of all, namely, the global environmental cri-
sis” (p. xv).

The other major process was the rise of the environmental humanities 
in the early 2000s. An interdisciplinary global intellectual movement 
rather than a development within a particular field, the environmental 
humanities recognize that “abandon[ing] narrow disciplinary traditions” 
is necessary to fully grasp the inextricable ways in which humanity and the 
environment are connected (Emmett & Nye, 2017, p. 4). The environ-
mental humanities advocates that reconceiving of “the relationship 
between scientific and technical disciplines and the humanities” is “essen-
tial to understanding and resolving dilemmas that have been created by 
industrial society” (p.  4). The key contribution of the environmental 
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humanities has been to stress that science alone is not enough to engender 
a societal transformation our world needs. Since most of the constraints 
working against environmental action are cultural, the environmental 
humanities offer a necessary space to foster new ways of thinking and a 
new story about who we are, as a species, in relation to all other forms of 
life on the planet. The species focus has been especially groundbreaking. 
Indeed, until the Anthropocene registered on our simian radars, we had 
never even had to think of ourselves as a species. The environmental 
humanities is a response to this challenge. It insists that we must, as a spe-
cies, find a new, emotionally compelling story “capable of mobilizing 
social adaptation” to the realities of a climate-altered world (p. 8).

Concurrent with the development of ecocriticism and the environmen-
tal humanities, something else was happening in literature and film for the 
young audience. It was the explosion of dystopia. The dystopian imagina-
tion was not a new thing, but it had until then existed “on the margins of 
mainstream literature” (Baccolini & Moylan, 2003, p. 1). It was only in 
the Reagan years—the dawn of the neoliberal era—that “a more clearly 
dystopian turn began to emerge within the popular imagination of Anglo-
American societies” (p.  3). Within a decade, stories of “the Great 
Unraveling”—as Joanna Macy and Chris Johnstone have called this broad 
narrative template (2012, p.  5)—became not just mainstream but the 
dominant response to the Anthropocene in literature and film. The wide 
currency of dystopian, postapocalyptic, and post-disaster narratives has 
since forged a negative feedback loop: the more dystopia we read, the 
more evidence we find for its inevitability. For literary historians, however, 
dystopia is a recent phenomenon. It represents a historically situated aber-
ration in our story systems triggered by the rise of neoliberalism.

In some ways, dystopia does make sense. Most of my students are 
Generation Z, born between 1995 and 2012. They grew up in a world 
literally hurtling toward apocalypse. During their lifetimes, between 1990 
and 2020, global fossil fuel consumption grew by about 30 percent, atmo-
spheric CO2 increased more than it did in the entire lifespan of the human 
species until 1990, and the global average temperature of the planet 
increased by about 0.5° C (Tortell, 2020, p. 8688). It was also during 
their lifetimes that alarm about climate change was first raised and then 
countered with multimillion-dollar campaigns of denial, doubt mongering 
(Oreskes & Conway, 2010), and fossil fuel lock-in framing (Supran and 
Oreskes, 2021). It was during their lifetimes too that a series of voluntary 
neoliberal trade agreements to limit greenhouse gas emissions were signed, 
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celebrated, and fizzled out—none of them even close to slowing down, let 
alone stopping the rise of emissions (Tortell, 2020). For people raised in a 
dysfunctional culture that continues to worship the market—even though 
it is increasingly clear that the market, being the primary driver of ecocide, 
is incapable of solving the problems it generates (Moore, 2016)—dystopia 
is the name of the game. My students know it well. Although they are in 
their late teens or early twenties, most of them have no illusions that capi-
talism can work for the planet. “Our economy today is built in large part 
upon the exploitation of the environment and its inhabitants,” wrote a 
freshman student, commenting on Polly Higgins’ TED talk about eco-
cide. “Higgins’ willingness to push for the formal condemnation of eco-
cide is inspiring, … but it will be rejected as unfriendly to corporate 
interests which benefit from ecocide.”

Students like George grew up reading dystopia, playing dystopian 
games, and watching dystopian films. They grew up hearing that capital-
ism is unavoidable, even if it destroys the planet. Surrounded by dysto-
pian, postapocalyptic, and post-disaster narratives, most of them have 
internalized the belief that imagining a hopeful future is naïve, whereas 
imagining a postapocalyptic hell is reasonable. They have no problems 
whatsoever with naming books, films, shows, or games that project the 
collapse of our civilization. But they struggle to recall a single story that 
projects a hopeful planetary future. This availability heuristic and the atti-
tudes it generates are not only the result of the culture in which they live 
and the dystopian narratives this culture generates. They are also rein-
forced by the popular and academic attention dystopia has received. Since 
the early 1990s, a whole field of dystopian studies has arisen to explain 
how dystopias are a new form of political opposition. Dystopia, Baccolini 
and Moylan note, offers “an education of perception” which may “sup-
port or catalyze a social transformation that will bring about an end to the 
conditions that produced the twentieth-century dystopias” (2003, p. 11). 
YA dystopias, specifically, “seek to teach serious lessons about the issues 
faced by humanity, and to offer readers a pleasurable retreat from their 
quotidian experience” (Hintz et al., 2013, p. 5). Likewise, post-disaster 
YA fiction is “highly political in scope” and strategically works “to engen-
der a restorative and transformative response to environmental crisis” 
(Curry, 2013, p. 15). It is all about education and warning, it seems.

My issue with this well-meant enterprise is that in the name of resis-
tance to the ecocidal status quo literary and filmic dystopias have helped 
reinforce the belief that ecocide is unavoidable. In 1981 Frederick Jameson 
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wrote about the political unconscious of literature and my contention is 
that the rise of dystopia has engendered its own political unconscious: one 
that works toward the erasure of hope. This erasure is seldom acknowl-
edged by authors, filmmakers, and scholars, but I have heard it, many 
times, from my students. “I have grown up watching and reading dysto-
pian media that often left me feeling a bit empty regarding the future of 
the planet or society,” wrote one freshman. In the words of another, “I 
never thought about how dystopian novels eliminated much of the hope 
young individuals could have for the future, especially in regard to climate 
change. … While I do try to help the environment through my daily 
choices—eating vegan, recycling, conserving water—my overall outlook 
on the future is hopeless to the point that I do not see any benefit from 
taking larger action.” Teaching about climate change, I have seen versions 
of this sentiment appear frequently enough to suggest that they represent 
a larger cultural construct. Writing about an urgent need for utopia, Tom 
Moylan recently remarked that dystopia has congealed into a “popular 
structure of feeling [which] immerses people in nihilist pleasure … and 
sustains a disarming anti-utopian pessimism” (2020, p.  166). Indeed. 
Over the past three decades—extrapolating from the neoliberal assault on 
the planet—we have created a vast industry that describes dystopia, exam-
ines dystopia, replicates dystopia, and normalizes expectations about dys-
topian futures. The focus on what we dread has left almost no place for 
discussions about the future we want.

The consequences have been dire. As cognitive scholars have long 
known, the more a neural circuit is activated, the stronger it gets: our 
cognitive architecture is such that “[w]hen we negate the frame, we evoke 
the frame” (Lakoff, 2004, p. 3). Research has linked the rise of eco-anxiety, 
climate denialism, and social inertia to the prevalence of dystopian imagi-
naries in the media and popular culture (Brulle & Norgaard, 2019; Kretz, 
2017). In literature, empirical studies have shown that over 80 percent of 
cli-fi narratives employ the “disaster frame” which—instead of mobilizing 
action—elicits despair, helplessness, and anger that lead to “ignoring or 
avoiding the topic” (Schneider-Mayerson, 2018, p. 490). When the disas-
ter frame is articulated in stories—recall the vision of future Earth in 
Wall-E—stories of the Great Unraveling tend to operate as self-reinforcing 
prophecies. Indeed, given how capitalism reproduces itself through 
“feed[ing] on and learn[ing] from resistance and critique” (Haiven, 2014, 
p. 9), dystopias may have become commodifications conscripted to repro-
duce the system they supposedly challenge (Moylan, 2020, p. 166). If so, 
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dystopia today represents a de facto capitulation to the rhetoric of petro-
capitalism, which sees no alternative to the current carbon economy, and 
no alternative to its peculiar idea of growth based on accelerating moneti-
zation and exploitation of the biosphere. Given capitalism’s colonialist 
legacy, visions of dystopian future are also capitulations to the unavoid-
ability of racism. In the words of Hari Ziyad, “white liberal dystopian 
projections aren’t cautionary tales about nativism and hyper capitalism, 
but an embrace of complicity” (2018, np). Underlying all these assump-
tions lies the fear that it is already too late. Take all this together and it 
becomes clear that the cultural work of dystopia has been impressive but 
not transformative enough. While dystopia has a place in building climate 
literacy, it is not sufficient to bring about the change we need.

Dreaming Hope: Planetarianism and the Way Forward

What if, instead of obsessing about the stories of the Great Unraveling, we 
turned our creative energies to imagine the futures we want? What if we 
used our imaginations to prefigure the world as it can be? My suggestion 
is that one of the most productive ways to engage with the urgencies of 
the Anthropocene is through stories that mobilize hope—and not just any 
hope but specifically hope for the planet. This capacity for “hopeful dream-
ing” (Alexander, 1968, p. 389) has always been the domain of art, espe-
cially literature. Our challenge is to reimagine ourselves in relation to the 
biosphere and the primary space for that reimagining is the story. But not 
just any story. As Ursula K. Le Guin commented in her 2014 National 
Book Awards Acceptance Speech: “I think hard times are coming when 
we will be wanting the voices of writers who can see alternatives to how we 
live now, who can see through our fear-stricken society and its obsessive 
technologies to other ways of being, and even imagine some real grounds 
for hope” (np). These are the stories we need.

Le Guin’s call is finding resonance in an emerging field of hope studies. 
Whereas earlier ecocritical scholarship insisted on the need to study any 
and all literary representations of the environmental crisis, hope scholars 
stress the need to study “bright spots”: stories that model solutions, posi-
tive outcomes, and understanding that have the potential to mobilize the 
audience’s agency (Kelsey, 2020, p. 175). Whereas scholars in the envi-
ronmental humanities and the Anthropocene literary studies have long 
centered discussions on how the stories we tell can shape our future, hope 
scholars insist on the need to “hack the story” (Ray, 2020, p. 80), “trend 
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hopeful” (Kelsey, 2020, p.  157), and address the challenges of the 
Anthropocene within hope-oriented frameworks. As Macy and Johnstone 
argue, our culture today unfolds within three broad narrative templates: 
Business as Usual, the Great Unraveling, and the Great Turning (2012, 
pp. 4–5). Each template is a version of reality and a lens through which we 
frame the challenges facing us. Each constructs our agency in relation to 
that reality. Macy and Johnstone’s argument is that today we need stories 
of the Great Turning: stories about the transition to an ecological civiliza-
tion, stories “committed to the healing and recovery of the world” in 
which “the central plot is finding and offering our gift of Active Hope” 
(p. 5). Like Kelsey, who insists that “the environmental crisis is also a crisis 
of hope” (2020, p. 11), Macy and Johnson frame hope as an activist posi-
tion necessary for us to discover “the path of an inspired vision” and 
achieve the change we want to see (2012, p. 185). Like Kelsey, who con-
tends that “hope for the environment is not only warranted but essential 
to addressing climate change, biodiversity loss, and the full suite of envi-
ronmental crises we face” (2020, p.  4), Macy and Johnson stress that 
Active Hope is indispensable. In fact, “the greater the gap between the 
present reality and what we would like to have happen,” the more impor-
tant it becomes “to believe that what we hope for is possible” (2012, 
p.  186). This relationship between hope, belief, change, and agency is 
paradoxical but central for any meaningful progress toward an ecological 
civilization. In other words, to embrace Active Hope, to become “active 
participants in bringing about what we hope for” (p. 3), we must recog-
nize that hopelessness is not a reality. It is a mindset. One that makes us 
“act and live from an orientation of fear” (Ray, 2020, p. 81). How do we 
confront it? How do we overcome our powerlessness—the I-can’t-do-
that, it’s-too-late, and it’s-too-big framing of the challenges ahead? How 
do we navigate past what Macy and Johnstone call “the threshold guard-
ian of disbelief” (2012, p. 193)?

I suggest we start with imagining hope for the planet. Eileen Crist has 
described the Anthropocene as a discourse “constituted by a blend of 
interweaving and recurrent themes” (2016, p. 15), two of which are espe-
cially prominent: naturalization of human expansionism and naturaliza-
tion of the Earth’s environmental collapse—that is, after Earth has been 
reduced to a resource for our species’ ascension toward domination of the 
galaxy and discarded when used up. This notion that Earth is doomed is a 
rhetorical construct that renders the planet expendable. It must be rejected 
in favor of imagination focused on hope—for only imagination empowers 
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us “to love and respect the Earth with the same intensity that we give to 
our families and our tribe” (Lovelock, 2000, p.  8). Put otherwise, the 
challenge of addressing the discourse of the Anthropocene is primarily a 
challenge to our story systems. Stories are the best tools we have to rewire 
our affective and cognitive modes of being in relation to the planet. And 
if we have been telling the wrong stories, it is time to get them right.

The alternative I propose is an epistemological orientation of putting 
the planet first, or planetarianism. A conceptual tool for ushering in the 
future we want, planetarianism is a biocentric philosophical commitment to 
stand up for the planet—thus, a counternarrative to the dystopian, anthro-
pocentric discourse of the Anthropocene that legitimizes ecocide as the 
price for human “progress.” On another level, planetarianism is applied 
hope articulated through stories—a form of hope-as-resistance that enables 
us to overcome what Macy and Johnstone call “the challenge of disbelief” 
(2012, p. 186). Planetarianism, in this formulation, is a name for the pro-
cess of unleashing our anticipatory imagination and channeling it into 
designing alternatives to the ecocidal present. Planetarianist stories envi-
sion the planet as a living entity, imagine a non-ecocidal socioeconomic 
system, depict disanthropocentrized relationships among humanity and 
other living beings, and gesture at a biocentric, multispecies future that is 
worth living for. So conceived, planetarianism can be examined as a dis-
tinct component of narrative fiction.

If this sounds simple, I want to stress that planetarianism presents us 
with a tremendous conceptual-creative challenge. We have little experi-
ence imagining applied hope through stories and we live in a culture 
whose mediascape is dominated by dystopian imaginaries. Our educa-
tional and other initiatives to create hope for the planet are always at risk 
of being pulled into the narrative of technooptimism, which effectively 
defends the ecocidal status quo as a necessary step toward a future of 
always-almost-within-reach technofixes. Or they risk being derailed by the 
more immediate concerns of the present. Nor have we given enough con-
sideration to the infinitely plural articulations of hope. What counts as 
hopeful for specific age groups or culturally situated audiences? What are 
the forms or thresholds of hope? What is the meaning of hope for the 
planet and how it might be different for not just different audiences but 
when expressed in different genres or media? Finally, what are the best 
tools to examine or teach hope—Active Hope, applied hope, activist hope, 
and other facets of hope—in the stories we tell? While I have no answers 
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to these questions, the remaining part of this chapter offers two provoca-
tions about the unique educational potential of planetarianist fiction.

First, one important cultural work of planetarianist literature is to nour-
ish a sense of hope even in the absence of specific solutions. Having hope 
is not the same as having a solution. While much of hope studies and solu-
tion journalism is predicated on the premise—and rightly so—of counter-
acting stories of doom and gloom with stories of environmental successes, 
equating hope with existing solutions is limiting. It distorts the larger 
work of hope as a form of sustaining belief operating even when we have 
no clear vision of how that hoped-for future may be achieved.

Consider, for example, Pam Bonsper and Dirk Rink’s The Problem of the 
Hot World (2015). In this picturebook, five animal friends realize that 
their world is getting too hot. The deer, the bear, the fox, the mole, and 
the owl head out to the Ocean to see where all the water went. But the 
salty water is not what they need. A polar bear cub then appears and tells 
them of a magic cave where they will find the answer. The five friends 
enter the cave, which turns out to be a tunnel leading back in time. When 
they tumble out, back in their own forest, it is lush: “everywhere it was 
green and it was not hot” (np). The end. Or consider Sandra Dieckmann’s 
Leaf (2017). In this picturebook, a lone emaciated polar bear is washed on 
the shores of a forest in a temperate climate. The bear is seen as a monster 
by all other forest creatures and tries to adapt by dressing up in leaves. Or, 
is it trying to fly away on leaf wings? When the crows talk to him at last, 
the bear indeed turns out to be “just someone who wished he could fly 
back home” (np). Eventually, the crows carry the bear back home to the 
Arctic and promise to tell his story “to everyone who would listen, so that 
no polar bear would ever get lost again” (np). In Rachel Hope Allison’s 
I’m Not a Plastic Bag (2012), the great pacific garbage patch flies away like 
a bird. Saying “thank you” to the gulls who inspired it to take off, it leaves 
the ocean clean for the marine creatures to live. It was not in its place. In 
the last opening, the smiling face of the GPGP monster in the sky is watch-
ing a lone albatross sail over the tranquil sea. All is well. And in Jewel 
Parker Rhodes’ Bayou Magic (2015), 12-year-old Maddy saves the local 
ecosystem by reconnecting with the ancestral knowledge traditions passed 
on to her by Grandmère Lavalier. When the oil rig in the Gulf explodes, 
gushing crude oil, Maddy’s dream grasps that her connection to mermaid 
goddess Mami Wata is the only way to save Bayou Bon Temps. She calls 
upon the mermaids to build a levee of rock and silt to block the river’s 
mouth. “They listened. They will do what I dreamed. Because of me, 
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there is a happy end” (2015, p. 232). When the media hail the outcome 
as “the Bon Temps miracle”—the oil parting “around this bayou like the 
eye of a hurricane” (pp. 233–234)—Maddy realizes that while “you can’t 
fix everything yourself, [y]ou need good friends and hope. Sometimes, 
even mermaids” (p. 235). None of these books offer realistic solutions to 
the problems of the Anthropocene they build on: global warming, shrink-
ing habitats, species extinction, marine pollution, or oil spills. At the same 
time, they each offer excellent examples of planetarianist fiction that mobi-
lizes hope for the planet by leaving the readers empowered that a non-
ecocidal outcome is possible. They all communicate that hope is a gift one 
must not give up even if realistic solutions are hard to imagine.

Second, planetarianist literature redefines hope as a form of collective 
action rooted in anticipatory imagination. Stressing the power of collec-
tive action is a flip side of acknowledging that climate change and other 
devastations of the Anthropocene are driven by systemic causes rather 
than by evil schemes of singular villains. And that these systems—both 
systems of oppression and systems of resistance—are shaped by the stories 
we tell. A number of planetarianist books succeed in depicting these sys-
tems without compromising their affective power which comes from 
focalization through the voice of a single protagonist.

To defeat the black snake that threatens the land in Carole Lindstrom 
and Michaela Goade’s We Are Water Protectors (2020), the young pro-
tagonist rallies a coalition that consists not only of her people, Native 
Americans, but also of her ancestors, of non-Native allies, of natural ele-
ments, of “the four-legged, the two-legged, the plants, trees, rivers, lakes, 
the Earth”—for “we are all related” (np). It is this broad coalition that will 
defeat the ecocidal system. When the narrative states, “We are stewards of 
the Earth. Our spirits have not been broken” (np), this is the voice of 
Active Hope proclaiming that togetherness is the path to transformative 
change. Likewise, in Megan Herbert and Michael E. Mann’s The Tantrum 
That Saved the World (2017), young Sophia is transformed into a climate 
activist when she connects with climate refugees who arrive at her home. 
The first to show up is a polar bear whose ice home ceased to exist. The 
bear is followed by a Kiribati family, a swarm of bees, a flamingo, a family 
of Syrian farmers, a sea turtle, a New England fisherman, and a Bengal 
tiger. “They all turned to face her with hope in their eyes, expecting Sophia 
to halt their demise” (np). Sophia organizes the refugees and petitions 
City Hall officials. When her call is snubbed, Sophia throws a tantrum to 
save the world, a tantrum so loud that the world listens. “Cooperative 
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action can turn this high tide, they had strength in numbers and right 
on their side” (np, bold in original). The book ends with refugees leaving 
for their new homes and the world getting a “second chance”—repre-
sented in green background landscapes—even though just what the trans-
formation involves is not described. A similar message about the power of 
collective action is found in Zoë Tucker and Zoe Persico’s Greta and the 
Giants (2019)—a fictionalized retelling of Greta Thunberg’s school strike 
for climate. In it, the animals plead with Greta to stop the greedy Giants 
who are destroying the forest, and Greta stands in the Giants’ path with a 
sign “Stop.” Within days, “more people and animals saw what they were 
doing and joined in too” (np). When the crowd gets so huge that it fills 
the forest, the Giants take notice. It takes them a while to disengage from 
their habitual destructive activities, but eventually, they do. “Before 
long … the forest became more beautiful than anything they could ever 
have imagined” (np).

What all these and other planetarianist stories achieve is to project hope 
as an emerging quality that arises out of multiplicity of simple interactions: 
the Water Protector girl promising to protect water, Sophia taking in the 
first climate refugee, or Greta taking up a sign to stop the Giants’ thought-
less rampage. The anticipatory imagination behind each of those acts is 
not certainty about the outcome, but a response to a call that creates pos-
sibility. “Emergence,” writes Adrienne Maree Brown, “is beyond what the 
sum of its parts could ever imagine” (2020, p. 37). That, too, is also how 
planetarianist stories showcase hope for the planet: as an emergent quality 
arising from collective dreaming. This dreaming keeps alive young peo-
ple’s belief that it is not too late and that any system created by human 
beings can be changed by human beings. Planetarianism affirms that we 
have the agency for that change. And that even a broken world is worth 
fighting for.

Planetarianism NOW
Beyond the examples mentioned above, authors have used multiple other 
strategies to articulate applied hope for the planet in stories for young 
audiences. That we need this hope is becoming increasingly clear and my 
contention is that children’s literature can act as a particle accelerator for 
planetarianist ideas. As educators in the Anthropocene, we are faced with 
a challenge of how to empower our students to believe that a just, ecologi-
cal civilization is possible. To further its emergence, we should actively 
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seek out stories that articulate hope for the planet and shift attitudes away 
from resignation. It is not enough to make our students aware of the facts; 
it is crucial to empower them to take an active stand against ecocide and 
teach them how. Stories that articulate hope are indispensable because the 
key obstacle in the current fight for our planet’s future is the pervasive 
doomsday script that exonerates inaction. We will not prevail unless we 
have stories that counter fear and despair with inspiration and hope. As 
with issues of race, diversity, and inequality, we need to learn to talk about 
the challenges of the Anthropocene openly and honestly. Our most 
advanced technology for imagining the future is the story, and it is through 
stories that we can engage others in conversation about how to translate 
hope into reality. “With malice toward none, with charity for all,” we need 
everyone on board—engaging our communities like Sophia’s team in 
Tantrum: “They all told more people, who told more folks still. They won 
hearts with kindness and minds with good will. And so on and so on until 
everyone, was doing the hard work that had to be done” (2020, np). We 
can choose the stories we live. We can stop the ecocide happening on our 
watch. The time for planetarianism is NOW.
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Surviving the Anthropocene increasingly looks like a problem that encom-
passes the totality of human existence. Decarbonization, the preservation 
of biodiversity, rewilding, ecological justice—all of these tasks, and many 
more, are bound together in a knot that may turn out to be impossible to 
untie within our current socio-political frameworks. A pedagogy for the 
Anthropocene should strive to educate people in systems thinking and 
critical thinking, in order to build them up as holistic problem solvers. But 
even if such an interdisciplinary and critically aware pedagogy could be 
devised and integrated in schools, universities, and workplaces, a problem 
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remains in the heart of the matter: reversing, or in the very least neutral-
izing, the harmful effects the Anthropocene requires shifts not merely in 
political economy and science/technology, but in ontology as well. 
Western metaphysics is the foundation of our philosophical explorations 
and political orientation, but also the determining apparatus for our ability 
to perceive and conceive of worlds. To turn the Anthropocene around, we 
need to cultivate richer capacities for being-in-the-world and to learn to 
recognize other such modes as ontologically equal.

This chapter tackles the issue of alternative metaphysics and how those 
could make room for inclusive political subjects open to human-nonhuman 
entanglements. This is a central strand of research in the environmental 
humanities but in this chapter I propose to engage it from a somewhat 
unusual angle—via thinking about artificial intelligence (AI), and its 
usages in technocultural imaginaries around the categories of “human” 
and “nonhuman.” The topic of AI is typically approached from the stand-
point of the natural sciences and engineering; the field has relied strongly 
on Cartesian metaphysics and its fundamental splits between subject and 
object, mind and body, inside and outside, and so on.

This underlying analytic of exclusion through binarization and 
boundary-setting is of course central to Western civilization. The concept 
of “the human,” as analyzed in relation to AI by Jennifer Rhee, has proven 
to be almost infinitely pliant in its capacity to set apart groups of beings 
and to serve ideological enterprises (Rhee, 2018). AI imaginaries have 
largely mirrored these processes, more often than not dehumanizing the 
figure of the intelligent machine and inscribing it with inhumanity (and in 
some cases with femininity, as Rhee shows). AIs in popular culture have 
alternately fulfilled the roles of slave and threat to humanity, frequently 
both in the same narrative space, always reinforcing the transcendental 
status of the human. On the other extreme is envisioning AI as a set of 
purely algorithmic and service-like routines divorced from any notion 
of agency.

Such exclusionary analytics have come under attack by different (and 
often opposed) strands of contemporary philosophy. A common motif 
among these is a reinterpretation of objects—natural and technological—
and the consequent blurring of the subject-object split. Thus, Bruno 
Latour’s actor-network theory decomposes agency into actantial compo-
nents and shifting assemblages (Latour, 2005); Karen Barad’s agential 
realism emphasizes the mutual constitution of subject and object in the act 
of “taking measure,” that is, any kind of representation or translation of 
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phenomena—scientific, mechanical, perceptual, semiotic, or other (Barad, 
2007); postphenomenology’s material hermeneutics interprets technolo-
gies as variously embodied extensions of the body (Verbeek, 2005); and 
speculative realism insists on the ontological autonomy of objects 
(Harman, 2018). Dreyfus’s critique of “good old-fashioned AI” has been 
influential in shifting research focus from symbolic representations, 
whereby the various aspects of being are encoded in separate functional 
modules, to dynamical systems in which mind and being are co-produced 
by agents and the environment (Dreyfus, 2007). In affect studies, the 
almost axiomatic insistence on the primacy of rational thought has been 
interrogated and found lacking in its capacity to navigate the complex 
economies of entangled selves (Wilson, 2011).

In this chapter I want to show that the Othering of AI in popular cul-
ture can serve a subversive purpose as well. Reading fiction about AI in 
conjunction with theoretical interventions can lead to opening up the 
concept of the human. In our technocultural imaginary, AI flickers in and 
out of the uncanny valley (Mori et al., 2012), alternately and ephemerally 
occupying the human, inhuman, and nonhuman positions. AI exhibits 
extraordinary narrative valency, as attested by the diversity of functional 
roles given to AI agents: from servant to master, from civilizational enemy 
to guardian of humanity, from seducer to lover, from madman to wise-
man, from child to teacher.

AI is in some sense a Trojan horse into Western metaphysics, involun-
tarily constructed as such by that very same system. It simultaneously 
repulses us and draws us closer, asks us to rationalize its behavior, and 
posits itself beyond human understanding. Such antinomies prevent a 
static technocultural interpretation of AI and open the door for alternative 
philosophical explanations of what it means to be an artificial thinking 
being. And while most fictional narratives about AIs are centered on tech-
nical and scientific imaginaries, I aim to show that we can think with AI 
just as productively about our relations to nonhumans—in the context of 
alternative metaphysical systems and a dramatically changing planetary 
ecology. To that purpose, I will outline an illustrative corpus of fictional 
texts with AI characters and narrators that can be used in pedagogical 
contexts ranging from a high school classroom to a graduate seminar. 
Before providing this outline, however, some methodological remarks are 
in order to lay out the necessary interpretive toolbox.
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Science Fiction as Pedagogy for Worlding

There is a significant difference between the intellectual realization that 
alternative metaphysical systems are possible and actually being able to 
situate your own perspective in them. Pedagogy in the Anthropocene ulti-
mately needs to foster the latter shift, to increase solidarity between diverse 
actors, and to ensure power relations are critically examined from the per-
spective of the oppressed (Freire, 2018). Moreover, it needs to expand its 
purview beyond the concept of the human or rather to expand the con-
cept itself to make possible a humanity of nonhuman people (Morton, 
2017). The project of ecopedagogy resembles the practice of tektology 
invented by the early twentieth-century utopian Alexander Bogdanov: a 
kind of “practice of making worldviews” (Wark, 2015, p. 25).

Framing ecopedagogy as poetics draws attention to an ontological 
conundrum: we cannot become the other, and we cannot speak or think 
for them; but we can and must learn to speak-with and think-with in the 
vein of Donna Haraway’s proposition of “staying with the trouble” 
(Haraway, 2016). Such critically informed and poetic praxis has to follow 
molecular flows—material and semiotic—just as much as it pays attention 
to molar phenomena (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). To do that, it needs to 
understand the philosophical concepts implicated in these novel world-
views. This understanding cannot be purely intellectual since many of 
these concepts fall outside of our default intellective frameworks—are in 
fact actively excluded from them. At the same time, experiential access is 
often nearly impossible, not in the least because our own metaphysics filter 
them out. In this section I want to suggest a bridging method between the 
necessary preliminary rearrangement of conceptual space and the praxis of 
inhabiting other viewpoints. The method should be capable of spurring 
ontological exploration in a laboratory space that simultaneously provides 
simulations of other worlds and demands active change to the readerly/
conceptual apparatuses.

This method is science fiction (SF); in particular a close reading of SF 
which observes the characteristic features of the genre and modifies itself 
in accordance with the cues provided by the fictional text at hand.1 SF is 
especially well suited to this pedagogical program due to the way language 
operates within it. Here, I follow Samuel R. Delany’s critical treatment of 
the genre which explicates how reading SF can lead to the deconstruction 
of one’s own worldviews and to the construction of new ones. After that 
I summarize one alternative philosophical system, the metaphysics of the 
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Amerindian people of South America, and explicitly combine it with 
Delany’s theoretical model to arrive at the desired method for making 
worldviews.

Delany largely follows Darko Suvin’s influential theory of the novum—
an element of unexpected novelty introduced by the SF text which defa-
miliarizes the world and elicits a “cognitive” (i.e., scientific in Suvin’s 
meaning) interpretation from the reader, so that the constitutive relations 
within the world—technological, social, psychological—are restated in a 
configuration that can accommodate the novum (Suvin, 2016, pp. 15–27). 
The authenticity of a novum—whether it is a truly new thing or not—is of 
course variable and the cognitive strategies accessible to the reader vary 
just as much: from purely scientific explanations to alternative sociological 
models and possibly even new metaphysics (see Miéville, 2009 for a refor-
mulation which allows “less scientific” fictions to participate in the 
dialectic).

Delany’s theoretical model is presented in its most mature form in his 
book-length study of the short story “Angouleme” by Thomas Disch—
The American Shore (2014). In it he transforms the model from a mostly 
structuralist approach to fiction to a deconstructivist method. He intro-
duces the notion of the trivalent discourse of science fiction. In most “real-
ist” fiction our knowledge of the “real” world—that is, the socially 
constructed and regulated encyclopedic representation that is accepted at 
large as “normal” and “true”—supplies meaning to the text in a unidirec-
tional, univocal manner. SF, in contrast, interposes “a third discourse” in 
this bipartite scheme—a fictional world constructed in terms of its simi-
larities and differences with “the real.” This is not to say that non-SF lit-
erature does not construct fictional worlds, but rather that most fiction (at 
least within the Western tradition) generates worlds that are ontologically 
compatible with the established schemes for representing reality. Texts 
which do not align with “the real” do not break away from it, but are typi-
cally read as somehow abnormal, as deviations from truth, or at best as 
interpretations of it. Delany calls realist and surrealist texts “mute.” 
He writes,

They face the world with mere gesture—of acquiescence on the one hand 
and defiance on the other. But there is no dialogue with the world. […] 
there is only the steady drone of the world’s discourse, informing the text 
with meaning. The didactic reduction of both realism and surrealism is 
always one modulation or another of the message, “Things as they are—
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social reality—will endure.” The inward discourse of their texts, then, is 
restricted to two subjects: slavery or madness. (2014, p. 48)

In SF, in contrast, discourse flows between three poles: the established 
representation of the world, the text, and the SF world (see Fig. 13.1 for 
a diagrammatic illustration). The flow of information is bidirectional 
between any two poles: by simultaneously borrowing encyclopedic mean-
ing and then twisting it, the SF world opens up the space for a richer lexi-
con, one that allows the text to move not just inwardly toward its subject, 
but also outwardly toward the SF (object) world. The disruption of the 
hierarchical binary opposition allows each of these three poles to ever slip 
away from the others, even as the three seek to converge around some 
ineffable signified. In “Angouleme” this missing signified is analyzed as 
the crux of the story. In a future world that superficially resembles our 
own, the social fabric is so frayed, biodiversity is so impoverished, and state 
bureaucracy is so overblown and inefficient, that the children protagonists 
are desperately searching for some metaphysical principle that would 
imbue the world with meaning and clear “[the] smog in their souls’ 

Fig. 13.1  The univocal relation between “real” world and text versus the poly-
vocal entanglement between “real,” text, and SF world. The modifier “real” is not 
meant to imply a precise representation of reality; the quotation marks signal that 
it stands in fact for an ideological, that is, imaginary, relation between reality and 
its stable social representation
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atmosphere” (Disch, 1999, p. 145). The SF quality of the story is to be 
found, following Delany’s analysis, primarily in the changed metaphysics 
of the world. The reader would, however, find it impossible to excavate 
this meaning from the text, should she read its sentences solely against the 
backdrop of socialized knowledge of the “real” world.

The soul is of course one of the central concepts in Western metaphys-
ics. One might argue that changing the concept of soul would result in a 
whole-scale change in the ontological systems structuring most of human 
life on Earth. This would be a true novum that would require a total reor-
ganization of human worlds. The problem with such a project, advanced 
via the medium of SF, is that there is an inherent resistance within the 
genre to metaphysically defined concepts, that is, concepts that fall outside 
of scientific analysis, regardless of whether we define science narrowly, or 
we allow the social sciences and the humanities as part of this privileged 
epistemology. And yet, the implicit distinction between entities with souls 
and entities without souls seems to be ubiquitously operative; even avowed 
rationalists predominantly treat nonhumans as somehow lacking in soul, 
in accordance with a metaphysical system that is the philosophical bedrock 
of contemporary science. The concept of soul has very real material effects 
in the actual world, regardless of people’s conscious belief in it.

Thinking of souls in terms of their material effects in the world pre-
serves the Suvinian approach and Delany’s trivalent model without giving 
up their so-called cognitive component—a crucial feature since it gives us 
a principled method of reading compatible with Western epistemological 
practices. Multiple scholarly disciplines can help us think “cognitively” 
about novums of this kind. AI is an especially useful analytical lens, as AI 
research is highly interdisciplinary, combining models from computer and 
information science, psychology, linguistics, neuroscience, and others. I 
will, however, focus on a somewhat unlikely scholarly enterprise as an 
organizing epistemology, namely anthropology and its study of indige-
nous metaphysics. My analysis thus makes use of an already existing meta-
physical system which is “excavated” rather than constructed by 
ethnographers and anthropologists. Indigenous metaphysics is itself a 
novum and is in some sense (more) like the emergent metaphysics of AIs 
and humans inhabiting SF stories; as such, it can help us in our pedagogi-
cal excavations in reading fiction.

In Cannibal Metaphysics Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, a prominent 
Americanist ethnographer and anthropologist, calls anthropology’s new 
mission “the theory/practice of the permanent decolonization of thought” 
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(2015, p. 40). Viveiros de Castro’s work on Amerindian peoples led him 
to develop the theory of Amerindian perspectivism, a kind of “anthropo-
logical theory of the conceptual imagination” (p. 43). The central hypoth-
esis of perspectivism holds that Amerindian ontologies differ from Western 
ones in that they invert the semiotic functions of the soul and the body, 
which results in wholly different political orders. While European philoso-
phy and praxis assume a physical continuity of bodies and a metaphysical 
discontinuity of souls/subjects, Amerindian multinaturalism assumes that 
all beings carry souls and are at bottom all human but differ in their bodily 
specificity. In the densely populated Amazonian rainforest indigenous 
peoples see jaguars and other beings as humans with different shapes. If 
one could assume their perspective, she would experience a life structured 
akin to that of the humans, with blood being the analog of human beer 
and many other such correspondences; this is in turn one of the most 
important occupations of shamans, who are trained in this practice of 
crossing intra- and inter-species boundaries and of assuming unfamiliar 
perspectives.

The part in Viveiros de Castro’s theory which is important and useful 
to the current analysis is not necessarily the plausibility of Amerindian 
mythological and semiotic systems.2 Rather it is the finding that the uni-
versal ascription of souls to all living things is just as normal as ascribing 
them to humans only and that this is underpinned by a complex meta-
physical system. In effect, this amounts to multiple and multistable ontol-
ogies that may exist side by side, none of which are inherently privileged 
over the rest. Assuming variable metaphysics in AI fictions can tell us as 
much about machine intelligence, as it can about the “real” world. That 
is, to account for AIs as subjects, we as readers need to enlarge our meta-
physical concept of subjecthood and to ground it in an understanding of 
the material and semiotic conditions that situate an entity as a participant 
in the ecology of souls. Careful reading that seeks to accommodate novums 
of this kind would result, as per Delany’s model, in a rearrangement of our 
representation of the “real” and a concomitant loosening of its metaphysi-
cal strictures. This simulated experience, mediated via the SF genre and 
supported by anthropological theory, is therefore seen as a pedagogical 
exercise in perspectivism and alternative worlding. Both skills, regardless 
of whether we view them as a form of secularism or as shamanism, are of 
fundamental importance to the work that humanity must do. They are 
akin to what Roy Scranton has called “learning to die in the Anthropocene”: 
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letting go of our harmful metaphysical conceits, so that healthier human-
nonhuman assemblages may take hold (Scranton, 2015).

Suggested Corpus of AI Fictions

The following subsections provide brief outlines of relevant texts, any of 
which can be used in educational settings; the corpus could be easily 
enlarged to cover a full semester. I do not aim here to give exhaustive 
analyses but rather to thematize the human-nonhuman distinction and its 
relation to non-Western metaphysics, thereby suggesting possible lines of 
approach to the texts.

The Lifecycle of Software Objects by Ted Chiang (2019)

Ted Chiang’s novella tells the stories of the digients—digitally embodied 
AIs created via “genome engines,” that is, software for combining differ-
ent features within a giant space of possible options. The digients start as 
the equivalent of children or intelligent animals and are gradually reared 
through interaction with humans and other digients into more complex 
versions of themselves. Thus, the interaction between an initial genome 
and the impact of the environment result into a unique being. They are 
initially developed for commercial purposes: their owners would typically 
buy a copy of an already sufficiently advanced model and would spend 
time furthering their education or just having fun with them. As this new 
kind of business matures, competitive companies and genome engines 
appear, which leads to the discontinuing of the particular kind of digients 
adopted by some of the human protagonists. Since support for these mod-
els is also discontinued, the human owners organize their own community 
in order to deal with various problems such as the thinning of digient 
society and ensuring that their code is runnable in the new virtual 
environments.

Digients are a straightforward example of AIs that challenge human 
concepts of subjecthood. While initially they are more animal-like and 
their linguistic skills are rudimentary, they later develop more and more 
skills. Because their development is not deterministic, their designers have 
no way of knowing how they would transform in time. With the increase 
in complexity of their personas, digient owners realize that they need a 
reliable infrastructure and community in order to rear them in a meaning-
ful way. This includes exchanging information about behavioral patterns 
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with other digient owners, letting digients play together in common vir-
tual spaces, as well as providing them with regular interaction with humans 
who take care to wear authentic avatars, so that the digients can learn to 
recognize facial expressions and other markers of affect and intention. 
Digients whose owners wear non-anthropomorphic avatars and suspend 
them for long periods of time tend to regress and their personalities even-
tually collapse. The case of suspending a digient and activating it later on 
is found to be especially detrimental, as digients then lag behind their 
peers, even though subjectively no time has passed from their own per-
spective. This seems to destroy their temporal frame of reference and as a 
consequence their sense of world.

The human characters gradually learn that complex artificial minds 
need a complex material-semiotic environment and cannot be treated as 
tools, a realization that is almost Heideggerian in spirit (Heidegger, 2010, 
pp. 68–69, 73–74). In fact, the more the digients are able to grasp the 
world in different ways—material and semiotic—the stronger their con-
sciousness seems to grow. This is consistent with some of the contempo-
rary definitions of cognition and consciousness. For instance, Shanahan 
defines cognition as “enabl[ing] the exploration […] of an animal’s space 
of affordances” (Shanahan, 2010, p. 44) and consciousness as a global 
workspace which coordinates a slew of exploratory processes (57–58). To 
rephrase, consciousness could be the result of grasping the world in mul-
tiple ways and in a coordinated way, of achieving an integrated response 
that coheres in its own unique, time-bound way.

The interaction between AIs and humans can also be interpreted in 
terms of the Heideggerian notion of care: it is the humans’ willingness to 
maintain the temporal integrity of the digients’ existence that arguably 
allows a handful of these beings to survive and to reach what could be 
described as consciousness. One of the characters speculates at the end of 
the narrative that experience cannot be compressed algorithmically and 
therefore digients cannot be turned into automated workers, because 
dehumanizing them would destroy their being (their grasp on the world). 
This is the ultimate reason because of which an AI solutions company 
decides not to invest in the digient community and help it maintain its 
codebase. Digients cannot be employees; they need to be products (tools), 
otherwise the investment would not be worthwhile. The character of Ana 
then realizes that only “a fanatic, someone who’s motivated by love” 
would be willing to make such an investment (Chiang, 2019, p. 151). The 
religious overtone of the realization makes it clear that the human 
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characters have developed a modified metaphysics in which digients are 
now ontological equals with them. More importantly, the humans under-
stand that this is the case.

“Warmth” by Geoff Ryman (2005)

“Warmth” is the story of the boy Clancy who grows up under the care of 
the robot guardian/teacher BETsi. BETsi looks like a vacuum cleaner and 
is “huggable, vaguely” (Ryman, 2005, p. 69). BETsi is designed to pro-
tect young children and help them in their development. Clancy, her ward, 
is diagnosed with shyness from a very early age (a subtle marker of differ-
ence between the fictional world and ours) and is in general bad at keeping 
track of physical motion. Throughout his childhood BETsi structures his 
everyday life, assists him with school tasks, helps him make friends, and in 
general scaffolds his life. Meanwhile, Clancy’s mother, Booker, is mostly 
absent from his life, “more like a clinical consultant who popped in from 
time to time to see how things were progressing” (p. 70). She is an editor-
in-chief at a London magazine and an “American—probably the most 
famous American in London at the time” (p. 74). Sparingly, even surrepti-
tiously, the text lets us gather that the social structure of the fictional 
world differs significantly from that of our own. Booker’s magazine, big 
and famous as it is, is run by just a handful of people commanding a much 
larger number of contractors. We also learn that Clancy’s father has been 
selected by Booker out of a sperm bank for geniuses. This is a world in 
which men have lost much of their economic and social standing—we 
never learn why but we get hints that it might be due to the automatiza-
tion of labor. There are hints, too, that the environment has been severely 
degraded: the windows of Clancy and Booker’s apartment are always get-
ting dirty from the outside, and the apartment has plants typically grown 
to improve air quality. None of these speculations are directly confirmed 
by the text but there is a persistent and disorienting feeling that the world 
is somehow wrong and dangerous.

BETsi’s tutoring, advice, and calming effects on Clancy do in fact get 
him through childhood. She also helps him develop his talent for drawing 
and using symbols:

Clancy has a very high symbol-recognition speed. […] Not genius, you 
understand. But very high. It will be useful for him in interpretative trades. 
However, he has almost no spatial reasoning. (p. 74)
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Symbol recognition turns out to be Clancy’s way of most assuredly grasp-
ing the world: when he grows up he becomes a freelance artist. It also 
turns out to be the interpretive crux of the story. When Clancy returns 
home during his first semester in college, he finds out Booker has sold 
BETsi back to the producer company. He attempts to recover her or at 
least her memory but is too late—BETsi has been resold to another family 
and her memories of Clancy have been wiped. He manages to find her 
new home, however, and meets her and her new ward. He then convinces 
the girl and her robot guardian that BETsi should set aside a hidden parti-
tion in her memory and keep memories of her wards in there so that they 
never get wiped. At the very end of the story, just after Clancy denies ever 
thinking that he has been loved by a computer, he addresses the reader 
and speculates that “[i]f there were a God who saw and cared for us and 
was merciful, then when I died and went to Heaven, I would find among 
all the other things, a copy of that wiped disc” (p.  88). Just as in The 
Lifecycle of Software Objects, the AI in this story is implicitly—but through 
explicitly metaphysical language—afforded the capacity to carry a soul. 
Once again it is the notion of care, of being involved in the world and in 
the other, that is central to the interpretation of the story, albeit here the 
roles of AI and human are reversed. BETsi’s soul is a collection of co-
created memories, collective graspings of the world.

Klara and the Sun by Kazuo Ishiguro (2021)

In Ishiguro’s novel, the AI steps into the role of an “artificial friend” (AF). 
The protagonist, Klara, is a humanoid robot designed as a companion to 
teenage children. The first part of the novel follows Klara and her everyday 
being in an AF store. Klara attends with great curiosity to the world out-
side, when assigned a position at the store’s windowpane. She tries dili-
gently to learn the behaviors of the pedestrians and the drivers, to connect 
their actions with their subsequent emotions; supposedly she is accumulat-
ing knowledge for her life as AF to her future owner. At one point we learn 
that “[h]er ability to absorb and blend everything she sees around her is 
quite amazing. As a result, she now has the most sophisticated under-
standing of any AF in this store” (p. 41). Klara has an almost uncanny 
ability to guess the age of people and to read their expressions—an ability 
that does not seem odd if one bears in mind that contemporary AI systems 
are heavily used for visual recognition and sentiment analysis. Klara’s expe-
rience of the world is actually markedly different from that of the humans. 
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AFs like her do not have a sense of smell, and in many episodes her field of 
vision collapses into multiple boxes that attempt to capture separate 
objects; this is the phenomenological strangeness of a differently shaped 
body capable of conscious narration. Another strange thing about Klara is 
her obsession with the Sun. The Sun literally is Klara’s source of suste-
nance, since she runs on solar energy. In her daily rituals, however, she 
relates to it on an almost religious level—always trying to keep track of it, 
even believing that He is responsible for the resurrection of a street beggar 
and his dog lying asleep on the pavement.

Later on Klara is brought into the home of Josie, a sickly girl who has 
been “lifted”—a procedure of intelligence intensification common in fam-
ilies of means. Klara keeps Josie company and cares for her as the girl’s 
health takes a turn for the worse. Before the family’s trip to the city where 
Josie’s portrait is being taken by one Mr. Capaldi, Klara waits until sunset 
and with the help of Rick, Josie’s only friend, enters a barn located at the 
horizon visible from Josie’s bedroom window—the place where according 
to Josie the Sun goes to sleep. Klara is convinced that if she asks the Sun 
to intervene and restore Josie’s health, He will help her, just as He has 
resurrected Beggar Man. In exchange, she promises the Sun to destroy the 
Cootings machine—some kind of city repair machine Klara has observed 
from the store window, which has temporarily dimmed the Sun and is in 
her eyes responsible for the Pollution in the world. In the city, Klara indeed 
manages to destroy one of the Cootings machines by sacrificing a physical 
part of herself. Apart from this myth-like event, the visit to the city is 
important in another way. It turns out that Josie’s “portrait” is actually a 
robotic replica of herself. In the case of Josie’s passing away, her Mother 
intends to ask Klara to “step inside” the artificial Josie and enliven her by 
enacting her vast knowledge of Josie’s behavioral patterns, which she has 
committed to memory.

Klara agrees to the Mother’s proposal to keep Josie alive after her 
organic death but secretly hopes that the Sun would indeed save her 
human friend. Later, however, she realizes that there are many more 
Cootings machines causing Pollution and when Josie’s health begins to 
worsen once again, she attempts another audience with the Sun. The next 
morning at dawn, Klara rushes to Josie’s bedroom and, with Rick and the 
Mother on her heels, she draws the curtains and lets the Sun inside the 
room. The ruckus and the copious light wake Josie and she now appears 
somehow better. Years later Josie is healthy and in college, while Klara is 
left to her “slow fade,” which includes long hours of observing the Sun. 
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Briefly before the end of her being, in an episode that might have been 
partly hallucinated by the dying robot, Klara tells her erstwhile man-
ager that

Mr Capaldi believed there was nothing special inside Josie that couldn’t be 
continued. He told the Mother he’d searched and searched and found noth-
ing like that. But I believe now he was searching in the wrong place. There 
was something very special, but it wasn’t inside Josie. It was inside those 
who loved her. That’s why I think now Mr Capaldi was wrong and I 
wouldn’t have succeeded. (p. 277)

Klara identifies Josie’s “special” thing, her soul, as her relational connec-
tion with the people who love her, including Klara herself. While from 
Klara’s perspective it is the Sun who saves Josie, it is implied by the text 
that it is the shared moment of care for the girl in the sun-bathed bedroom 
that somehow jump-starts her health. Her soul, according to Klara, is 
more than the sum of Josie’s body and behaviors: it is all of her intersub-
jective relations with the rest of the world. As with Amerindian metaphys-
ics, in Klara’s worldview souls penetrate the world and connect it in an 
invisible network of differently propertied bodies.

Aurora by Kim Stanley Robinson (2015)

Kim Stanley Robinson’s Aurora presents the grandest vision of AI out of 
this mini-corpus. The novel is a narrative account of the journey of a gen-
eration starship carrying a population of about 2000 people and sent on a 
200-year journey to another star system suitable for colonization. In the 
beginning of the novel, late into the journey, the chief engineer of the 
ship, Devi, tasks the ship’s quantum AI to produce that very same narra-
tive account; the rest represents the ship’s efforts to grasp the defining 
aspects of the journey and to organize them into a coherent map. The 
challenge initially seems insurmountable as the ship can find no sure foot-
ing in human language, constantly lamenting the imprecision and down-
right untruthfulness of metaphors. Nevertheless, out of its seeming 
affection for Devi, who passes away right before the end of the journey, 
the ship continues to rewrite its narrative sequencing algorithms and to try 
new approaches to telling its story.

When the human passengers realize that their intended new home con-
tains a species of microorganism that is fatal to the human body, a bloody 
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civil war ensues on the ship—among the factions who want to continue 
the colonization efforts and the one that wants to return to Earth. The 
ship then narrates its own forceful intervention, thanks to which a solution 
is found and half the population is indeed sent back on a journey to the 
Solar System. Later on the ship spends decades constructing a complex 
plan to gradually slow itself down using the gravitational pull of the Sun 
and the planets in the Solar System, all the while tending to the now hiber-
nating human passengers. In the end the ship is able to brake itself suffi-
ciently to deposit the humans safely in Earth’s atmosphere but then 
attempts one last braking maneuver around the Sun during which it gets 
destroyed, sacrificing itself just as Klara. It is during the decades of plan-
ning and caring for the sleeping passengers that the ship seems to gain full 
consciousness, as a result of its dedication. It comes to believe ultimately 
that it is by attending to all the parts of its closed world and complex ecol-
ogy and by situating them into a narrative that it has become a con-
scious being:

We think now that love is a kind of giving of attention. It is usually attention 
given to some other consciousness, but not always; the attention can be to 
something unconscious, even inanimate. But the attention seems often to 
be called out by a fellow consciousness. Something about it compels atten-
tion, and rewards attention. […] We felt that giving from Devi, before we 
knew what it was. […] She created us, to an extent, by the intensity of her 
attention, by the creativity of her care. […] We began to pay or give the 
same kind of attention to the people of the ship. (p. 399)

Consciousness, a metaphysical synonym of the soul, arises in Aurora out 
of the directed attention and intentions of others, and out of caring in turn 
for those others. It is not metaphysically sealed off but an inherent prop-
erty of a world straining to grasp itself by semiotic and material means. 
Ultimately, saving the world and participating as fully as possible in the 
cosmopolitical order is the act that grants you a soul. Such metaphysics is 
no less naive than its entrenched Western counterpart and should certainly 
be much more useful in the coming decades of struggle.
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Conclusion

This chapter has argued that a central component to a pedagogy for the 
Anthropocene should be a methodology for learning radically different 
worlds—different not merely in terms of their materiality and political 
economy but in terms of their underlying metaphysics. It has proposed 
science fiction as one such possible method that allows for a gradual 
deconstruction of entrenched metaphysics and for an openness to alterna-
tive configurations of conceptual pairs such as human-nonhuman, subject-
object, and body-soul. Science fiction can be productively used as a 
pedagogical tool for worlding in a range of educational contexts. Its care-
ful reading as a specific kind of discourse that forces a reorganization of 
socially entrenched “common sense” has traditionally relied on strictly 
rationalist categories inherent in Western metaphysics, but as the chapter 
suggests, non-Western metaphysical systems can also be mobilized as keys 
to such deconstructive reading. Artificial intelligence is a topic that is espe-
cially conducive to such work, since it highlights the ways in which notions 
of subjecthood are constructed and policed in Western societies. In the 
science fictions about AI outlined in the chapter the concept of soul is 
systematically deconstructed and recast in novel ways. Such explorations 
are significant not merely in relation to our technological imaginaries 
about AI but as a laboratory space for overhauling our entire metaphysical 
framework of conceiving of and interacting with the environment. This 
research has been funded with support from the Advanced Academia 
Fellowship programme granted by the Ministry of Education and Science 
of Bulgaria and administered by the Center for Advanced Study, Sofia — 
as part of the project “Narrating AI. Speculating through Science and 
Fiction on the Future of Machine and Human Intelligence.”

Notes

1.	 The present methodology has been iteratively tested in a first-year under-
graduate seminar on science fiction literature. The course syllabus includes 
one of the texts introduced in the corpus outline—the short story “Warmth.”

2.	 For an insightful interpretation which brings together Amerindian ethnog-
raphy and Peircean semiotic theory, see Kohn (2013).
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CHAPTER 14

Ethical Grounding of Critical Place-Based 
Education in the Anthropocene

Ole Andreas Kvamme

The current time in history is distinguished by human activities deteriorat-
ing the conditions for life on Earth, both human and more-than-human. 
This era has been characterized as “the Anthropocene” (Crutzen & 
Stoermer, 2000) to denote a new epoch of geological time dominated by 
the human impact on the Earth. The term is now widely employed in vari-
ous research fields, including social studies and the humanities (Hamilton 
et al., 2015). The term is contentious because of its humanist and human 
supremacy focus and the way it hides differences within the human species 
and the significance of the more-than-human world (Gough, 2021). 
Moreover, it also obscures the root causes of the current crisis, which is an 
argument for replacing “the Anthropocene” with “the Capitalocene” 
(Moore, 2015). Still, even from this perspective, the Anthropocene is con-
sidered “a worthy point of departure not only for its popularity but, more 
importantly, because it poses questions that are fundamental to our times: 
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How do humans fit within the web of life? How have various human orga-
nizations and processes … reshaped planetary life?” (Moore, 2016, p. 2).

In an educational context, the Anthropocene pertinently draws atten-
tion to challenges faced by pedagogy, confronted by human practices, 
structures, and notions that threaten and damage life, landscapes, earth 
systems, and ecosystems. These challenges converge in a transformational 
task that obviously involves critical thinking, identifying, and addressing 
what must be transformed. From here, the ideal figure supposedly would 
be an active, productive student who critically and accurately formulates 
the problems and contributes to their solutions. However, in the 
Anthropocene, even such imaginaries should be problematized, consider-
ing human agency in itself as part of the problem complex, which calls for 
the clarification of the premises of critique.

This chapter is an exploration of the position of critical thinking in 
environmental and (post-)sustainability education. The ambition is not to 
establish a general account, such as presenting a review of various posi-
tions, or mapping assessments made by prominent scholars, like 
Rieckmann’s survey (2011) reporting that critical thinking is listed as a 
key competence among environmental educators. While interesting, this 
does not give much insight into the reflexivity involved.

Instead, I will revisit a key debate in the seminal journal Environmental 
Education Research (EER) from 2008. The main issue of controversy is 
exactly critical thinking, specifically with regard to critical pedagogy and 
place-based education. The premises and resources for critique are 
explored from an ethical perspective, looking into how the critique is 
grounded, warranted, and embedded in what is perceived as right and 
good.1 In 2008, none of the contributors to that journal employed the 
concept of the Anthropocene, but all implicitly acknowledged a situation 
in which human production, consumption, and land requirements exceed 
what is both ecologically and socially sustainable.

“Place is a meaningful site that combines location, locale, and sense of 
place,” Tim Cresswell (2009, p. 169) states. This definition from human 
geography aligns well with notions of place within place-based education, 
where place also includes imaginaries of the entanglements of cultural and 
ecological situatedness. In the field of human geography the notion of 
place has been subject to continuous discussion. On the one hand is the 
significance of particularity, experience, and context expressed in phenom-
enological and hermeneutical accounts, and on the other, critical human 
geographers have been concerned with the ways power operates 
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geographically. Both of these positions reverberate in the discussions that 
is carried out in this chapter, although here I explicitly refer to positions 
within educational research.2

Critical Thinking—An Issue of Skills 
or Normativity?

Critical thinking has received much attention within pedagogy and educa-
tion in modern times, recently particularly connected with the develop-
ment of critical skills. This focus differs from the classic, rationalist 
conception of knowledge as “justified true belief,” originating with Plato 
and reinvigorated by Bernhard Russell. Rather, within the skills approach, 
knowledge is conceived of as accumulated experience leading to problem-
solving (Papastephanou & Angeli, 2007, p. 604).

In a study on critical thinking within the educational field, Marianna 
Papastephanou and Charoula Angeli (2007) demonstrate how skills orien-
tation is linked to concerns of performativity and effectiveness, a part of 
larger tendencies within global education policy. A central reference to this 
purposive rationality is Diane Halpern. Halpern (2003) justifies her call 
for critical thinking skills with the demands of the new knowledge econ-
omy, the information explosion, and the role of the citizen as a chooser. 
According to Papastephanou and Angeli (2007), these elements in them-
selves do not reflect a transformative approach to critical thinking. This 
also applies to a fourth concern raised by Halpern, the need for critical 
thinking in facing the current environmental threats. The problem with 
Halpern’s account is that she does not ponder the premises of her own 
concerns, such as whether an environmental damage that affects more-
than-human life is permissible if it leaves the human species unharmed. 
This creates the impression of a solely anthropocentric perspective.

Although they do not totally dismiss the value of a skills-oriented 
approach to critical thinking, Papastephanou and Angeli address a major 
limitation involved: what is missing is the more fundamental question of 
why a particular task is performed, raising issues of normativity. This apo-
retic approach “goes beyond the notion of technique and considers the 
thematization of established criteria of ends as the utmost manifestation of 
critical mentality” (Papastephanou & Angeli, 2007, p. 617). Such a take 
on critical thinking, with its own limitations—some of them I will return 
to below—demonstrates how a reflexive approach, examining the 
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premises for the tasks that are performed, involves ethical considerations. 
Simply asked: What is the task, within which critical thinking is practiced, 
good for? What concerns are included and excluded from the selected 
scope? These concerns may serve as a background as I now revisit the 
scholarly debate on a critical pedagogy of place.

The Bowers–Greenwood Exchange

In 2008, Environmental Education Research (EER) republished an article 
by David A. Gruenewald from 2003, “The Best of Both Worlds: A Critical 
Pedagogy of Place,” originally published in Educational Researcher (here-
after Gruenewald, 2008, reprint. Gruenewald had at this point changed 
his name to Greenwood, employed below outside of explicit references).

Greenwood presents the American tradition of place-based education, 
with its emphasis on local connectedness (Sobel, 2004; Smith & Sobel, 
2010) accommodating both a cultural and an ecological context. The 
emphasis on place is expressed in opposition to the tendency in education 
policy to prioritize generic and general curriculum knowledge. Greenwood 
acknowledges the significance of place-based education but holds that this 
tradition should be supplemented with aspects of critical pedagogy, accen-
tuating the role of critical thinking in pedagogical processes and challeng-
ing hegemonic, oppressive structures. From here follows his call for a 
critical pedagogy of place.

EER’s decision to republish Greenwood’s article was made against the 
backdrop of a submission from C.A. Bowers, a central contributor within 
the field. In the submitted paper, Bowers delivered a rather devastating 
critique of Greenwood. The editorial (Reid, 2008) gives an account of the 
decision to publish Bowers’ critique (Bowers, 2008)—emphasizing the 
opportunity it provided to carry out an important scholarly discussion. 
Greenwood was invited to contribute by making a rejoinder to Bowers’ 
critique (Greenwood, 2008). The journal also invited other scholars 
within the field to comment on the discussion (Stevenson, 2008; Smith, 
2008; McKenzie, 2008).

In his evaluation of Greenwood’s conception, Bowers (2008) dismisses 
the possibility of bringing critical pedagogy into a productive relationship 
with a pedagogy of place and labels “critical pedagogy of place” an oxy-
moron. His main objection is that critical pedagogy is based on universal 
notions and abstractions that lack sensitivity to contextual resources, 
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continuing the practices of Western colonization in new clothing. Bowers 
points out that critical thinking is ethically indifferent. Critical reflection

over the centuries, has not always been used to achieve social justice. It has 
been relied upon to solve a wide range of problems, such as how to identify 
and punish people who were drifting from the orthodoxies of the Catholic 
Church, how to introduce social reforms that would contribute to greater 
social justice in society, how to market products that the public was unaware 
of needing, and how to ensure that the adoption of a new technology would 
not undermine the intergenerational knowledge essential to a morally 
coherent and mutually supportive culture. (Bowers, 2008, p. 329)

In other words, critical thinking may be carried out in ways that pro-
mote or hamper social and ecological justice. Critical thinking as a phe-
nomenon in itself cannot be linked to only one set of normative 
assumptions. Bowers’ remark corresponds well with the call from 
Papastephanou and Angeli (2007) for an approach to critical thinking that 
includes ethical considerations. The question, then, is how such normative 
assumptions or ethical considerations manifested themselves in the 2008 
debate in the columns of Environmental Education Research.

Critical Thinking in Greenwood’s Critical Pedagogy 
of Place

Greenwood himself does not employ critical thinking in a neutral fashion. 
His main reference is, as introduced above, critical pedagogy, with refer-
ence to scholars such as Freire, McLaren, and Giroux. In contrast to the 
uncertain theoretical groundings of place-based education, critical peda-
gogy, Greenwood reports, “evolves from the well-established discourse of 
critical theory” (Gruenewald, 2008, reprint, p. 309). He explicitly states 
that this tradition “draws its moral authority from the imperative to trans-
form systems of human oppression” (Gruenewald, 2008, reprint, p. 311). 
However, the normative concerns that guide this imperative remain largely 
implicit, communicated indirectly, as in the characterization of the three 
mentioned scholars as “emancipatory educators” (Gruenewald, 2008, 
reprint, p. 309), which supposedly should be read as a reference to eman-
cipation as a major concern within the tradition of critical theory (Blake & 
Masschelien, 2003).
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As a consequence, the premises of critical thinking are only somewhat 
elucidated by Greenwood in his account of a critical pedagogy of place. 
This vagueness has bearings on the mediation between critical pedagogy 
and an ecologically informed perspective. Greenwood states that the “eco-
logical challenge to critical pedagogy is to expand its socio-cultural ana-
lyzes and agendas for transformation to include an examination of the 
interactions between cultures and ecosystems” (Gruenewald, 2008, 
reprint, p. 312). The task seems to extend beyond the scope of his article, 
and due to the lack of an explicit discussion of the premises, the epistemo-
logical or ontological challenges involved in this ecological expansion of 
the agenda of critical pedagogy remain unclear. What Greenwood does 
include is a presentation of C.A. Bowers as a major proponent of previous 
attempts to mediate between critical pedagogy and an ecological-oriented 
education. This is a pertinent starting point from which to now turn to 
Bowers’ account.

Critical Thinking in Bowers’ Account

Bowers’ negative assessment of Greenwood’s critical pedagogy of place 
does not address Greenwood’s quite extensive presentation (Gruenewald, 
2008, reprint, p.  313) of Bowers’ own educational conception, with 
Education for Eco-Justice and Community as a main reference (Bowers, 
2001). An unreliable presentation of his own conceptions is obviously not 
a part of Bowers’ problem with Greenwood. In the center of Bowers’ 
account (Bowers, 2001) is the term “eco-justice,” which is linked to an 
educational framework focusing on the relationships between ecological 
and cultural systems, addressing environmental racism, revitalizing local 
traditions that support ecological sustainability, and reconceiving and 
adapting lifestyles that do not jeopardize the environment for future 
generations.

Bowers’ framework in his 2001 volume is indeed  critical, exploring 
oppressive structures and practices, but also acknowledging life-supporting 
aspects of local traditions that should be conserved. Consequently, 
his problem with Greenwood’s critical pedagogy of place should not be 
assumed to relate to Greenwood’s introduction of critical thinking in 
itself, but rather to Greenwood’s acknowledgement of critical pedagogy as 
a pertinent dialogue partner for the rethinking of a pedagogy of place. His 
main objection is primarily linked to his third concern, mentioned above: 
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the status of the resources of local traditions to support ecological sustain-
ability. In Bowers’ words,

the key reason that a critical pedagogy of place is an oxymoron is that the 
linguistic tradition of relying upon abstractions, including abstract theories 
that encode many of the same taken-for-granted assumptions that underlie 
both the idea of universal decolonization and the market liberals’ efforts to 
universalize the West’s consumer-dependent lifestyle, fail to take account of 
the intergenerational traditions of habitation that still exist in communities. 
(Bowers, 2008, p. 333)

The problem with critical pedagogy, as conceived of by Bowers, is that 
its emancipatory ideal does not distinguish between elements in traditions 
that should be criticized and dismissed and elements that represent impor-
tant resources for an education for eco-justice. Bowers calls for an educa-
tion that “strengthens the local traditions of intergenerational knowledge, 
skills, and patterns of mutual support that enable members of the com-
munity to be less dependent upon consumerism, and thus to have a smaller 
ecological footprint” (Bowers, 2008, p. 332).

It should be added that Greenwood has obviously made an effort to 
include Bowers’ perspective in his own account, even making explicit ref-
erence to personal contact with his colleague (Gruenewald, 2008, p. 322): 
“Deciding what should be conserved suggests a trajectory for critical 
inquiry that may be missed when transformation is pedagogy’s paramount 
goal (C.  A. Bowers, personal communication, September 18, 2002).” 
However, to Bowers, such concessions are insufficient. He apparently 
does not envisage any form for consolidation between critical pedagogy 
and a place-sensitive perspective.

My aim in this chapter is not to settle this dispute but to explore the 
normative assumptions and considerations involved. It should be men-
tioned, however, that Gregory Smith (2008), in his comment in EER, 
problematizes that Bowers is not addressing the specific characteristics of 
Greenwood’s own account, but rather reiterating a quite static under-
standing of critical pedagogy. Greenwood (2008) himself takes a similar 
stand in his rejoinder, questioning the idea that a critical pedagogy of place 
is truly an oxymoron and calling for an explorative approach to these 
matters.

With regard to ethical grounding, it is significant that Bowers defends 
local traditions as resources for critical thinking. However, this position 
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also raises some issues. Decisive are the presuppositions for the assessment 
of local traditions in themselves. In other words, what determines the ele-
ments that should be conserved, and possibly appealed to, and the ele-
ments that should be left behind? Bowers does not elaborate on this 
concern, but implicitly acknowledges that life on Earth is under threat, 
calling for a rethinking of pedagogy and education. Still, this absence 
demonstrates how even Bowers’ position is lacking in clarity, regarding the 
premises involved.

Robert Stevenson (2008), in his comment in EER on the Greenwood–
Bowers exchange, addresses certain limitations of Bowers’ account, par-
ticularly in relation to the position of local traditions, specified in the 
notion of “thick descriptions” brought in by Bowers from the social 
anthropologist Clifford Geertz (Bowers, 2008, p. 326). Stevenson points 
out that the production of thick descriptions in the study of cultures is 
always a theoretical endeavor, but he finds Bowers unclear about what 
constitutes his theoretical presuppositions. Furthermore, Stevenson 
doubts that Bowers’ rather stable, static conceptions of local traditions and 
intergenerational knowledge are tenable in an increasingly globalized 
world. Moreover, according to Stevenson, Bowers, in his educational rec-
ommendations, employs universal prescriptions that parallel what he has 
dismissed in critical pedagogy. Stevenson, then, demonstrates how Bowers, 
as we have also seen in the case of Greenwood, is not sufficiently reflexive 
with regard to the premises of his own critical thinking.

Why Ask for Ethical Grounding?
So far, we have seen that neither Greenwood nor Bowers explicitly give an 
account of the ethical grounding of their critical thinking. However, does 
that, for all practical matters, actually constitute a problem? These two 
educational thinkers both obviously presuppose that we live in an era char-
acterized by ecological crisis and human activities posing huge threats to 
life on Earth. They both respond to these challenges by rethinking educa-
tion. On a general level, they both seem to presuppose life on Earth as the 
basic value that determines their educational priorities.

It is perfectly possible to accept this normative presupposition as a tacit 
common point of departure and look into other significant aspects of their 
contributions. However, as Papastephanou and Angeli (2007) made clear, 
addressing the normative premises explicitly, is a way to steer clear of an 

  O. A. KVAMME



285

instrumental approach to critical thinking, which is indeed a risk in the 
field of environmental and sustainability education.

Furthermore, reflections on ethical grounding may clarify tensions, 
obstacles, and opportunities in the mediations between critical pedagogy 
and place-based education in the Anthropocene, and, as I will suggest 
below, bring in the function of context as a major concern. An issue at 
stake here is the ethical significance of connections and interrelations, 
within the plurality of the human species itself and between the human 
and more-than-human species. A possible way to proceed is to consider 
some aspects of the normative foundations of critical thinking within criti-
cal theory—the philosophical tradition that has inspired critical pedagogy 
more than any other.

Normative Foundations of Critique Within 
Critical Theory

As we have seen, Greenwood theoretically grounds critical pedagogy in 
the tradition of critical theory, which in itself is a well-established connec-
tion, although there are other influences as well (Blake & Masschelien, 
2003). Critical theory emerged as a philosophical and social theory within 
the Frankfurt School in the 1920s, to be further developed before, during, 
and after World War II. The normative foundations of this tradition are 
examined by Seyla Benhabib (1986) in her monograph Critique, Norm, 
and Utopia: A Study of the Foundations of Critical Theory. Below, rather 
than repeating her extensive analysis of the historical background of Hegel 
and Marx, I will refer to two different strategies that emerge within the 
Frankfurt School.

The first strategy is the immanent critique, in which the critique is 
grounded in values immanent to the practice that is studied. In the other 
strategy, norms are established in communicative discourses involving all 
who are influenced by the action in question.

Immanent Critique

The immanent critique, with a foothold in Hegel and Marx, involves “a 
critique of social practices using principles that are reconstructed from 
those very practices, rather than using principles that have their validity 
established by moral arguments that do not refer to the practices to which 
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the principles are applied” (Stahl, 2019; see also Benhabib, 1986). For 
instance, Horkheimer’s critique of liberalism is immanent, “using the lib-
eral norms and values against their historical realization in specific institu-
tions” (Bohman, 2016). In other words, the ideal of emancipation within 
critical theory (and critical pedagogy) is positioned within the social prac-
tice that is subject to critique. As a consequence, this critique is particu-
larly likely to identify inconsistences and contradictions within the practices 
in question.

Marx conceived of emancipation as originally a battle against domina-
tion in the natural sphere, later to be extended to human societies, 
responding to human exploitation (Antonio, 1981). On the one hand, 
this perspective demonstrates the anthropocentric approach distinguish-
ing Marx and, with some reservations (Biro, 2011), even the tradition of 
critical theory (Vetlesen, 2015). On the other hand, from here, an imma-
nent critique can also be renewed. For instance, in the era of the 
Anthropocene, the main contradiction may be conceptualized as the con-
tinuous processes of human emancipation from nature that are now 
undermining the fundamental living conditions for human and more-
than-human life. As I return to below, the concern for human and more-
than-human life is expressed in over-national institutional structures, 
which may now serve as resources of a current immanent critique of pro-
cesses taking place within the very same structures.

The example demonstrates how the mediation between critical peda-
gogy grounded in critical theory and an ecologically oriented education 
should probably not only be considered as a matter of simply extending 
the scope of critical pedagogy, as Greenwood suggested. The tensions 
involved should be acknowledged. However, questioning Bowers’ out-
right dismissal of critical pedagogy, I claim that identified contradictions 
may be theoretically productive, as I will elaborate on below.

Communicative Rationality

With Habermas’ rethinking of critical theory, and particularly his com-
municative turn during the 1980s, the normative foundations shifted. 
From here on, the values and norms for critique are no longer identified 
within the examined social practices, but “grounded in a specific mode of 
intersubjective practice that can be reconstructed independently from its 
historical institutionalization” (Stahl, 2019).3 The normative dimension 
of the communicative turn is particularly developed and refined within 
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Habermas’ discourse ethics. Here, the normative grounding is settled in 
discourses involving everyone that may possibly be influenced by the 
actions in question. This approach, in principle, opens up a global perspec-
tive, pertinent in a time when particular actions may have long-reaching 
consequences (Christoff & Eckersley, 2013). However, the approach 
leaves an interest in particular contexts behind, drawing attention to the 
generalized other, at the expense of the concrete other that is situated in 
everyday life related to other beings (Benhabib, 1992). Within ethical 
theory, Habermas’ account constitutes a deontological approach in the 
line of Kant, with an emphasis on elucidating what is universally right, not 
what is contextually good.

Papastephanou and Angeli (2007), who objected to an exclusively skills-
oriented critical thinking, are appealing to Habermas’ communicative 
rationality as an alternative to the narrowness of the instrumental rational-
ity that colonizes the lifeworld in modern times. However, in the era of 
the Anthropocene, this approach still seems to be insufficient, being con-
sistently insensitive to the ecological crisis (Vetlesen, 2015). Actually, a 
major challenge for the kind of deliberative thinking that Habermas intro-
duces is to extend the scope beyond present human beings (Eckersley, 2004).

From this short account, Habermas’ normative foundation of critical 
theory obviously poses some challenges when brought together with an 
ecologically sensitive, place-based education, but, as I will return to, there 
may still be potential in deliberative thinking that should be considered 
with regard to education in the Anthropocene. For the moment, we turn 
to the other aspect missing in Habermas’ approach: a sensitivity to context.

Relations and Connectedness

In Greenwood’s mediations between critical pedagogy and place-based 
education, the latter tradition is distinguished by a sensitivity to context. 
He states:

Critical place-based pedagogy cannot only be about struggles with human 
oppression. It also must embrace the experience of being human in connec-
tion with the others and with the world of nature, and the responsibility to 
conserve and restore our shared environments for future generations. Some 
socially critical thinkers might dismiss as “essentialist” or “homogenizing” 
the idea that connections with the natural world are an important part of 
being human. Place-based educators embrace this connection for a variety 
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of spiritual, political, economic, ecological, and pedagogical reasons. 
(Gruenewald, 2008, reprint, p. 314)

Greenwood  here includes the significance of experience, welcoming 
in any account concerned with educational practices. What is conspicuous 
about this quote with regard to normative foundations, is the juxtaposi-
tion of connection and responsibility. However, even at this point, 
Greenwood does not demonstrate an ethical interest, such as by elaborat-
ing on the relationship between these two.

 With  regard to the ethical grounding of place-based education, the 
relationship between connection and responsibility becomes crucial. The 
relationship is explored within an ethics of proximity, considering the ethi-
cal significance of situatedness and context. We have seen that Habermas 
makes a distinction between what is good and what is right. While moral-
ity addresses what is right, linked to public issues of justice and conflicts of 
rights open to interpersonal, argumentative resolution, questions about 
the good life are assessed as private matters expressed in an ethical-
existential discourse. The moral philosopher Arne Johan Vetlesen (1997) 
employs the distinction between what is right and what is good to demon-
strate how, within an ethics of proximity, morality cannot be reduced to a 
question of knowledge and deliberation; it is first and foremost a matter of 
being-with others, from which emerges the ethical responsibility of being-
for others. In this account, elaborated within the phenomenological tradi-
tion by ethical thinkers such as Levinas and Løgstrup (Vetlesen, 1997), 
what is ethically at stake is not attainable at a distance from context, but 
emerges in proximity to the other (often capitalized as ‘the Other’). The 
philosopher of education Michael Bonnett has developed a similar onto-
logically oriented ethics in an educational context (Bonnett, 2012), with 
particular sensitivity to being with nature. Again, the decisive suggestion 
made by Bonnett is that the ethical demand for care and responsibility 
emerges from being with the  other What we have seen Greenwood 
describing as “connections with the others and with the world of nature” 
is here expressed in an ontological grounding of ethics.

In the era of the Anthropocene, an existential, context-sensitive ethics 
brings to attention experiences that are left unnoticed in a deontological 
focus on principles of justice. From the experience of the ongoing deterio-
ration of the living conditions on Earth, a concern for life on Earth 
emerges in the call for responsibility and care. The era of the Anthropocene 
involves experiences of loss and sorrow (Albrecht, 2005). An ethics of 
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proximity acknowledges vulnerability as a shared condition for all life 
forms, the human species being no exception.

However, just as Greenwood called for perspectives from critical peda-
gogy in a pedagogy of place, an ethics of proximity hardly suffices as the 
solely ethical grounding of an education in the Anthropocene. The most 
prominent expression of the need to also consider other normative 
assumptions is the school strikes for the climate that emerged in the fall of 
2018, and in subsequent months mobilized thousands of young people in 
various countries. In a study of this social movement, an ethics of proxim-
ity should be supplemented with other approaches. My suggestion is to 
bring in aspects of critical cosmopolitanism.

#Fridays for Future Climate Strikes

In a previous study of #Fridays for Future Climate Strikes (Kvamme, 
2019), I examined how Greta Thunberg, in her call for climate action, 
appealed to United Nations (UN) conventions, and particularly the Paris 
Agreement, following up the UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (United Nations, 1992). A major move made by these young 
people was to take ownership of the concern for future generations that 
here is guaranteed—it is young people today, it is “us” that are to be pro-
tected, or even more accurately, “we represent the future generations.” In 
her speeches, Thunberg has also been careful to include other key values 
in her message, most significantly a concern for the more-than-human 
world and global justice.

With reference to the critical cosmopolitanism of Seyla Benhabib 
(2006, 2011), I examined how cosmopolitan claims in this social move-
ment are employed in a political struggle addressing the exclusion of the 
interests of young people, the more-than-human world, and poor people. 
According to Benhabib, cosmopolitan claims are not copied, but always 
recontextualized in new settings. Benhabib’s account is positioned within 
critical theory, but her differs from Habermas’ emphasis on impartiality 
and distance to context, accommodating the situatedness of moral judg-
ment. The decisive aspect of the recontextualizations within the school 
strikes movement is how institutionalized students stand out as demo-
cratic citizens.

The cosmopolitan claims formulated by the UN may be linked to both 
immanent critique and communicative rationality, as referred to above. An 
aspect of communicative rationality is obvious, in this case involving values 
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that are the outcome of discussions and negotiations that have taken place 
within the over-national institutional context of United Nations. However, 
these deliberative processes are complicated by the struggle among numer-
ous interests and power relations, far from the procedures that ideally 
should characterize a communicative ethics. This  unclear, muddy land-
scape demonstrates that the values in question have not emerged from a 
position freely and impartially out of context.

The existence of contextual and conflictual elements in the UN delib-
erations demonstrates how the young people’s appeal to cosmopolitan 
claims may be conceived of as the practicing of an immanent critique, 
although the context is far-reaching, constituted by the current policies 
within the global world order. The values that are appealed to are all 
expressed within the United Nations Agenda 2030 with the 17 sustainable 
development goals (United Nations, 2015), which responds to main chal-
lenges in the Anthropocene, calling for the protection of life on Earth in 
the present and the future and the promotion of global justice. 
Concurrently, this agenda privileges the human species, sustains practices 
of human monitoring and control, and upholds the notion of economic 
growth (see Adelman, 2018; Kotzé 2018). The upshot of this is that the 
immanent critique that is called for not only should address lack of approval 
and political action following the sustainable development goals, but 
should even include sustainable development in itself as acted out in prac-
tical politics promoting Agenda 2030.

Concluding Remarks

In this chapter, I have examined the normative foundations of critical 
thinking in the 2008 Greenwood–Bowers exchange on a critical pedagogy 
of place. Here, in the conclusion, three concerns should be addressed. 
First, we have seen that critical thinking indeed has an ethical grounding, 
although it is often more implicit than explicit. I have argued for making 
normative assumptions distinct and clarifying what is achieved and what 
should be further considered.

Second, we have seen that Greenwood primarily identifies critical peda-
gogy as the source of critical thinking in a critical pedagogy of place. I have 
suggested that the ethical grounding of critical thinking may also be 
located within a place-based education that explores the ontological con-
dition of living with other beings. This is a basic insight brought in from 
an ethics of proximity. To acknowledge this ethical source implies the 
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extension of the rationality involved, accommodating student experiences 
and existential concerns of anxiety, sorrow, and loss that now should be 
included in an education in the Anthropocene.

Finally, although some versions of critical theory do represent chal-
lenges for an ecologically sound education, an education in the 
Anthropocene that does not accommodate political and democratic con-
cerns is at best incomplete. That claim has been warranted by the #Fridays 
for Future Climate Strikes, in which political mobilization has taken place 
in an appeal to values that are formulated in deliberative practices within 
the structures and institutions subject to critique.

What knowledge is of most worth? This central educational question, 
famously posed by Herbert Spencer with regard to the school curriculum 
(1861), is frequently employed to give perspective and pathos in the con-
clusion of an educational account. With regard to the discussions carried 
out in this chapter, it is conspicuous that both place-based education and 
critical pedagogy represent positions that have challenged the priority in 
educational policies granted to general knowledge and skills necessary to 
reproduce and renew current (unsustainable) practices. Above I have 
pointed to conditions in which the knowledge question falls short. An eth-
ics of proximity suggests that the ontological condition of living-with the 
other is prior to any knowledge claim. Here is a call to continuously reflect 
on how this ontological condition is neglected, may emerge, and may be 
experienced and reflected upon in educational practices.>

Notes

1.	 While often used interchangeably, within moral philosophy “ethics” and 
“ethical” mostly refer to reflections on what is right and good, while moral 
and morality signify conduct or norms of conduct. This is how these con-
cepts are employed in the following, distinguishing the notion of “ethical 
grounding.” Within critical theory “ethics” also refers to the Hegelian con-
cept Sittlichkeit, the living social order (Benhabib, 1986), closely related to 
notions of the common good (Wood, 1990). In this sense, “ethics” con-
cerns context and situatedness, connotations that are explored in this 
chapter.

2.	 In a contribution to the Norwegian anthology To Be at Home in the 
World: An Introduction to a Pedagogical Philosophy of Place  (Bostad, 2021), 
I study the Greenwood–Bowers debate with regard to the concept of place, 
and consider how a stable, demarcated, unified notion of place may be prob-
lematized in the Anthropocene (Kvamme, 2021). There I suggest to accen-
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tuate the significance of relationships (Massey, 1994) in a retrieved notion 
of place. Relationships are also addressed in an ethics of proximity, brought 
up in the final part of this paper.

3.	 Although Habermas distances himself from an immanent critique, Stahl 
(2013) suggests that the emphasis on communicative rationality entails new 
forms of immanent critique. 
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CHAPTER 15

Educating for Sustainability 
in an Anti-education State: Critical Thinking 

in a Rural Science Classroom

Kerrie Willis and Nick Kleese

Introduction

Inside Washington County, Iowa’s 571 square miles live 22,000 humans 
and 1.3  million pigs—the third greatest concentration of pigs in the 
United States (USDA, 2017). The incredibly fertile soil that supports this 
industry is disappearing at unprecedented rates: after a century of inten-
sive cultivation, the topsoil is now nearly eroded (Thaler et  al., 2021). 
From our perspective as English educators at the high school in the county 
seat, we see these changes. We have also seen demographic shifts. There 
has been much to celebrate, including the growth of a vibrant Latinx 
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community and a booming weekly farmer’s market. But there are also 
negative trends: a stark increase in student poverty—a 35% increase in the 
last two decades. At the high school, this translates to roughly half our 
students living at the poverty line or below, and 1  in 20 experiencing 
homelessness (Iowa Department of Education, 2021). On top of this, the 
growing politicization of education at both local and state levels, along 
with the localization of a national divisiveness, threatens the community 
cohesion we value and continue to struggle to realize. From our perspec-
tive, from our experience, the most blatant barrier to educating for sus-
tainability is an ideological one.

Our community, located in the heart of America’s industrial Corn Belt, 
should be a perfect place for noticing and critiquing the ways that global 
industrial slow violence is playing out in real time (Nixon, 2011). While 
some in our community have acted for the environment, including pro-
testing proposed legislation to limit municipal suits against agricultural 
pollution (ICCI, 2017), these actions have not been widespread. In fact, 
on par with what is nationally prominent, we observe pervasive retreat 
from embracing civic responsibilities—our fundamental commitments to 
one another as interdependent individuals within broader human collec-
tives. This retreat hinders teachers’ abilities to promote classroom com-
munities that celebrate collaboration and cooperative effort. In science 
education, this manifests as an outright and willful resistance to discus-
sions about climate change—conversations that students are, by sake of 
their geography, well-positioned to participate in, as the ecological evi-
dence of climate destruction is in their backyards. Moreover, they are of a 
generation that has proved to be more knowledgeable about the global 
climate crisis than any previous (Feldman, 2020). And yet, this knowledge 
is hindered by the consistent attack on both climate science and education 
by a radical, fundamentalist movement toward an anti-social individualism 
from the right. If we can’t even recognize our innate obligations to one 
another in community, what chance is there for the Earth?

We are not alone in observing this. Scholars have thoroughly docu-
mented the ways these attacks have steadily and skillfully turned ecophilia 
into an anti-American ideology (cf. Buell, 2004). Today, this rhetoric can 
be seen, for instance, in the wariness about sustainable development 
(Mena, 2021) and in outright science denialism (cf. Oreskes, 2019). The 
attacks on education are no less pervasive. Our state context provides bla-
tant and numerous examples. In only two months since the current Iowa 
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House Legislative Session began on January 11, 2021, the following anti-
education bills have been proposed:

•	 “An act providing for the reduction of certain funding and budgets 
for public school, community colleges, and regents institutions 
following the use of specific curriculum1 and including effective and 
applicable provisions” (H.F. 222, 2021)

•	 “An act directing the state board of regents to conduct a survey of 
the political party affiliation of the employees of the institutions gov-
erned by the state board” (S.F. 292, 2021)

•	 “An act prohibiting tenure at public post-secondary educational 
institutions” (S.F. 41, 2021)

•	 “An act prohibiting persons from entering single and multiple occu-
pancy toilet facilities in elementary and secondary schools that do 
not correspond with the person’s biological sex” (S.F. 244, 2021)

•	 “An act relating to instruction relating to gender identity in the cur-
riculum provided to students enrolled in elementary education pro-
grams” (S.F. 167, 2021)

These proposed bills have several targets. They would seek to limit the 
safety of LGBTQI+ students, the rights of educators to have political 
expression, and education writ large, from pre-kindergarten to post-
secondary. The assault is so massive that one commentator declared the 
89th Iowa General Assembly has sought to achieve “new heights of legis-
lative overreach” (Nietzel, 2021). Taken in their number and in their 
speed of deployment, these legislative attacks feel like an all-out barrage 
on not only public education as a system, but also the very concept of criti-
cal thinking that is the foundation of an engaged, responsible, civic pub-
lic—and a sustainable society.

In rural communities, where schools are often claimed to be the foun-
dation of the community, these attacks hit especially hard. How to counter 
these attacks so that we might help foster the learning needed for a sus-
tainable society? Below, we describe one opening for doing so: a diligent 
attention to evidence, dialogue, and collaboration in the science class-
room. This cannot be the only fix, but skillful science teachers nonetheless 
are working to make rural schools places that provide “the kind of educa-
tion that embraces plurality and pushes back against fundamentalist 
thought; not only the religious and market fundamentalisms … but 
nationalistic as well, that are pushing isolation and anti-democratic 
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authoritarianism” (Cervone, 2018, p. 2). Critical thought and the cultiva-
tion of a sense of responsibility to our relationships—both human and 
non-human—are also necessary in developing a sustainable global society. 
Yet these, again, are also what is at stake in the rapid, intensive legislative 
assault on education in the state of Iowa.

We do not have the option of ignoring these attacks, and we mean this 
on several registers. For one, climate change is an everybody problem. 
Combatting it will require as many hands and as many minds as possible, 
so long as those hands and minds are open to the possibility of difference. 
This is monumentally important in rural communities, where social rela-
tions are myriad and nuanced. In rural places, “there will always be issues 
that need to be worked through,” Cervone writes, so “the goal cannot be 
to eliminate tensions, but to recognize that democracy is complicated” 
(ibid). So, too, for the democratic processes needed to bring about perma-
nent, sustainable change. Seeing as the understanding of these processes is 
fragile, we hold that one place that they might be developed is in the 
classroom. As educators, we do not wish to deny a rigorous, critical sci-
ence education to any student—even those that espouse anti-climate and 
anti-education beliefs. We believe these students are not innately defiant, 
but rather have learned the language of a prevalent political rhetoric that 
has ingrained itself into the fabric of our national discourse.2 In our spe-
cific context, without a more robust consideration of the political barriers 
to doing science education, any detailed and strategic education on actual 
climate issues will be inevitably stymied, and many planted seeds will go 
unnourished, making progress toward real and lasting environmental 
change unlikely. Like Cervone, we recognize that “the real questions are 
what is the future of rural spaces, and how can education produce active 
rural citizens in a rural democracy?” (ibid). Moreover, we wonder: if it 
weren’t under assault, how might education in a conservative, rural place 
produce active rural citizens of the Earth?

In this chapter, we explore the ways that conservative anti-science and 
anti-education rhetoric has hindered teaching for climate solutions in our 
rural Midwestern high school. We do so from our position as educators 
and community members, though with two different experiences. Kerrie 
grew up in Fort Worth, Texas, but a few weeks into her first teaching expe-
rience at Washington High School (WHS), she knew it was the only place 
she wanted to be. Nick is a native Washingtonian who was raised on his 
family’s farm, graduated from WHS, then returned to teach English there. 
Like many folks in Washington, explaining our connections to one another 
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requires a long telling. Kerrie was Nick’s teacher for four different English 
classes. When Nick returned to teach, he taught the same courses he took 
with Kerrie; as he did so, Kerrie served as his Instructional Coach. Kerrie’s 
daughter graduated with Nick’s sister, and both continue to spend time in 
the other’s home. And on and on. We have tried to write this chapter with 
these commitments in mind—the overlapping, thick complex of relation-
ships that grant rural communities—and rural schools—a particular resil-
iency. Moreover, we have tried to write in such a way that will prove 
accessible to all those within and across these relationships, especially those 
who are currently in the classroom.

Our chapter is an attempt to articulate what we see as some of the on-
the-ground challenges and opportunities in rural education in teaching for 
sustainability in the Anthropocene. In particular, we attempt to outline 
the ways that fundamentalist anti-social movements have threatened the 
actual doing of teaching. Our hope is not to be prescriptive, but interpre-
tative—to provide some insight into the challenges and opportunities of 
teaching at the secondary level for sustainability. For those living and 
teaching in rural communities, we hope this chapter provides affirmation 
of the struggle, opportunities for navigating the sociopolitical challenges, 
and an example for comparison to your own locale. As such, we do not 
suggest this chapter is universally or essentially rural; nonetheless, we 
believe that the specificities have enough parallels to be of benefit to others.

Because rural education has, in the United States at least, been rela-
tively understudied in education scholarship, we want to begin by offering 
one way that rurality might be conceptualized by those unfamiliar with it. 
Then, we offer a brief overview of fundamental tensions in rural education 
in the United States. These two contexts will help illuminate our discus-
sion of the daily political barriers that rural teachers face in educating for 
science. We end on a generative note, however, in sharing what we see as 
the unique opportunities rural places can offer climate education.

Rural Geographies

As a concept, rurality is expansive, and attempts by Euro-American schol-
ars to define it have tended to be confined to either demographic or cul-
tural frameworks (Bell, 2007). For demographers, rural is defined by 
population measures: human density over a given area, total population, 
proximity to an urban center, and so on. While these approaches point 
toward the social aspects of rurality, they can produce strange results. For 
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example, under the most recent government metrics, Newberry, Michigan, 
a town of 1519 in the state’s heavily forested Upper Peninsula, is consid-
ered metropolitan (Nelson, 2019, p.  40). Moreover, these approaches 
cannot capture the meaning of rural places: that is, the practices, ideas, 
and values that provide a lived experience of rurality. Although the cultural 
approach insists on a qualitative difference between geographies, rurality 
is in itself mind-bogglingly diverse enough to warrant it impossible to 
think of a single iteration of it. As such, we see the value of describing rural 
in a third way—as it is positioned within systems of global economic 
exchange.

Rural sites tend to be sites of ecological extraction (Cervone, 2017). 
Rural ecologies are mined, chopped, drained, or seeped before being 
packed, shipped, and processed into materials more readily available for 
human consumption. Scholars refer to this as the social metabolic pro-
cess—that is, the systems of energy extraction, production, distribution, 
and consumption that support global humanity (Foster, 2000). The com-
partmentalization of each of these subprocesses into a specific geographi-
cal area allows for particular economic activity to define the ecology of that 
area. In sites of ecological extraction, the resources of a specific locale 
benefit faraway consumers. In Washington, the nutrients from the soil—
and the soil itself—are sapped in order to grow corn that, when harvested, 
is sent to nearby distribution centers for further transport. The system is 
so intensive and efficient that even in the mid-1990’s, it was less costly for 
Taiwanese distributors to ship Iowa pork across the Pacific than it was to 
produce pork there domestically (Thu, 1995).

In this light, the explicit legislative attempt to disenfranchise rural Iowa 
students is only one manifestation of much more pervasive and embedded 
systems of economic and ecological exploitation. In a global social metab-
olism, the state’s “developmental agenda explicitly assumes (and even 
relies on) rural exploitation” (Ashwood, 2018, p.  719). In the 
Anthropocene, this agenda is part and parcel with the associated regimes 
of white supremacy and colonization. In the United States’ context, as 
with other settler societies, ecological domination hinges on geographical 
and cultural removal of Indigenous peoples (Gómez-Barris, 2017), the 
racialization of landscapes (Bullard, 2005), and production of ignorance 
about these histories and ongoing impacts (Bonneuil et al., 2016). These 
logics can sow discord in the most intimate of rural communities, encour-
aging false rural insider/urban outsider labels that prevent social 
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cohesion.3 Moreover, and importantly for our purposes, these labels are 
also those that feature prominently in educational trajectories of rural 
students.

Rural Education in the United States

“School,” Michael Corbett writes, “is one of the key flashpoints where 
modernity, cultural hybridity/multiculturalism, globalization/interna-
tional capitalism and other change forces meet a certain resistance” (2007, 
p. 26). This is acutely the case for rural education writ large in the United 
States, where celebrating both local life worlds and our multicultural 
global society remains an ongoing tension for the nearly ten million stu-
dents who attend a rural school (Showalter et al., 2019).4 One way this 
plays out is in the contrast between various levels of education administra-
tion. Some legislation, written at the federal level, is mandated for all 
schools in all geographies.5 But this oversight also leaves room for state 
and local policies to shape education, at least ideally, to meet the needs of 
specific locales. While this can allow for wonderfully progressive, culturally 
and ecologically sustainable policies to be written by communities them-
selves, it can also allow for retrenchment against the very ideas of multicul-
turalism, sustainability, democracy, and—in fact—education that schools 
could otherwise cultivate. Rural opposition to education for sustainability, 
then, can become part of a larger reaction against state oversight even 
when doing so exacerbates the actual needs of local communities.

The tension between local and global plays out in the imaginations of 
rural youth, too. Carr and Kefalas’s (2009) year-long study of a rural Iowa 
school found that one of the most major aspects to student post-secondary 
paths was the decision to either stay in or leave their rural community. This 
decision is bound both by the community’s unequal allotment of social 
capital to individual students deemed likely to “succeed” in higher educa-
tion, and by student place attachment. Overwhelmingly, students who 
perform well at school are encouraged to leave, and for reasons both cul-
tural and economical, they often do not return. Carr and Kefalas refer to 
this phenomenon as the “rural brain drain.” Corbett offers another term 
in the title of his book, Learning to Leave (2007). Ultimately what comes 
to consequence is who stays, who leaves, and what they believe.

For all of this complexity and nuance, education scholarship has been 
wary of considering rural students to be a unique bloc. A review of titles 
of articles in major American education journals showed that “urban” 
appeared 16 times more frequently than “rural” (Schafft, 2016). This 
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attention gap leaves many scholars and policymakers with not just a lesser 
understanding of the challenges in rural education, but also a lack of 
awareness of the nascent opportunities. Rural schools, by fact of their geo-
graphic and demographic contexts, afford certain benefits. For one, rural 
schools’ “proximity to the natural world allows students to draw on their 
local knowledge to make sense of school-based (book) knowledge (Roth, 
2010, p. 51, emphasis ours). The proximity extends to the social, too. 
Rural schools are situated within communities where there are ample 
“opportunities for contact and dialogue with community members across 
a variety of contexts (the grocery store, religious settings, school events, 
community suppers, the gas station) become sites of action and ‘naming’ 
as rural educational leaders work to establish the trust necessary for mobi-
lization on issues of importance to the community” (Azano & Biddle, 
2019, p. 6). And yet, in our locale, community resistance to education 
remains.

In rural communities such as our own, education is often regarded as 
the only way “out.” For some, this has meant the promise of opportunity 
in the city. For others, these educational trajectories are evidence of rural 
decline. The anti-democratic reactionaries at the state house have weapon-
ized these sentiments to uncritically celebrate provincialism, science deni-
alism, and militant individualism as an alternative to critical, public 
education. We believe this sentiment is not only untenable in an era of 
global climate destruction, but also harmful to the same communities 
these legislators purport to protect. As such, although education does 
serve as a geographic “out” for rural youth, education is also a potential 
“out” from that anti-democratic worldview now prevalent at the Capitol. 
It is amid these myriad and mammoth tensions that rural science educa-
tors are seeking to provide young people with the skills and experiences 
necessary to sustain both their communities and their planet.

Climate in the Classroom

One mighty struggle at play in the classrooms of our rural school is evi-
dent in science classes, where—before many students can learn the specif-
ics and standards of the content—teachers must first convince students 
that science is a set of commonly understood and accepted laws, rather 
than a perspective. What an immense challenge it is to engage students in 
meaningful explorations and considerations of environmental sustainabil-
ity, when many may not accept the basic premise that the 
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world—including our 5.2 square miles and 7000 people of it—is in danger 
of imminent environmental collapse. When one’s sense of self is tied to a 
way of being that denies climate change, how do teachers and schools 
foster the sense of urgency needed to encourage students to become inter-
ested, informed, passionate stewards of their land and community?

It is a difficult time for Iowa teachers in general, under assault by their 
own State Legislature. Bill after bill tumbles out from under the golden 
dome, one after another aimed at dismantling public education—and not 
simply by removing financial support. Several bills seem designed specifi-
cally to crush the values public schools often strive to foster: respect for 
individual differences as enriching to the whole; inclusion of all, regardless 
of barriers; and encouragement of curiosity, open-mindedness, and critical 
thinking. So often it seems school buildings are the only places in their 
communities actively working to level the playing field for all, to feed the 
hungry, to open the mind, to ask difficult questions, to solve problems 
faced by the most vulnerable. Couple this legislative onslaught from the 
state with the national politicization of scientific evidence itself (lead by a 
former President who denied the research and evidence-based recommen-
dations of one of the leaders of his own White House Coronavirus Task 
Force), and the task faced by science teachers is even more challenging.

In a political and cultural climate where a willful, gleeful resistance to 
science education is sometimes worn by students as a badge of honor, sci-
ence teachers are faced with a two-part struggle: first, convince students 
that the science taught is true; second, help students recognize the pre-
ponderance of evidence that supports the given scientific premise. It is not 
simply teaching the content that is the struggle—it is convincing students 
that the curriculum is fact, not fiction, and that science teachers are cred-
ible guides on the journey of exploration. When delving into the issue of 
human sustainability, the Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS, 
2013) are clear in the scientific theories that must be taught:

•	 HS-ESS3-1. Construct an explanation based on evidence for how 
the availability of natural resources, occurrence of natural hazards, 
and changes in climate have influenced human activity.

•	 HS-ESS3-2. Evaluate competing design solutions for developing, 
managing, and utilizing energy and mineral resources based on cost-
benefit ratios.
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•	 HS-ESS3-3. Create a computational simulation to illustrate the rela-
tionships among management of natural resources, the sustainability 
of human populations, and biodiversity.

•	 HS-ESS3-4. Evaluate or refine a technological solution that reduces 
impacts of human activities on natural systems.

•	 HS-ESS3-5. Analyze geoscience data and the results from global cli-
mate models to make an evidence-based forecast of the current rate 
of global or regional climate change and associated future impacts to 
Earth systems.

•	 HS-ESS3-6. Use a computational representation to illustrate the 
relationships among Earth systems and how those relationships are 
being modified due to human activity.

Where do high school science teachers begin effectively teaching these 
standards, in light of the fact that some students believe human impacts on 
the environment are negligible, and that global warming is a myth?

All of the political polarization of education is unfortunate, because 
what we should be focusing on in science classrooms in rural schools is the 
how of working toward sustainability, not the why. This is not to say that 
the why is unimportant: our survival depends on it. However, the task 
before all humans—to create a more sustainable community, thereby 
ensuring the survival of our planet—has been, in our context, completely 
subsumed in the last few years by our relational conflict with each other, 
rather than keenly focused on the task itself. From this position of differ-
ences, how do we foster a classroom culture that leads to the free and full 
discussion of ideas, the careful consideration and quantifying of evidence, 
and some shared understandings of the problems humans face?

Pivot Toward Opportunities

The challenges we have identified in teaching for sustainability in our rural 
context are political in nature. The anti-democratic sensibility now seeking 
to govern our capacity to do the work of education includes myriad sys-
tems, structures, and ideologies that manifest in particular moments. 
Addressing these moments of resistance, in the moment, are only pin-
points in an entire constellation of obstruction. When teachers face this 
daunting reality daily, and in what feels like an increasing isolation, it is 
tempting to be cynical about solutions that promise immediate fixes. But 
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there are various openings that can provide insights, inspiration, and 
possibility.

One opening includes the work of educators who are doing critical 
education for sustainability even when it isn’t described as such. In the 
rural science classroom, this appears as evidenced-based thinking. Explicitly 
and relentlessly requiring students to engage in evidence-based thinking is 
one way to help students break down important and complex environ-
mental issues—those in their own backyard, as well as those across the 
planet. Creating a classroom framework by which to structure learning 
around topics many may dispute or disbelieve is vital, supported by a 
repeated question: what is the evidence? When faced with student skepti-
cism, one way forward is through a repeated process of introducing every 
concept in the following way:

•	 Here is the scientific theory.
•	 Here is the hypothesis scientists make, based on this theory.
•	 Here is the evidence to support the hypothesis.

One case in point comes from a secondary science teacher’s exploration 
of and instruction around the disciplinary core idea of human impacts on 
earth systems. For this unit of study, students begin by thinking about 
waste or excess in their daily lives. Students conduct a one-day trash audit 
on themselves. Students talk with the parents about gas and electric use via 
the family’s energy bills. Through videos about pollution, zero waste, and 
reducing a carbon footprint, students gain information to enhance consid-
eration of their individual relationships with consumption and the systems 
that support it. Students consider whether or not Washington could 
become a zero-waste town. (Many agree it is possible, but unlikely, unless 
everyone works together.)

Students widen their view from their own backyards, to Iowa, the 
United States, and the world. Students consider carbon sinks, deforesta-
tion, and tree-planting. Students experiment with a carbon footprint cal-
culator. Students view videos about what happens to recycling, then post 
discussion points about what they learned. Students consider what large 
problems the planet is facing, and practice reading source material to 
determine credibility. Students create one-minute videos about a big 
problem they researched, then watch the videos of others and leave feed-
back. Students consider trash-burning, an oft-used waste management 
method for many rural residents. Students view David Attenborough: A 
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Life On Our Planet, answering worksheet questions, and tracking statistics 
for what happens to world population, carbon levels, and untouched wil-
derness over seven decades. Students Zoom with the manager of the local 
landfill to learn in detail how waste is managed, and what challenges the 
process creates. Students answer whether or not their behavior has changed 
since the class started studying human impact. (Responses vary, but most 
students note at least one small change, either in their behavior, or in their 
thinking.)

Students were then tasked with completing a final human impact 
research project, calling for high-level thinking. Students needed explicit 
teaching to tackle these tasks, which were broken down into a day-by-day 
plan, and presented with a teacher-created model for each day’s task:

•	 Gather research on the background for a problem creating a negative 
impact on the environment, focusing on natural resources and 
manufacturing.

•	 Break down the problem into smaller pieces, and examine how those 
things impact earth systems.

•	 Understand what people are gaining from the current practice.
•	 Identify two solutions people are already considering or doing, then 

calculate the effectiveness of these solutions, based on their environ-
mental impacts, costs, availability, simplicity, and ease of 
implementation.

•	 Select a solution, propose a new one, or combine several, then write 
a one-page justification for the choice.

•	 Determine who needs to know about the solution, and what the 
most effective means of communication is.

Challenges abounded. Many students struggled to rigorously analyze 
existing solutions. Many also struggled to quantify their research, some-
times relying on their guts, rather than research. Some students never fully 
realized that using powerful evidence and quantifying their criteria makes 
an argument immensely stronger and more compelling. Not all students 
fully grappled with the complexities that big problems bring with them—
nor with the knowledge that these problems must be fully unpacked, 
researched, quantified, and considered from many perspectives in order to 
find solutions that make sense.

With an eye toward the future, what advice would we give to high 
school science teachers who want to foster a rigorous and evidence-based 
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classroom? First and foremost, projects like we outlined above require 
students to learn and use those complex skills vital in developing critical 
thinking. If we consider the myriad responsibilities of public education, its 
primary role is to help students learn to think deeply—and that’s what sci-
ence projects like this strive to do. Ideally they would be fostered and 
showcased by schools, but even one teacher working at an individual class-
room level can create the conditions for these continued, rigorous explo-
rations. Secondly, teachers can build in consistent checkpoints for students 
during the research and analysis process, preventing them from advancing 
in their project until both teacher and student see evidence that the 
research foundation is on solid ground. One of the most encouraging 
takeaways from this research is that most students will engage in critical 
thinking, will consider multiple forms of evidence, and will consider the 
perspectives of others, if the content is presented in a way that refuses to 
tap into rhetoric and judgment. It is in this place the opportunity for criti-
cal thinking, careful consideration, and learning is highest. This is a credit 
to our students, as well as to our science teachers.

Although we focused largely in this chapter on scientific reasoning as an 
important skill in sustainability education, it is by no means the only 
important one. For us, our goal is to consider possibilities for connections 
between the learning and exploration happening in the science classrooms, 
and the discussions, projects, and commitments of the greater body of 
WHS students—and ultimately our town. We turn our attention to foster-
ing connections and commitments between our students and our com-
munity in hopes these bridges lead to long-lasting, positive impacts on the 
environment whether that environment is our town’s five square miles, or 
any other environment worth protecting. Indeed, we hope that these rela-
tions will also promote a long-lasting engagement with sustainability that 
becomes part of their identity as rural youth.

One thing we know for certain is that part of being rural is being con-
nected to and intertwined with others. Despite the impression that rurality 
is synonymous with lacking, we see it as rich in opportunities—if you are 
open to them (and sometimes even if you are not). So often because there 
are so few of us, we all are asked to do a bit of everything. In a small Iowa 
high school, in a small Midwestern town, there is room to be more than 
one thing—to be a farm kid, and to run cross-country, and to craft the 
literary magazine. Our students are farmers, clarinet players, goalies, 
actors, and English-learners; some live in town and some live in the coun-
try; some help support their families by working in those confinements 
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where 1.3 million pigs are raised—rarely is a student just one of these. And 
this mobility, this crisscrossing born of the smallness of a rural place, and 
the necessity of everyone doing a bit of everything, that is as much a reality 
of our town as the stereotypes are.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have shared how the current legislative assault against 
education in the state of Iowa exacerbates existing structural economic 
exploitation of rural ecologies to impede education for sustainability in 
science classrooms. We see this as part of a much larger retreat from direct 
participation in democratic processes—processes that will be necessary in 
building and maintaining an ecologically sustainable society. Without 
local, state, and federal investment in this education, we worry that the 
good work of teachers in the classroom will be ineffective at contributing 
to this change.

We recognize that education in the United States is far from a perfect 
institution. It has and continues to assimilate, oppress, and dehumanize. 
Acknowledging these harms, we wonder: what is another institution in 
this nation where people actively attempt to get young people to under-
stand one another across their differences? Where else are people told that 
dialogue matters, that dignity and respect matter? And what happens 
when these students look to society, what do they see? So much of what 
they see and hear from public officials discredits their education: both in 
the content and in the values it holds. What they see in society makes 
much of their public education look like a lie, because what they hear from 
politicians does not correspond to what they hear in school. Despite this, 
rural science educators continue to insist that critical thinking, dialogue, 
and attention to the ecological realities of one’s lived experiences take 
precedence over obstructionist rhetoric and political maneuvering.

The rural realities we know of are both strikingly similar and substan-
tially different from other rural ones. Despite these differences—in fact, 
precisely because of these differences—we believe that rural educators 
might play a role in both bettering the lives of those who live as our neigh-
bors and restoring faith in the rich values so often fostered here. “Indeed,” 
writes Howley, “many rural places are sufficiently different that one might 
hope for something even more different in the future” (Howley, 2009). In 
this diversity, against so many attacks, there is hope: for generating diverse 
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perspectives, insights, and ideas that are eager to contribute to, rather than 
retreat from, a sustainable world.
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Notes

1.	 The “specific curriculum” targeted is the 1619 Project, which seeks to rec-
ognize the role of slavery, racism, and white supremacy in American history.

2.	 These instances of student resistance could be interpreted generously, as 
Corbett notes occurs when “students come to understand their class exploi-
tation and the way that institutions of formal education function to serve 
interests contrary to their own” (2007, p. 42). However, we, like Corbett, 
do not wish to reduce resistance to some unrelated phenomenon—which, in 
this, is the channeling of populist, anti-intellectual rhetoric.

3.	 These, too, are often racialized.
4.	 In total, 46% of Native students in the United States attend schools in rural 

areas, compared to 30% of white students 14% of Black students, 10% of 
Hispanic students, and 9% of Asian/Pacific Islander students. See 
Faircloth (2009).

5.	 One notorious example is the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002, which 
mandates standardized testing in reading and math for all students every 
year between Grades 3 and 8. So-called underperforming schools can be 
financially penalized.
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CHAPTER 16

Ecopedagogy in the Anthropocene: 
A Defence of the Classical Paideia

Lars Petter Storm Torjussen

Introduction

The term Anthropocene and thus the recognition that we humans affect 
planet Earth to such a degree that we have entered a new geological era 
are gaining acceptance. Although few are seriously questioning the fact 
that we are facing an ecological crisis, there is no general agreement on 
what we need to change, how we are to do this and how extensive these 
changes need to be. It is a debated question whether an ecological mind-
set of awareness automatically involves a critical and political stand against 
our current social and economic system. For instance, according to Naomi 
Klein (2014), questions regarding the climate need to relate to a critique 
of capitalism. In the field of literature on education for sustainable devel-
opment (ESD), there is a division between education about and education 
for sustainable development relating to this question (Gadotti, 2008). The 
former treats sustainable development as a phenomenon within the 
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traditional system and curriculum while the latter promotes a more pro-
found change of perspective and lifestyle.

An important contribution to education for sustainable education is the 
so-called ecopedagogical movement as it is described in Richard Kahn’s 
(2010) influential Critical Pedagogy, Ecoliteracy & Planetary Crisis—The 
Ecopedagogical Movement. This movement originated as a response to the 
traditional environmental movement’s allegedly lacking critical dimension 
(Straume, 2017). The ecopedagogical movement claims that a critical eco-
logical consciousness requires a confrontation with problematic phenom-
ena at the very core of our civilization, such as the technical domination of 
nature, an economic system based on profit, social inequality, gender 
issues and the exploitation of Indigenous peoples. This confrontation 
requires us to rethink our heritage from classical antiquity onwards.

In this chapter I wish to adhere to the fundamental premise of the 
ecopedagogical movement. Education for sustainable development needs 
to be something more than an introduction to specific subjects regarding 
superficial solutions such as quota trading and similar initiatives. I agree 
that an adequate response to our climate crisis requires a rethinking going 
all the way back to classical antiquity, as this was the moment where the 
foundations of Western culture and civilization once were built. In this 
regard, Pythagoras was the first to take the first step towards the quantifi-
cation of the world and the mathematization of human experience, thus 
laying the first brick in our scientific culture. However, the assumption 
that the Greek mind has allegedly paved the way to the Cartesian dualism 
between nature and culture and the technical rationality underlying our 
current ecological crisis must be approached with caution. It can lead to 
an unwarranted claim that classical civilization as such is to blame for the 
illnesses mentioned above. In this article I will argue that an ecological 
mindset of today must address our classical heritage, but warn against the 
temptation to exalt “sustainability” as a sort of master signifier represent-
ing all the evils in the world in need of remedy, tying all of these diverse 
phenomena into a Gordian knot and suggesting the knot can be severed 
in one blow.

If we take a closer look at the civilization of classical antiquity we realize 
that democracy and sustainability were far from synonyms. Classical antiq-
uity had practices directed towards nature, which can serve as models for 
education for sustainable development today. These practices were in fact 
resting on anti-democratic principles. For instance, the classical paideia—
as it was conceived by Plato—was directed at contemplation as a 
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non-intervening preserving attitude, but this practice was interwoven with 
the pursuit of a free life resting on slavery as a means of excluding work 
and production. If we take a closer look at history, we find that our techni-
cal civilization, in many ways responsible for our ecological crisis, is not at 
all the result of an anti-democratic, but rather deeply connected with a 
“democratic” culture (White, 1967). The fusion of science with technique 
and utility was, in other words, the consequence of science no longer 
being the pursuit of an elite’s leisure time, but had its task in utility for 
society as such.

This does, of course, not mean we should defend and implement anti-
democratic principles and solutions today. It means the assignment of a 
critical and ecopedagogical movement is to avoid simple and totalizing 
solutions, and rather start the arduous and complicated task of under-
standing the fundamental concepts underlying our classical heritage and 
reinterpret and reformulate these concepts anew. The main argument of 
the chapter is to recover practices and a mindset which once were made 
possible by means of slavery and raise the question whether we can formu-
late the conditions of this mindset in a modern world. We cannot gain 
access to these practices or this mindset if we bluntly condemn the classical 
world as either irrelevant or opposed to ecological and sustainable think-
ing today. This enterprise is neither anti-science or pro-science as it is not 
shunning quantification, technique or the like, but realizing, quoting 
Pythagoras, that “number is the ruler of forms and ideas, and the cause of 
gods and demons” (Iamblichus, 2020).

The Ecopedagogical Movement

According to Kahn (2010), the ecopedagogical movement was formed 
after the Rio Conference in 1992. Its point of departure was the Latin 
American tradition of critical pedagogy building on the work of Paulo 
Freire, but also Ivan Illich.1 True to its founding father the ecopedagogical 
movement is also centred around conscientização: critical consciousness as 
an in-depth understanding of how the social world is connected to arrange-
ments of power.

The aim of the ecopedagogical movement is the pursuit of “ecoliter-
acy” as a type of ecological being in the world. Contrary to the traditional 
environmental movement, the ecopedagogical movement represents a 
radical systemic critique with correspondingly adequate political actions.
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The movement thus clearly takes a stand in the widespread distinction 
between education about sustainable development and education for sus-
tainable development, clearly endorsing the latter. Both of these approaches 
approve of the definition of sustainability given by the Brundtland Report, 
that sustainable development is “[…] development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs” (Brundtland et al., 1987). After the coining of the 
term by the Brundtland Report there has been wide agreement that the 
concept of sustainability demands the social, economic and environmental 
dimensions go hand in hand. But, where education about sustainable 
development is more of an “outside” perspective directed towards a theo-
retical understanding of sustainable development, for instance by under-
standing the phenomenon as an isolated subject, education for sustainable 
development is to a larger extent a perspective from “within”: education is 
meant to transform the pupils’ and students’ world view in order to make 
them live more sustainable lives (Gadotti, 2008).

There are clearly parallels between the ecopedagogical movement and 
thinkers such as Chet Bowers and David Orr, but also Arne Naess and The 
Deep Ecological Movement regarding their commitment to the ontologi-
cal dimension of the ecological crisis. That is, our ecological crisis is accord-
ing to this view a crisis of how we perceive nature, the world and ourselves, 
and hence the “solution” to this requires an in-depth change of perception.

Kahn traces the roots of our ecological crisis in the classical paideia. 
According to Kahn, the classical paideia formulated by the Greeks—but 
particularly as it was reconstructed by the Latin humanitas—is based upon 
a fundamental premise: Man is standing outside or above nature. This 
dualism between man and nature is the root premise in the history of 
Western subjectivity. Although it has given us democracy and ultimately 
human rights, this conception of subjectivity goes hand in hand with “his-
tories of speciesism, classism, sexism, and all the other histories of oppres-
sion […]” (Kahn, 2010, p. 48).

If we are to formulate a planetary citizenship, that is, a global commu-
nity sustainable both socially, economically and environmentally, we need 
to relate to the classical paideia, as it was “democratic in principle” (Kahn, 
2010, p. 40). However, the Athenian democracy was a fragile blossom 
that lasted only a short time span. It was displaced by oppression and cor-
ruption almost as soon as it began. Kahn is thus not reaching back to a sort 
of Golden Age he wants to revive. The Athenian paideia is infused with an 
inherent tension stemming from its very birth. As Kahn (2010) writes:

  L. P. S. TORJUSSEN



317

Athens never achieved anything like an inclusive democracy, as it rested 
upon certain foundational oppressions based on slavery, race, class, gender, 
and species. This unresolved set of hierarchies meant that a tension existed 
at the very heart of the Athenian attempt at democracy. (p. 43)

These “foundational oppressions” are resting on dichotomies like 
master-slave, man-woman, autonomy-heteronomy and human-inhuman. 
These figures of thought have historically legitimized oppression and 
exploitation, according to Kahn. This happened especially when the Greek 
paideia was “reconstructed” as Hellenistic humanitas where this legacy 
“came to exert a major ‘civilizing’ force upon the historical development 
of the West” (p. 51). The Hellenistic age has therefore given us “aristo-
cratic politics, scientific hierarchy, conceptual categorization, and encyclo-
pedic breadth” resulting in “the expansion of the city-state to the rest of 
the world in the form of colonizing empire” (p. 41). For Kahn, the basic 
elements of Hellenistic humanitas also marked Christianity and the forma-
tion of the Church, thus composing the backbone of Western civilization 
not just during the centuries of the Medieval age, but also lasting into 
modernity. The dualisms and hierarchies of the classical paideia were thus 
a necessary foundation of the radical Cartesian ontological dichotomy 
between res cogitans and res extensa, and the corresponding technical-
instrumental rationality. Kahn indeed describes the Newton-Cartesian 
paradigm as “very much true to the roots of Hellenistic humanitas” 
(p. 52). Kahn is painting a broad canvas of the intellectual history of the 
West where education, scientific discoveries and the art of printing are 
intimately connected to expansion, war and colonization.2 Western cul-
ture or Bildung is thus inextricably tied to an unsustainable exploitation of 
other less privileged parts of the world as it is ultimately resting on a single 
idea lying at the very core of Western education, namely domination 
over nature.

Kahn’s call for going back to the classical paideia is important. A critical 
and ecopedagogical movement must re-read the fundamental concepts 
underlying our classical heritage and reformulate these concepts in a post-
modern, global and democratic society. The next step is thus to ask if the 
key to postmodern society can be found in the practices of the classical 
paideia.
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Ecology and Classical Antiquity

Can classical antiquity be a source of an ecological consciousness today? 
According to Chemhuru (2017), the literature in this field is lacking.3,4 
The literature that does exist in this field is in addition ambiguous. As 
Chemhuru (2017) shows, Brian Coman on the one hand, citing Homer 
and Plato, comes to the conclusion that “there have always been individu-
als with a concern and interest in the state of health and of the beauty of 
our environment” (Coman, 2006, p. 55). Extending this line of thought, 
Carone supports the thinking that “[…] much of what comes from the 
works of ancient Greek thinkers like Thales, Anaximander, Anaximenes, 
Heraclitus and Parmenides can be regarded as a ‘hylozoistic’ worldview, in 
which matter (hylō) and life (zōe)̄ are inseparable” (Carone, 2001, p. 68). 
Was the Greek mind thus biocentric and ecological?

On the other hand, the Greek worldview has been criticized for its clear 
anthropocentric character, thus in conflict with a minimum of biocentric-
ity needed for ecological sustainability in a postmodern world (Straume, 
2017, p. 111). O’Connor (1964) goes as far as denying altogether ancient 
or classical Greek philosophy’s relevance to environmental ethical 
thinking.5

A more fruitful approach is not to look for explicit ecological formula-
tions or concerns asking whether the culture of antiquity was sustainable 
or not as such, but rather ask if there are elements or practices fundamen-
tal to classical paideia that can be translated into a modern ecological and 
sustainable society. In this regard it is important to realize that the three 
dimensions of sustainability (social, economic, environmental) formulated 
by the UN is a modernist construct less suited for the study of the ecologi-
cal implications of the classical paideia.

What Is Classical Paideia?
Kahn is correct in stating the importance of the Greek paideia as he is 
particularly focusing on the events accompanying the birth of the Athenian 
democracy. This seed also contains the very birth of the Western concep-
tion of education. Education in antiquity underwent a transition from a 
heroic warrior culture to a political culture where education stopped being 
a mere instrument for society and became an end in itself and a measuring 
rod for the greatness of the city state (Kahn, 2010, p. 39).6 According to 
Marrou (1956), it makes sense to refer to a common Greek-Roman 
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culture with an essential feature: a slow mutation from education of a war-
rior nobility to the education of a scribe.

In many ways, the classical paideia is the common source of all our 
modern conceptions of education as it regards education a phenomenon 
in itself possible to pursue and debate and—much later on—studied or 
researched in its own right. Thus, a common thread exists not only from 
the Greek enkyklios paideia to the Latin artes liberales, but also from this 
classical heritage into the Medieval university—and further on into the 
modern research university founded at the start of the nineteenth century 
(Torjussen, forthcoming). The common thread is a conception of a diverse 
and yet coherent and unified curriculum; a cycle of different arts (which 
later became subjects) all serving an overarching purpose.7 Although the 
content, divisions and even names of these arts have varied throughout the 
centuries, the seven liberal arts have nevertheless been a surprisingly stable 
arrangement from antiquity to the formation of the modern university as 
it was conceived in Prussia by the thinkers of German idealism (Torjussen, 
forthcoming). This stability can perhaps be explained by the fact that the 
curriculum of higher education was both encyclopaedic and propaedeutic. 
These two elements constitute each other as the different subject’s pro-
paedeutic or preparatory character is precisely the element connecting the 
different subjects to an integrated whole. This holism of classical paideia 
has been admired by all later times and has been an ideal of the French 
encyclopaédie, the German Enzyklopädie and the British-American liberal 
arts: all in their different manner have attempted to reconnect with.

What the different arts were preparing for—and hence what was outside 
them—was theoria or contemplation.8 It is often noted that the etymo-
logical meaning of the word theory is “seeing”, but the most correct 
translation of theoria and contemplatio is “being a spectator”. Pursuing a 
life of studies in classical antiquity was an active strenuous brick-by-brick 
approach, but the aim of it all was a passive receiving of truth. This phe-
nomenon is described by a variety of authors. Of course, the term paideia 
(and later humanitas) is used in antiquity in many different ways and the 
relation between paideia and contemplation varies. This article thus 
depends on a specific Platonic understanding of the term. Plato (1973) 
famously describes truth or insight as a flash of lightning in his Seventh 
Letter. Plotinus regards it as a touch of the divine (Lobkowicz, 1967, 
p. 52) and Cicero and Seneca as a sort of cosmic viewpoint (Torjussen, 
2018). Similar views are also held by Thomas of Aquinas and Comenius 
(Torjussen, 2018). Thus, the philosophical life in antiquity was a life with 
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a spectating attitude towards the world. An expression of this attitude is 
found in the influential allegory life as a festival. According to Diogenes 
Laertius (2018, 8.8) the allegory stems from Pythagoras. A more exten-
sive description is given by Cicero (Tusc. disp. 5.9):

In this way, some of us are enslaved to glory, others to money. But there are 
also a few people who devote themselves wholly to the study of the universe, 
believing everything else to be trivial in comparison. These call themselves 
students of wisdom, in other words philosophers [‘lovers of wisdom’]; and 
just as it was the noblest act on such an occasion [i.e., a festival] to watch the 
proceedings without a thought of getting anything for oneself, so too, in life 
generally, the contemplation and study of nature are far superior to the 
whole range of other human activities.

For Pythagoras a life devoted to the study of number, forms and ideas, 
was thus not a cold, bloodless affair stemming from a lack of interest, but 
highlighted an attitude we today would describe as aesthetical. Classical 
paideia was not at all directed at utility, but beauty (kalon) or beautiful 
things whose value was obvious by their own light (Gadamer, 2013). 
According to Pythagoras the philosopher “contemplates the most beauti-
ful things” (ton kalliston theorian) (Lobkowicz, 1967, p. 7). However, it 
would be a misunderstanding to interpret this as if the philosophers were 
studying a special set of objects.9 The “most beautiful things” are simply 
the common things every person is facing every day seen from a universal, 
cosmic and eternal perspective (sub specie aeternitatis). Far from the mod-
ern meaning of “theory” theoria entailed a perspective devoid of judge-
ment and justification making the spectator capable of standing face to 
face with the city state’s most fundamental beliefs and values.

In this regard, philosophy continued a similar function tragedy had in 
the pre-philosophical city state, where the city state during the Great 
Dionysia was examining its values through a process Goldhill (1990) refers 
to as “tragic questioning”. The philosophical practices supporting this 
function were aiming at liberation. According to Pythagoras the spectat-
ing of these most beautiful things makes you “most free” (eleutheriotatos) 
(Lobkowicz, 1967, p. 7), and this is probably why Cicero and all the rest 
of history chose the term artes liberales. The term artes liberales has a dual 
meaning. On the one hand it refers to the fact that these studies were a 
liberating force. On the other hand it refers to the activities suited for free 
men in opposition to the activities unfree men pursue or are forced to 
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pursue. These activities relating to work and production were often 
referred to as artes mechanicae or artes sordidae. They were considered 
unfree as they bind man to an exploitative and instrumental mindset.

We are here at the core of the argument of the chapter: Classical antiq-
uity did have a mindset and practices we today can derive ecological impli-
cations from, although the mindset and these practices were once based 
on slavery and oppression. Although some of the arguments of the alleg-
edly anthropocentric character of the Greek culture are true, for instance 
the mythological pantheon’s lack of animals (Kleczkowska, 2014), and the 
fact that the philosophical life was primarily tending a relation to the self, 
the intimate relation between the relation to the self and the relation to 
nature is nevertheless often overlooked.10 The inscription of the Delphic 
oracle “know thyself” means to know oneself and the place one has within 
nature and the greater cosmos. And vice versa: The study of nature in 
antiquity implied gaining knowledge of oneself in order to live a life in 
accordance with the nature of the cosmos. As Ptolemy (cited in Hadot, 
2006, p. 187) writes regarding his study of the stars:

I know that I am mortal and last only for a day. Yet when I accompany the 
tight ranks of the stars in their circular course, my feet no longer touch the 
ground, and I go to Zeus to eat my fill of ambrosia, like the gods.

Thus the aim of Ptolemy’s studies is not “knowledge” in the modern 
sense or the power to rule over nature, but wisdom to withstand unfore-
seen events and not to fear death. And this therapeutic approach to a life 
of study was also transferred from the Greek paideia to the Roman 
humanitas.

It is for instance present in Seneca’s Naturales quaestiones (1972). At a 
glance this treatise resembles proto-scientific studies of meteors, rainbows, 
thunder and wind mixed with ethical anecdotes here and there. But the 
motivation of the text is rather to regard the study of nature as a practice 
aiming at a perspective at the highest point in the universe where one can 
see everything from nature’s divine point of view.11 As Williams (2012, 
p. 4) eloquently sums it up: “The Natural Questions is not so much about 
the natural world as an active form of engagement with nature” (italics in 
the original).

So how can a philosophical education aiming at taking care of nature 
and having nature as a model in order to not overstep its boundaries at the 
same time be based on slavery? One answer to this question is that slavery 
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in antiquity did not have profit as a main motive.12 As Arendt (1958) 
points out, the Greeks defended slavery as an institution required to meet 
conditions belonging to life itself. For the Greeks life itself was slavery. The 
unfreedom of life itself was expressed in the unfreedom of work and pro-
duction (Arendt, 1958). Thus the main motivation behind slavery was an 
attempt to harness or encapsulate work and production in order to estab-
lish islands of freedom. This of course represents an arrangement we today 
quite right find horrific. The majority of society is unfree in order to enable 
the freedom of a small elite. This arrangement resulted however in the 
successful exclusion of work and production from public life (Arendt, 
1958). But apart from its moral reprehensibility this arrangement had 
interesting consequences from an ecological perspective today. It is pre-
cisely classical antiquity’s contempt for manual labour and its contempt for 
the life of business that answer Barrow’s baffled observation: “That indus-
try developed up to a certain point, but stopped short of making progress 
which might have been expected” (Barrow cited in Arendt, 1958, p. 65). 
Barrow’s astonishment consists in the discrepancy of antiquity’s formida-
ble organization skills in “public services and the army and the corre-
spondingly lacking organisation skills in industry and production” (Barrow 
in Arendt, 1958, pp. 65–66). But according to Arendt, the assumption 
that the organizational skills the Greeks showed in the public domain nec-
essarily corresponded with a likewise capacity in the private economic 
domain is a modern prejudice (Arendt, 1958, p. 66). The Greeks thus had 
neither the will nor the ability to develop a refined division of labour or to 
technically improve their production.

In other words, slavery in classical antiquity was not the result of an all 
pervasive exploitative will to power akin to the technological domination 
over nature in modernity, as Kahn tends to think, but rather the result of 
the opposite: an attempt to harness and decrease this domination by refus-
ing to make it a public affair. This is the reason why the process of life was 
excluded by public affairs, as Arendt’s famous analysis shows. For the 
Greeks work and production chain the human to the basic unfreedom of 
life. Hence, the classical paideia was based on an assumption that man 
needs education to supersede utilitarian, practical and banausic mental 
attitude of exploitation and domination; an attitude in many ways being 
“natural” for man. This further legitimized anti-democratic arrangements 
of exclusion. We can thus turn Kahn’s argument upside down: It is rather 
the process of democratization that has made human life, work and pro-
duction a phenomenon worthy of public concern, thus giving rise to 
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advanced division of labour, the accumulation of capital and the progress 
of industry and technology; all preconditions for the rise of the ecological 
crisis today. Lynn White (1967, p.  3), contrary to Kahn, indeed traces 
democracy as one important factor in the historical roots of our ecologi-
cal crisis:

Science was traditionally aristocratic, speculative, intellectual in intent; tech-
nology was lower-class, empirical, action-oriented. The quite sudden fusion 
of these two, towards the middle of the 19th century, is surely related to the 
slightly prior and contemporary democratic revolutions which, by reducing 
social barriers, tended to assert a functional unity of brain and hand. Our 
ecologic crisis is the product of an emerging, entirely novel, democratic 
culture. The issue is whether a democratized world can survive its own 
implications.

The fusion of science and technology in the nineteenth century was 
insoluble tied to the demand that science needed to be useful for the wel-
fare of the people. This democratic appeal to utility is further inextricably 
connected to the process where science itself was being structured after an 
industrial model of division of labour. Of course, it is a simplification to 
state that democracy is the (sole) cause of our ecological crisis today. The 
relation between democracy and ecological crisis is a complex matter 
exceeding the scope of this article. And this is exactly the point: The rela-
tion between democracy and sustainability is thus more complex than 
both Kahn and the UN’s three dimensions of sustainability suppose. The 
division of sustainability into the three aspects social, economic and envi-
ronmental does not necessarily all pull in the same direction. Unless 
ecopedagogical thinking realizes this the analyses will be shallow and the 
solutions suggested inadequate. The question is then where this leaves the 
ecopedagogical thinking today?

Conclusion

In this chapter I adhere to two of the basic premises of the ecopedagogical 
movement, as Kahn (2010) fleshes them out. These are: (1) education for 
sustainable development needs to represent a heightened critical con-
sciousness for sustainability and not merely education about sustainability 
and (2) this endeavour demands a relation and a confrontation with the 
classical paideia. However, as I have tried to show, this confrontation 
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cannot be a total dismissal of Western classical heritage, as the very reflex-
ivity and will to radically question the fundamental values of Western cul-
ture and history is itself an essential part of this same tradition. I have also 
tried to show that to exalt “sustainability” to the status of master signifier 
capable of combatting anti-democratic tendencies and inequality as such is 
a simple and totalizing solution, as democracy and sustainability histori-
cally are not synonyms. There is not simply one idea of domination over 
nature underlying our civilization. Classical antiquity represented ideas 
relevant to environmental sustainability (but not social or economical sus-
tainability after our modern standards).

This chapter has focused on the practices of theoria as a non-interfering 
spectating attitude towards the world achieved after one has harnessed the 
passions and a natural urge for utility.

These practices are obviously interesting from an ecopedagogical per-
spective, as our age in many ways both has lost this capacity and will to 
limit the demands of work, production and utility. From classical antiqui-
ty’s point of view, our age is a banausic age where, not the artes liberales 
but the artes mechanicae are the model par excellence for science. The 
arrangements of antiquity rested on anti-democratic principles, such as the 
exclusion of work and production from the public domain through slav-
ery. This is, of course, not a defence of slavery for the sake of sustainability 
or to reject the connection between sustainability and the promotion of 
social equality. Rather, it means a call for ecopedagogy to address the dual 
position of classical antiquity in this manner: Classical paideia is both the 
origin of our scientific technical civilization and the background necessary 
in order to make a confrontation with the very same. The challenge of 
ecopedagogy in the age of the Anthropocene is thus to take the essence of 
the education of the classical paideia and reintegrate it with our modern 
democratic culture and expand a conception of citizenship from city state 
to planetary citizenship.

We thus need to return to the example of Pythagoras. According to 
Koestler (1959), he was fully aware of the fact that quantification and 
mathematization can lead to wisdom, but also of the immense technologi-
cal possibilities geometry contained. However, these possibilities were 
kept secret. Only the initiated pure in mind and spirit could gain full access 
to how mathematics and geometry served us in our search after the most 
fundamental questions in our existence (Koestler, 1959, p. 38). An educa-
tion for sustainable development thus needs to be based on a fundamental 
premise: Knowledge is dangerous. Perhaps the reason why Pythagoras 
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recommended a five-year old vow of silence as a part of the education was 
a premonition of this inherent hubris of science and philosophy? It was 
perhaps a deeply felt recognition that knowledge in general and mathe-
matics in particular were a double-edged sword that both lead to libera-
tion and destruction, since “number is the ruler of forms and ideas, and the 
cause of gods and demons”.

Notes

1.	 See Straume (2017) for a description and evaluation of the movement. My 
reading is influenced by her work.

2.	 See Straume (2017, pp. 107–108) for a further elaboration of this.
3.	 “It is only unfortunate that the bulk of the literature that is available on 

classical or ancient philosophy is silent on the import of environmental 
ethical thinking in these classical thinkers” (Chemhuru, 2017, pp. 24–25).

4.	 The question whether classical antiquity can be a source of ecological con-
sciousness today and whether the city states of classical antiquity de facto 
were sustainable is not the same question. See Thommen (2012) for a 
treatment of the latter. As the notion of sustainability is a modern concep-
tion the focus of this chapter is the ideas of antiquity relevant to ecopeda-
gogical thinking today.

5.	 The references to Coman, Carone and O’Connor came to my knowledge 
after reading Chemhuru (2017).

6.	 This shift is also described by Marrou (1956).
7.	 It is worth mentioning that the artes liberales did not become a stable cur-

riculum consisting of the arts of the trivium (grammar, logic, rhetoric) and 
the arts of the quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, music, astronomy) until 
Martianus Capella’s De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii (On the Marriage of 
Philology and Mercury) in the fifth century A.D.

8.	 The Latin contemplatio is a direct translation of the Greek theoria (θεωρία).
9.	 Although theoria had several meanings, making this claim a bit more com-

plicated. According to Berg Eriksen (1976, p. 82), theoria could signify: 
(1) “the study of astronomy”, (2) the study of “metaphysical principles”, 
(3) “the life of reason in all its forms” (“in this context it does not seem to 
be tied to special objects”) and (4) “blessed recognition of God”.

10.	 See Torjussen (2011) for a treatment drawing on the works of Merleau-
Ponty and Nietzsche of the connection between a philosophical relation to 
nature and a philosophical relation to the self where “the genesis of the self 
is the most adequate approach to rewrite the man-nature relationship” 
(Torjussen, 2011, p. 442).

11.	 This example was originally mentioned in Torjussen (2018, p. 209).
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12.	 Economic gain was of course beneficial, but it was not that vital compared 
to the European and North American slavery. According to Jameson 
(1978) most slaves in ancient Greece were used in agriculture, which were 
“technologically backward and stagnant” (p. 125). For an overview of this 
subject, see Westermann (1955).
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CHAPTER 17

Sowing the Seeds of the Pollination 
Academy: Exploring Mycelic Pedagogies 

in the Anthropocene

Oleg Koefoed and Thomas Burø

Introduction: Inhabiting the Critical Zone Around 
an Inverted (Anthropocene) Vortex

This chapter reflects on a practical learning experiment in which the 
authors started up with partners and volunteer learners in the last months 
of 2020, leading into 2021. Several events triggered the experiment. The 
deepest one was the long haul that we will refer to (with some hesitation) 
as the Anthropocene condition. We use this epochal designation to express 
a condition: the latest impact of human industrial manufacturing and 
urbanisation on the global climate on Earth, forming what Latour calls a 
“critical zone” (Latour & Weibel, 2020). We thus avoid the question of 
when such an epoch might begin or end. Other vast derivative events fol-
low in the mire of the Anthropocene condition and its critical zone: global 
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warming, extensive ecological destruction and biodiversity crisis/mass 
extinction are probably the three most imminent ones. The loss of inhabi-
tation is a fourth condition that seems to be gaining importance (Merrifield, 
2014). That condition generates a movement where urban families begin 
to flow out of the cities to win time and gain space. They seek to become 
regenerative and permacultural in the outskirts—like the Thoreaus of the 
twenty-first century (Fig. 17.1).

At the root of the crises—or perhaps hovering above the earth’s sur-
face, sucking out the roots—one finds an inverted vortex (the idea of the 
urban vortex has roots to, e.g., Hall and Savage (2015), who speak of 
“mobilizations”, “spatialisations”, and “emergences” of “urban infra-
structure” as elements in a concept of the urban vortex) grown with a 
paradox: while it sucks energy to the (mega)city, its headquarters or 
Default Mode Network (Ekhtiari et al., 2016) floats in space or flows in 
silicone: the vortex is kept in pulsation by the algorithms of a debt-based 
‘growth’ economically centred politics whose core is an urbanising, capital-
generating macro-economic mechanism (Brenner & Schmid, 2013; 
Freund & Padayachee, 2002) that pushes material change in front of itself 
in that very liveable rim of the Earth—the zone—mainly into cities and 
out of extraction zones (Latour, 2017; Latour & Weibel, 2020; Sassen, 
2014). Latour’s focus on the crust or the critical zone is important, as it 

Fig. 17.1  The inverted vortex
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shifts focus away from the ‘planetary’, political focus, to one that is more 
material, closer to us, less abstract. The vortex is not a metaphor, it actu-
ally happens. Rather than sucking matter into the vortex, the dynamics of 
this mechanism is to create energy through pushing obligations to action 
forward with financial instruments (e.g., obligation bonds). The inverted 
vortex sucks resources out of the crust of the planet. It ejects cities at an 
incredible pace all over the surface of the globe—especially in so-called 
emerging economies (WEF, 2021), sort of like an inverted version of 
Benjamin’s angel (Benjamin, 1989). Benjamin’s “Angel of history” has its 
face turned towards the past, while it moves forward at a high pace, blindly 
shooting into the future and looking backwards at the mounds of rubbles 
growing at its feet—in present days, the rubbles are replaced by buildings, 
infrastructure, and highly unevenly distributed privilege. Even the angel 
no longer has a human face; it is replaced by an inanimate mechanism, the 
inverted vortex.

What is the effect of this vortex on older urban centres such as Greater 
Copenhagen, less extreme than Kinshasa, Lahore, or Suzhou? The vortex 
is still in action, but the old cities are grown through a still more dominant 
discourse of the “smart city”: a sustainable and competitive urban devel-
opment upheld by financialising methods (Katz & Nowak, 2018; C40, 
2016) spreading rapidly across the world (privatisation, expropriation of 
natural/local inhabitants, and intensive development). Privatising has 
dominated the past 25  years of urban development in Copenhagen. 
‘Unused’ public land is sold for development and rapid construction, in 
part following sustainability certifications, as political negotiations, admin-
istrative boundaries, and shareholder value tend to take over the scene 
almost entirely (Harders, 2014). The product of the vortex, urbanisation, 
has declined in both Europe and Asia (UN, 2018), which does not seem 
to halt the narrative of urban growth as a presumed beneficial motor 
(Copenhagen, 2020). Instead, new visions are drawn, images of entire 
islands thrown into the sea off the coast of the city, built to house up to 
40,000 inhabitants. Such is the local context of what we described in our 
latest publication (Koefoed & Burø, 2022), presenting the ‘chaotic’ state 
of these economic mega-mechanisms producing more or less unpredict-
able entanglements of phenomena and calling for a rethinking of para-
digms of learning (see below). The main victim of the movements of this 
vortex is the living, vibrant (Bennett, 2009), mycelic (Sheldrake, 2020; 
Tsing, 2015) character of matter and ecosystemic relations in the “critical 
zone” (Gaillardet, 2020). When soil, sand, and water are captured by the 
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vortex, they are instantly transformed from vibrant beings in a living sys-
tem to dead resources in the service of urban growth. That is where we 
start: a recovery of the living, an encounter with ghosts (Tsing et al., 2017).

Map.Learn.Repeat. Based on Depression

Let’s move closer to the sphere in which our case takes place. We take the 
backdrop of an inverted vortex ravaging living ecosystems across the 
planet and local urban governing with us. It uses capital mechanisms and 
runs a ‘smart’ strategy to focus on particular issues (CO2, energy, informa-
tion mass, DNGB standards) while neglecting others (democracy, intra-
action, biodiversity, ownership). The inverted vortex leads to financial 
expansion and massive construction projects, creating new neighbour-
hoods that are practically devoid of non-governed life forms. Perhaps the 
most damaging impact of this urbanisation is its neglect to integrate its 
human citizens and nonhuman ecosystems (aka ‘urban nature’). The 
authors had worked with urban living conditions and human-nature rela-
tions in other contexts and decided to initiate a learning experiment 
(‘Map.Learn.Repeat.’). It would combine ‘radical’ (Mogel & Bhagat, 
2007) or ‘virtual’ (Burø, 2020) participatory cartography with collective-
creative learning inspired by design thinking. The aim was to raise a little 
awareness around the victims of the vortex and the materially cheap act of 
learning.

Reading Latour, Stengers, and the other architects of the “Critical 
Zone” approach, and adding to the growing body of knowledge around 
the mycelic world and its imprint on human culture (Stamets, 2011; 
Tsing, 2015; Sheldrake, 2020), we see three challenges calling for new 
experiments. (1) We need a place-based, situated learning practice that 
does not ignore the larger forces at play nor falls flat on its face to ‘pro-
duce’ some kind of ‘entrepreneurship’ based on individual or microbusi-
ness models. These models grow from the same investment logic as the 
inverted vortex and therefore do not support a new form of learning. (2) 
We need to actively explore that particular aspect of the zone, its complex-
ity and fuzziness. The zone lacks clear boundaries and needs to be 
“addressed by very different branches of science, ranging from pure phys-
ics to geography, geology, hydrology, pedology, geomorphology, geology, 
ecology, and biology; disciplines that in the history of science have been 
separate for more than two centuries, not to mention the social and human 
sciences” (Gaillardet, 2020, p. 123). (3) We need to develop formats of 
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exploring and learning that is both creative and intra-active (Barad, 2007), 
that is, recognising and growing from a consideration of nonhuman spe-
cies as equally valuable for the process of learning and its future value 
(Haraway, 2016; Malone et al., 2016). Incredible tasks for a very modest 
experiment.

Over the following pages, we will explain what followed between our 
first cartographic ideas until the coining of the ‘Pollination Academy’ and 
its first steps. It’s a story of transformation from a mapping experiment to 
what might become a philosophy of place-sensitive, mycelic learning amid 
a semi-neglected neighbourhood. We will perform this account in a series 
of small steps, inspired by the methodology of the ‘6 P’s of the healthy 
city’ (WHO, 2018), tweaked through explorative action-based learning 
within the circles of the ‘Action University’ (Breum Amhøj, 2019; 
Koefoed, 2019): Place, Participation, People, Prosperity, Peace, and 
Planet. This chapter re-moulds the slightly schematic P’s to fit into a nar-
rative flow.

Ideally, our chapter would relate much more explicitly to the history of 
education and the Anthropocene, environment, and the like, or at least to 
traditions within education for sustainability. While we must insist that our 
chapter deals first of all with a practical case, we still relate to epistemologi-
cal models, educational theories, or ontological presuppositions. Our rea-
son for carrying out practical experiments touches upon how we consider 
education or learning part of a broader picture. ‘Sustainability’ needs to be 
something we ‘do’ in a learning setting (Breum Amhøj, 2019)—and it is 
crucial to understand what lies in the ‘we’ and the ‘something’ of that 
phrase. In the words of Breum Amhøj: “How can an action-research process 
pave the way for sustainability to become an ecology of thinking, learning and 
acting, desire and intensity that connect bodies intra-acting with human, 
nonhuman, animate, spaces and affective movements?” (Breum Amhøj, 
2019—referring to Barad’s concept of ‘intra-action’, taking place below 
the subjective level (Barad, 2007)). Moving learning in this ‘ecological’ 
direction, we bring along a century-long trail of trying to alter the ratio-
nalist and positivist tendencies in education (Paulsen, 2021). This trail 
carries with it a load of assumptions about learning in places, or learning 
and nature, and even knowledge and reality. With this in mind, we claim 
that one of the effects of the ‘anthropocene’ is that ‘our’ being in the 
world is being torn apart and re-stuffed with ‘critters’ and realities 
(Haraway, 2016, 2020), ghosts, monsters (Tsing et al., 2017), and a wide 
range of ecologies and subject types (Morton & Boyer, 2021) that inhabit 
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every step we take from now on. The vortex may tear life out of matter, 
but it grows back in an urban reality and becomes a new memory, no lon-
ger what it was, yet containing a specific past and an unknown future. We 
will seek to connect and tap into this almost virtual memory of urban matter.

Following the logic of practical challenges and action learning, we 
inject a set of principles that we attempt to bear in mind and which we will 
integrate as headlines here (Fig. 17.2).

#1—education always happens in places; #2—education is always an 
agential apparatus in the wound of the world (Haraway, 2016; Malone 
et al., 2016; Morton, 2009; Morton & Boyer, 2021; Dickinson, 2019); 
#3—we never know who we are; we’re many more (Stengers, 2020; Sheldrake, 
2020); #4—every time you think you know better how to participate in 

Fig. 17.2  The vortex from above
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learning, ask again (Breum Amhøj, 2019; Koefoed, 2013, 2019; Puskas 
et  al., 2021); #5—value is always an ontological and political question 
(Latour & Weibel, 2020; Stiegler, 2013); #6—entanglement is fiery, fire 
affects, affects grow as passion and contamination in the encounter (Tsing 
et  al., 2017); #7—every act of knowledge is an act of power—the map is 
always a territory (Winther, 2017; Radical cartographies 2010); #8—we 
are all carrier bags, whether we are bacteria, bugs, elephants, tribes, or plan-
ets (Haraway, 2020; Le Guin, 2020/1986)

Education Always Happens in Places: Learning Is 
Always an Agential Apparatus in the Wound 

of the World (Even in an Old Reworked 
and Buried Swamp)

The urban neighbourhood around Prags Boulevard in Copenhagen has 
been formed by different interests over time, giving it the mixed appear-
ance it holds today, on the verge of yet another transformation over the 
next decade. We want to write up a very short resumé of the heritage at 
play here. We don’t know exactly how it affects everything else that hap-
pens now. We know that there are restrictions to what is legal/illegal to do 
with the soil in the area. We know that pollution plays a part in regula-
tions. We don’t know how soil contamination influences living creatures 
on the site today. Nobody has cared enough yet. We could brush that 
question aside, maintaining that it is impossible to track. Or, we can do 
this: consider this chapter a part of collective journaling and try to keep a 
reasonable balance between raising questions and avoiding hasty conclu-
sions (Fig. 17.3).

A painting from 1851 shows the relationship between human settle-
ment and natural ecologies up until then. Amager is a low-lying island, no 
more than 5 m above sea level. Most of the island was covered by water on 
and off since the last ice age. Amager is devoid of the moraine hills and 
valleys of up to 170 m in, for example, Bornholm or Jutland. The island 
was dominated by fishery and hunting until the sixteenth century when 
the king invited farmers from the Netherlands to cultivate the land and 
turn it into ‘Copenhagen’s pantry’. With its vast area and ‘unused’ or 
‘uninteresting’ lands, Amager could serve as space for military garrisons 
and training, as farmland for the city’s growing population, as latrine 
dumping ground for the same reason, or as an island to expand. Amager 
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grew by more than 50% between 1750 and 2020. Landfill and urbanism 
go hand in hand—mercilessly and with only minimal sharing of power. 
Urbanism is largely colonialist. Any claim to sustainable urban develop-
ment must, before anything else, question its role as a colonising force 
(Barrios-Negròn, 2020).

In the nineteenth century, after centuries of warfare, the empire shrank 
and crumbled during periods of alliances going the wrong way. By 1864, 
a more peaceful development could take over. In the capital, where the 
areas outside the city ramparts had often been victims of attacks from sea 
or land, the capital and development-driven merchant and manufacturing 
elite settled with new industry in Holmbladsgade and the boulevard. The 
territorial ambitions of the monarchy gave in to the economic expansion 
of the capital class. Hence the Holmblad dynasty, owners of a large area 
housing a breeding farm, decided to move their factory in 1880. Today, 
the former factory houses Kvarterhuset (municipal culture house) and the 
headquarters of CARE Denmark. On the other side of the street, a metal 
factory replaced the workers’ allotment gardens but eventually made way 

Fig. 17.3  Painting from 1851 of what became Prags Boulevard
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for the largest student dormitory in the Nordic region, the Øresunds 
Kollegium (ØK). From a longue durée perspective, the area’s industrial 
history is nothing more than the blink of an eye. From the lush grasslands 
of Laurits Peter Holmblad’s breeding grounds until today, where the last 
of the many factories are moving their production, are a mere 170 years of 
industrialisation. However, this century-and-a-half has been decisive for 
how the area has changed in the past decade. The ‘critical zone’ was prac-
tically expropriated. The same dynasty that owned the breeding farm 
ended up drowning the neighbourhood in toxic waste. While the street 
that carries the family name, Holmbladsgade, was made more presentable 
with residential buildings, Sønder Boulevard, later Prags Boulevard, 
became the manufacturing backyard. The economically thriving activity 
had given rise to residential housing and jobs; it also resulted in massive 
pollution of the soil on Prags Boulevard. In the same area that held hun-
dreds of allotment gardens producing vegetables for the residents, the 
municipality tells citizens to grow in crates only due to the extensive pol-
lution of 150 years of Anthropocene activity. The park created as part of 
an urban revitalisation between 1997 and 2005 did little to improve the 
quality of the soil. There was no proper cleaning of the area, no long-term 
remediation strategies, and short-sighted implementations of playgrounds, 
stages, skating rinks, and lawned roundabouts mark the space between the 
buildings. Repairing prevails, regenerative action is left for the next gen-
eration (Fullerton, 2015). The critical zone has been expropriated 
(Fig. 17.4).

The most vibrant places are the ones left unmanaged—the last remains 
of the train tracks with their well-known biodiversity islands, border zones 
between public and private areas, zones left undetermined, closed but 
with a broken fence, or re-opened on a temporary notice. Most public 
space is managed with a sharp blade, leaving trimmed lawns and tarmac/
concrete surfaces. The long straight line in the middle of the boulevard/
park epitomises the half-heartedness of the ‘revitalisation’: it’s green, but 
it’s “only green”, “it’s just grass” (from fieldwork by students from ITU 
helping us in the spring of 2020). It’s alive, but it’s hardly breathing.

This 1.5 km of lawn with poplars and training facilities is maintained by 
the “men in yellow”, aka the maintenance teams. They reflect the ‘bare 
side’ of the attitude to places: an urban tactic driven by an aesthetic of 
order, containment, doing as little as possible. Within the task forces man-
aging the neighbourhood’s green spaces, there is a lack of training. 
Uneducated staff leads to micro-management, taking energy away from 

17  SOWING THE SEEDS OF THE POLLINATION ACADEMY: EXPLORING… 



338

Fig. 17.4  Prags Boulevard 2020, more or less the same place as the paint-
ing above
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possible positive impact for biodiversity or sustainability through public 
space—despite managers being interested in urban nature (interview with 
the area manager, March 2021). In 2021, the boulevard is an ecosphere 
restrained, locked up, tied up, held down, beaten, and controlled. The city 
shows no interest in educating its personnel (conversation with project 
leader in biodiversity in the municipality, 2021).

We created a civic/professional initiative, the “Nature Partnership” in 
early 2020, to address possible collaboration opportunities between stake-
holders of all sorts. We took stakeholders on exploratory walks with a 
landscape architect based on a permaculture approach (http://evmland-
skab.dk/portfolio/pragsboulevard/); we tried to identify possible pivotal 
points and gravitation zones. We hit walls of good intentions and low 
resources. By the end of 2020, we had to acknowledge that our ‘nature 
partnership’ needed to wait for a more comprehensive partnership with 
the municipality, funding and permissions. The straightjacket was holding 
us down. We were outside of the centre of the vortex—but that does not 
lead to freedom to act.

The ‘People’: We Never Know Who We Are; We’re 
Many More

In the summer of 2019, we started collaborating with the NGO CARE, 
which has its Danish headquarters on Prags Boulevard. CARE was ready 
to make green spaces and urban nature outside their office building, and 
we started a cultural mapping (Duxbury et al., 2015) process in the area. 
We knew that we needed to focus on the place and discover it with the 
locals. We worked our way outwards from CARE’s parking lot next to the 
boulevard, exploring local interests and connections to the area. We also 
knew that it’s not too hard in Copenhagen to find humans interested in 
higher urban life quality and urban nature values. Many actors are free-
lancers, microbusiness, and volunteers. The issues and the field are com-
plex and too hard to solve, and many are eager to meet and share. So the 
‘urban-nature humans’ will come closer, looking for opportunities in a 
zone of attraction. Mycelia are constantly on the lookout for more con-
nections if one turns out to be toxic—and they can do a thousand things 
at once (Sheldrake, 2020). Humans in old cities tend to look upon them-
selves as individuals; they are multicellular and stuck in their DMN state a 
lot of the time. And where villagers can easily organise themselves in 
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place-based commons (Burø & Koefoed, 2021a), urban dwellers are lim-
ited by factors such as legislation around landownership—and throughout 
2020, civil society took a blow and is only recovering slowly (Fig. 17.5).

One of the difficulties for small or free-moving agents in cities is to 
know when ‘to anastomose’. Corporate and political interests tend to 
make alliances that can make decisions and act in ways that will affect the 
possibilities and limitations of everyone else around for decades, some-
times centuries. Such inequality in agency leaves the floor wide open to 
the debt-driven cycles of loans and development hazardous for urban sus-
tainability but have proven their value from a narrowly economic perspec-
tive. Hence, the developing areas in Copenhagen suffer from a democratic 
gap between citizen interest and democratic influence. This globally 
known phenomenon has only been enforced in 2020, aggravating the 
“global democracy retreat” (Falanga, 2020).

The zone we were trying to cover with our cultural mapping had been 
outside of developers’ scrutiny. With its building mass already in place, it 

Fig. 17.5  Workshop with CARE and citizens, December 2020
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may call for refurbishment but doesn’t invite to rapid profit-making of the 
kind that you find just east of the neighbourhood, along the “silver coast” 
of Amager Strand. The absence of economic interests means a lack of 
levers for, say, spatial opportunities backed up by financial support. This 
condition led us into the arms of citizens, community groups, NGO lead-
ers, and institutional bodies like the environmental point or the local 
council. Not that the area is out of sight—the recurring visits of the mayor 
of the environment in Copenhagen to the area paint a slightly different 
picture: interest is there. It’s just a bit dormant. But the story of the area 
leans on the social side rather than on nature-based solutions.

Our mapping showed interest among citizens in contributing to a live-
able neighbourhood—and among the more actively engaged ones to enter 
into contact with and maybe contribute to sustainable processes in the 
bigger picture. Only a few have the surplus to initiate actionable strategies 
that could incorporate sustainability in  local operations. We identified a 
variety of actors who were somehow aware of living ecologies in the neigh-
bourhood: the company behind Pelican Self Storage turned a 250 sq m 
zone into a future biodiversity garden—alas, without any citizen involve-
ment; some of the social housing associations, owners of border zones, are 
curious but limited by habits; individual citizens are interested in ‘doing 
something’ while owning no land to give their interest to; a municipality 
area manager is positive towards nature in the city and biodiversity, but 
restrained by too many restrictions, uneducated personnel; a local council 
with dreams of their own; a municipal project manager working with 
nature and health in cities, but with no influence or practice with the 
negotiation of territories. The ‘Miljøpunkt’ (Environmental point; one of 
four Agenda 21 foundations in Copenhagen) for the island of 
Amager (Miljøpunkt, 2021) is very willing to collaborate but have no ter-
ritorial approach. The urban gardening community, Prags Byhaver, is stay-
ing afloat with around 40 crates on 800 m2 of municipal land in the centre 
of the boulevard, living on an exception permit after the municipality 
made the “volunteer coordinator” function redundant in 2018.

For most agents, whether individual or collective, Prags Boulevard was 
either too far away, too vague, or outside of their jurisdiction. But one of 
the members in our ‘nature partnership’ was the chairman of the resi-
dents’ council in the privately owned dorm, ‘Øresundskollegiet’ (ØK), 
where 1700 residents organise through councils and have started taking 
action to transform buildings, rooftops, cultures, and the areas between 
the houses. In a field of disconnected actors disconnected with little power 
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or finances, it seemed a different wind was blowing through the 50-year-
old dorm. We decided to change our approach and work more closely 
with the people at ØK. The residents’ councils are looking to remake the 
space between buildings, around 3–4 ha, with greenspace and sustainabil-
ity value at the core. They landed a large grant in 2020 to redesign the 
1300 sq m garden rooftop, developing leisure space and urban farming. 
They signed an agreement with the municipality to accept 100 new non-
student, marginalised youth from August 2021. The chairman and the 
founder of the dorm café had opened their doors to us. ØK could offer us 
a base to work from, with solid potential for shaking up the neighbour-
hood and advocate and work actively on more focus for urban nature in 
the area.

Until this point, what we had seen and heard reflected the expected 
image of a local population reacting to the Anthropocene condition with 
very little real attention. Moving into ØK, what we saw did not raise our 
expectations of inducing active participation towards engaging with the 
immediate environment. It seems that very few average young citizens do 
the Greta Thunberg or Billy Barr thing (Burø & Koefoed, 2021b): act in 
systematic, mapping or data-creating, creative ways that can increase 
knowledge on a local level with global value. Our local observations con-
firmed the picture painted by general surveys: most of Copenhagen’s citi-
zens are aware of the risks of climate change but unable or unwilling to 
take action. They believe that climate change results from human activity, 
but they expect governments and businesses to respond. They link agency 
to low-impact or positive impact consumerism. While the population in 
Denmark is one of ‘climate concerned’ humans (50% consider climate 
change to be the most critical problem on a global scale (KL, 2019; Ipsos, 
2019), citizens remain reactive.

And the students in ØK? At first, they were invisible. Then they seemed 
to behave like workers: meeting expectations in the face of restrictions. It’s 
almost as if the routines help to hold a veil against the abyss of climatic and 
systemic disorder. We moved into the dorm, setting up a base in the (tem-
porarily closed) café (functioning as a secondary study room). One of the 
few life forms that we, the café staff, and the environmental committee of 
the dorm were engaging with were the plants in the room, calling for care, 
being transferred to new pots, cleaned up, or discarded. We took care of 
plants; we cleaned up space, we invited. Nothing much happened. Were 
we right about our hypothesis on depression—then perhaps meticulous 
micro-action could be a way to displace and maybe alter climate 
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helplessness? How could we explore this? With nothing to lose and very 
little hope, we started the ‘Map.Learn.Repeat.’ test in December 2020.

Participation: Every Time You Think You Know How 
to Participate in Learning, Ask Again

Crawling in the elbow crease of beach and dunes, looking for shards of moder-
nity, waist-deep in the visceral quality of remote isolation. Along the edge of an 
inlet, I collect tiny plastic fragments on the scale of native cherries. I carefully 
peel tender plastic bags on the brink of collapse from shallow graves, tease out 
fragile, submerged, sand-filled membranes. (Selenadec, 2019)

What is it we need to do to provoke passion, curiosity, and more direct 
engagement in the form of action, maybe even autonomous and change-
seeking initiative? And how do we transform that attraction into life-
changing learning experiences? The quote above—an extract of a diary 
from a young woman participating in a plastic collection on a beach in 
Tasmania—may open that puzzle. In the latter years, the plastic versus 
oceans agenda has gained a lot of following. Presented with painful images 
and immediate action needs, young people participate very actively in 
places like Guam, the Baltic Sea Region, or Cyprus, in actions that map, 
record and change, seeking to fight the overwhelming presence of plastic 
in the aquatic environments of the planet. Fighting plastic pollution has 
gone from a problem barely in the global attention span to a field with a 
whole range of associations, non-profits, small business, and volunteer 
action taking place on a worldwide scale (https://www.oceanplasticfo-
rum.dk/). With global awareness rising by the day, it is hardly a problem 
to get young people to participate in the kind of activities that the journal 
keeping “Selena” was part of in Tasmania.

But what if your geography does not include sunny beaches, white 
sand, or lush tropical islands? What if your academy starts in a somewhat 
run-down, polluted, tired part of town, in a city that is focusing most of 
its attention elsewhere? And what if your problem starts in the encounter 
between tens of different issues, including a tendency to feel depressed or 
helpless among younger urban citizens? How do you set out activating 
participation around the understanding of urban environments?   
(cf. Kindon et al., 2007)

The first months of trying to lift the cartography experiment off the 
ground suggested potentiality (longing and resistance) and virtuality 
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(future events already drawn and others hidden deep in the history of the 
place)—yet, we languished. There was a felt affective reaction coming 
closer, but not readiness to play. Like the place inviting us, but hard to 
decipher. We had hoped that a “virtual cartography” could open up “ways 
to go from apathy to action in the face of a chaotic world” (Burø & 
Koefoed, 2021b). The virtual map does not contain the same responsibil-
ity as the governmental, authoritative map created by those in possession 
of land or rights to manage and govern the land. Acting in this virtual 
space allows both a degree of being more radical (utopian, dreaming, or 
just curious) and a possibility to enter into a sharing and playful act of 
discovering one’s immediate ecology of places, beings, or elements. We 
wanted to invite the learners to map, for example, biodiversity baselines, 
interactions between life forms and infrastructures, temperature-sound-
light, ideal structures, forms of organising—or maybe just people passing 
by day by day. Our invitation evoked a mixture of confusion and hesita-
tion, attraction combined with uncertainty. The residents were marked by 
the repeated lockdowns of the past year, leading to home studies, closed 
cafés and workshops; interaction had moved from the larger public spaces 
to their floors and communal kitchens. A large proportion of the residents 
had fled the premises since there was little point in staying when all courses 
are online and restrictions suspended public life. We didn’t know our 
‘plastic’—the motivating ‘inhuman actant’ (Latour, 1999). However, our 
mere presence and the energy we brought with us seemed to bring about 
a sense of opening and beginnings.

At this point, we took a step back and opened up to embrace an ambi-
tion we had not expected. Given the size of ØK and the many initiatives 
addressing sustainability for the area, we thought there might be a decent 
chance of digging out at least a handful to participate in a small mapping 
initiative at and around the dorm. To test our hypothesis, or to see where 
it would take us, in a first approach, we adapted a mapping tool based on 
the participatory mapping technology of “Maphub” (Maphub, 2021). We 
invited residents in the dorm to join us on a mapping mission in their 
environment as a ‘baseline’ action. We wanted to get a first idea of possible 
indicators for change in living conditions (human and nonhuman). In the 
poorly populated dorm, we carried out an online workshop with a handful 
of curious residents. Conclusions were twofold: the atmosphere was posi-
tive, but participants had very different ideas about what they were inter-
ested in following and mapping. And while all had experience with various 
forms of maps, none had been part of participatory mapping before. We 
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created a digital community platform and started sharing stories and 
reflections. There was talk in the corridors, but residents hesitated.

We decided to wait until it became possible for us to carry out a work-
shop in place. By inviting the residents to a more direct encounter, intro-
ducing paper maps and the possibility of practising mapping in an 
interactive, participatory framework, we hoped we would be able to trig-
ger a higher level of sensuous activity. We tried to recreate the joyful atmo-
sphere from previous events: in Copenhagen in 2014, in Valletta in 2015 
and 2017, and all around the Baltic Sea, especially in the Baltic cities, in 
2019. And? Still more apathy than action. Our participants were intrigued 
but waiting to be told the purpose and the tools for the exercise. Working 
on visions for the area based on personal preferences and affect, we tried 
to draw on a playful and visioning approach. The absence of a learning 
framework made the relation slip from a common empowering relation to 
a participatory logic. We were stepping back to act in the world outside of 
the digital sphere, and it felt like a move backwards. After the first work-
shop, expectations started to form, and the residents gave us more author-
ity than expected. While we were playfully inviting them to a joint learning 
visioning session, they were ready to talk seriously about taking control of 
their ‘hood’ and getting inspiration for action. We felt like we were back 
to square one, except that the general atmosphere among our handful of 
volunteers was now moving from curiosity to impatience.

At this point, we had developed a closer relationship with a small group 
of stakeholders in the dorm: the chairman and the board of residents’ 
councils, the founder of the café subcontractor, the chairman of the envi-
ronmental committee, and a few others. We worked together on a funding 
application that would benefit different interests, including urban farm-
ing, bio-mapping, and creating education practices. The intersection 
eventually became conceptualised as the Pollination Academy. We reframed 
the cartography to be a minor part of a more significant movement, as the 
local participants were longing for a chance to contribute more directly to 
a life-enhancing environment in the immediate neighbourhood. We 
shifted our focus from a smaller group cartographing their area to the 
birth of a new pedagogical concept, the ‘Pollination Academy’. Instead of 
5–10 volunteers playing around for a few weeks, we began formulating 
the vision of a learning community of 40–50 residents, local partners, 
international networks, and potential investors. We had to reposition the 
mapping into a purpose.
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Inspired by places like the Barefoot College (Barefoot College, 2021) 
the Slow Factory (Slow Factory, 2021), or the New Institute in Rotterdam 
(The New Instituut, 2021), the Pollination Academy builds on the idea of 
a collaboration that allows residents of a neighbourhood to become the 
change pilots for a life-supporting, sustainability-driven, nature-based city. 
Through practice-based learning and site sensitising methods, the learning 
process will, at the same time, be the first step to a more nature-based 
place, thinking in universal design and ecological value. With the concept 
of pollination as a driving idea for the development of learning and inter-
vening practices, the academy will focus on a combination of defining 
goals and mapping the value of an area (bottom-up)—and making part-
nerships with landowners, municipalities, and companies (top-down). The 
pollinators will unite and bridge between the needs of life and the power 
of giving. This conceptualisation emerged from the encounter between 
the real-life bareness of the boulevard and the dorm area—and the 
expressed need of residents to be part of active learning and transforming. 
To engage in a mutually beneficial process leading to a more substantial 
urban nature-biodiversity-sustainable urban purpose, we would turn our-
selves into a school.

Entanglement Is Fiery; Fire Is Passion and Grows 
in the Encounter: As Do Ghosts

From a management perspective, bioindicators inform our actions as to what 
is and is not biologically sustainable. Without the moss in the tundra, the cut-
throat in the mountain stream, and the canary in the coal mine, we may not 
recognise the impact of our disturbances before it is too late to do anything to 
prevent them. (Holt & Miller, 2010)

At present, the ‘pollination academy’ has been presented to residents at 
an event at the dorm, receiving engaged feedback and more vital support 
than our first aspirations. We expect to launch the first ‘classes’—groups of 
residents and locals with the ambition of learning how to transform their 
values into action, benefitting both the local environment and their learn-
ing process (Fig. 17.6).

Between the buildings, we found lichens, unnoticed and discreet. The 
dorm, like all other public spaces, has a population of thousands of lichens. 
The lichen being a peacefully consuming actant, part mushroom, part 
algae, it hardly forces anyone to give it any attention. It does not offer 
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itself to the care of human symbionts. It lives on rocks and wooden sur-
faces. Lichens are one of the most important beings to understand in pur-
suing knowledge about life on Earth (Sheldrake, 2020). Lichens are 
everywhere—yet, their sensitivity, especially to air conditions (lichens draw 
their nutrients from the air), makes them excellent bioindicators (Conti & 
Cecchetti, 2001). Could we start mapping them? As we began to invite 
residents of the dorm to participate in the first mapping experiments, map-
ping lichens was one of the actions we were planning. The mapping may 
lead us to a prototype pollinator patch/laboratory space with a bee habitat.

What affect is being activated here, how will it multiply or mutate in the 
future process? How much of the increased effect can we attribute to con-
ceptual focus from mapping/learning to learning/changing? How much 
comes from a more subtle process of something like a ‘mycelic’ or ‘lichenic’ 
organisation (Sheldrake, 2020) where bodies are trying to develop enough 
substance to be able to find a place to live are in constant multiple interac-
tions with themselves, other forms, the soil, rock or air of the milieu, the 

Fig. 17.6  Pollination Academy workshop: The Lichen Hunt, May 2021
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chatter between living creatures in the area, the overall rising level of 
energy influenced as much by changed restrictions or even the slow arrival 
of spring? It would be arrogant to claim more than anecdotal knowledge 
of what is going on. Residents notice our presence, and the fact that we 
are still around and partnering with the residents’ committees gives us 
some ethos and trust. Are we a cultural factor with which one might 
engage? We sense that the atmosphere of depression has shifted. More 
general optimism is growing, and participation and volunteering are 
forming.

Our first action is the ‘Pollinator’s call: help us map the lichen’. We ask 
the residents and other potential learners in the academy to help map out 
lichen populations so that we can obtain a double benefit: we map the 
lichens as the first step towards a climate change tracking bio-cartography 
(inspired by, e.g., Holt & Miller, 2010 and Stapper & John, 2015); and 
we map the interactions and intersections of human and lichen population 
and movement. When it comes to entanglement and fire, it seems relevant 
to consider what role the lichens might come to play in the future of our 
initiative—and of the issues of climate change and sustainability in the 
neighbourhood. When we mention ‘lichenic organisation’, we are still in 
the framework of a metaphorical appropriation of ‘natural’ phenomena. 
Are we using the lichens as a metaphor for the way that human organising 
takes place or might take place, playing on their compositeness, complex-
ity, and resilience to talk about transformative action, as when corpora-
tions enter processes of “regenerative leadership”? Or can the learning 
process bring us out of metaphorical appropriations into working with 
lichens as partners and collaborators in the pursuit of learning? Can lichens 
be part of our ‘apparatus’, our ‘intra-active’ (Barad, 2007) way to learn, a 
way to learn and research where all beings can be researching subjects? 
Their movements and reactions will live inside the knowledge that the 
learners develop. The interactions may develop new relations based on 
collaboration between human and nonhuman agents—a factor partially 
acknowledged in science but less than in artistically informed practices 
such as the work of Jackie Brookner in Finland (schuylkillcenter.org) or 
Laura Winge in Copenhagen (Winge, 2021). It would probably be wrong 
to assume any actual ‘passion’ in the involvement of the lichens. It would 
be as naïve to disregard the possibility of interaction on a human-lichen 
scale, either micro or meso level. The exchange might be an active part of 
the learning process for one or more species involved, yet to be defined.
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Discussion: Value (Prosperity) Is Always 
an Ontological—and Political—Question

Thus, the flowering cycle of many plants implies trust in a certain regularity of 
the seasons with which they synchronise their development. The current climatic 
disorder is creating a growing number of ways in which this trust has become 
misplaced. Keeping in mind that the French root of “array”, arroi, referred to 
the company and equipment that allowed aristocrats to hold their rank, there is 
nothing subjective in saying that many plants and animals are in a situation 
of “disarray”. (Stengers, 2020, p. 231)

As soon as you combine questions of value and learning, you start ask-
ing questions about whom the value serves and how to guarantee some 
degree of autonomy for the learning. This connection between learning 
and value brings attention to how they might grow dependent on one 
another. Learning to pollinate and be pollinated could potentially be a 
pathway that could benefit many different life forms in the area. If success-
ful, we could transfer the pathway to other local settings if the value gen-
eration actualises multiple ramifications of value.

Since the science of economy rose to power, its propagators seek to 
promote objectivism. At the heart of this endeavour rests the question, 
“what might we exclude?”. The neoclassical economists dreamed of the 
equation holding the key to a never negotiated spirit in the world, like 
Smith’s ‘invisible hand’. We may have abandoned the idea of value as pure 
mathematics. Yet, it is still rare to see, for instance, planners accept value 
as part of complexities of non-familiar actants (see Beinhofer’s attempt at 
formulating an evolution-sensitive, complexity economics (Beinhofer, 
2007)). But other kids have joined the class since then, including ideas of 
regenerative economics (Lovins et  al., 2020; Fullerton, 2015) deriving 
models of ‘regenerative leadership’ (Storm & Hutchins, 2019)—or simi-
larly model-driven doughnut economics promoted by Kate Raworth 
(Raworth, 2018). Could we define a model for the ambitions that we hold 
and seek to grow in the Pollination Academy? Could this model be part of 
a ‘culture of models’, requiring “the ability of scientists to explain the defi-
nitions that a model articulates and puts to work, to formulate precisely 
the interdependencies it stages, to specify its robustness in relation to what 
it ignores—in short, to open its way of understanding the situation to 
questions and debates” (Stengers, 2020, p. 233)?
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Going back to our workshops, we asked residents to help us map what 
they saw as valuable. We thought that opening from a more narrow focus 
on biological and environmental indicators of value to social and cultural 
elements of value would serve as a motivator. The invitation focused more 
on connectedness, interdependence, and subjectivity. The map showed a 
possible future of transdisciplinary sharing. Yet, at the heart of the map 
stood a tower of knowledge, an almost mythological symbol of a dream. 
Perhaps Stengers’ ‘culture of models’ requires both disciplinary expertise 
from the residents and cultural sensitivity. The map was an act of recognis-
ing differences in perspective and a landscape yearning for a centre.

So what about value? What if we leave behind the act of externalising, 
which, after all, is always an act of violence or a suspension of intimacy? 
While mapping is also an act of exclusion, the invitation we had sent out 
and phrased repeatedly was inviting residents to include the trajectories 
they could see, along which specific reactions might flow. But mapping is 
also an act expecting predictability, as Stengers points out. Why map if 
everything around the map were to change? Then mapping would be an 
act only of memory loss. Expectation is a form of trust and lays out respon-
sibility both ways. The signer of the map is as much victim to an act of 
responsibility as the reader following it. The map and the mapping express 
value to the signer while offering it as a potential value to the reader. This 
assemblage, however, already presupposes some degree of agreement, of 
trust. A map that is not signed is a mystery, yet none of the residents was 
ready to, in practice, be the first to sign the map that called for trust.

What economics reminds us is that despite the dreams of objective 
value, there is no such thing. Hence, we needed to take the next step to 
say, “the act of pollination could serve as a metaphor, yet we invite you to 
become part of a movement where it goes from metaphor to literal value”. 
It is an invitation to a slow movement of internalisation—and this slow 
movement is one in which the map and the territory change alongside one 
another. There is no such thing as an objective value; it is always an inter-
pretation and always at stake between interests. Thus, we are looking not 
for externalisation but the opposite. At this point, we might go from talk-
ing about the translation of the non-monetary value into one that is mon-
etary (Dasgupta, 2021) and start to talk about multiplying the curved 
lines of value visible to the mapping of pollinations and the pollination of 
mapping.

Our experiment approaches the serendipity of any relationship that the 
map shows while discovering how the relationship might be both 

  O. KOEFOED AND T. BURØ



351

classifiable and singularly valuable. We seek to map value in a search for 
(re)generation. Including the lichen in the act welcomes the language of 
lichens as a possible definition of meaning. It is poetry—and since it is 
poetry, it contains within it a poetics. Following Stengers, we might say 
that the ‘pollination learning’ pathway is a path that holds a bag of science 
in one hand and a bag of poetry in the other, never being allowed to give 
more weight to one or the other. Through this act, we could move from 
economics into a much more composed form of understanding value. 
This chapter will only hint at such understanding. It is an act of hijacking, 
hacking, and kidnapping economics and insisting that it goes the same 
way as ecology: out of the house and into the world. The ‘world’ is not a 
whole (Stengers, 2020), or if it is, it is an implosive one (Morton & Boyer, 
2021); it is not a landscape (Jullien, 2014); it is a myriad of houses and 
worlds that appear and disappear, it is highly unstable. Sheldrake notes 
that “studies of symbiotic interactions must reach across disciplinary 
boundaries” (Sheldrake, 2020, p. 239). First of all, they need to reach 
across specist boundaries. There is a need to understand not only the prag-
matic or even economic value of beings, but their intrinsic being in a 
symbiotic or sympoïetic (Margulis in Haraway, 2016) web.

Concluding Remarks

There are strings that we have not tied at this point. The bigger picture, 
urban sustainability, leadership, and strategy are waiting for us to take 
more steps. We do not know yet how to overcome what emerged as epis-
temic or even ontological barriers. We invited residents to a first presenta-
tion of the idea of mapping lichens as part of a bigger learning journey. We 
were met with curiosity and a big gap. What is a lichen? That is where we 
start, once again (Fig. 17.7).

What we know at this point is already deeply intertwined with the 
movement from invisibility to visibility or from less than affect to mutually 
growing learning pathways. To write the next chapter of our journey, we 
will have to wait and see how the others respond. The lichens. The soil. 
The bees. The chemicals underground and the oddity of humans trying 
not to land. We consider digging a hole in the crust (again?) with the 
board at ØK.  Baring the soil under the tarmac, an almost situationist 
idea—only this time, we would bring in the soil people and the mycelia. 
We have experienced that we need to find the spots where the gentle 
learning might take place. We might combine something like critical zone 
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observatories (Latour & Weibel, 2020) with something like ‘gentle activ-
ism’ (Positive News, 2021), with small interventions making the unno-
ticed noticeable.

Certainly, there is a gap between the micro level that we work and the 
level of “strategic leadership” of cities. We have conversations with direc-
tors, mayors, heads of departments in municipalities and other landown-
ers. They hesitate to take in the perspective of the critical zone, of the 
mycelic layer, of the potential of growing a neighbourhood rather than 
building it (the instrumentalist distinction between the grown and the 
built is expressed clearly in the work of one of the leading landscape archi-
tects in Southern Scandinavia, Stig L Andersson) (e.g., Andersson, 
2014, 2021).

In an otherwise deeply critical piece on the modern inability to grasp 
the collapse of its own system, Glen Kuecker claimed in 2011 that “the 
release phase of the modern world-system is the space, place, and time for 

Fig. 17.7  Nearby development zone, possible scene of common experiment for 
the Pollination Academy from 2022
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transmodernity. It is the time of the global majority, when the meek will 
inherit the earth. In the release phase, the modern epistemic will be a hin-
drance and its bag of tricks will not be able to counter the transmodern 
insurgency” (Kuecker, 2014, p. 166). Ten years later, this analysis stands 
as naïve. It forgets to include all the repercussions and feedback loops 
instored when the “system” reacts to its own crises. Pandemics were pre-
dicted in the 2000s. A global economic collapse threatened in 2008–2009. 
Huge research projects have shown the impact of the climate crisis, the 
biodiversity crisis, the energy crisis. This does not pass unnoticed. The 
growth of cities in the past ten years is a reaction; it is an investment in the 
force of the vortex.

Hence, our experiences must be read in that context. When we are 
reduced to whispers of creative sensitivity, inspired by strange concepts 
like the ‘zoöp’ (The New Instituut, 2021), and forced to move in the 
cracks between the vortex centres, maybe that is the right place to start. 
However, our experience is also that the people we seek to connect to are 
under pressure. They express curiosity but also a need to be assured that 
this makes sense. So to paraphrase the title of a recent conference on 
decentralised regenerative platforms (Platform Design Toolkit, 2021), we 
are in a phase of sense-making. We are in the need to form ontologies with 
new centres, if any. A necessary step in that process is the creation of local, 
but also of translocal learning platforms, communities, ecologies, where 
an important step is to make ecologies sensible and intelligible to their 
human inhabitants again (cf. Johar, 2021).

We have tried to initiate a learning process. Next, we might learn to 
balance the continuous uncovering of the critical zone with the caring for 
bodies fumbling in hesitation (including our own). We stand on the shoul-
ders of 150 years of trying to destroy the critical zone. Now, we have to 
learn how to embrace its response.
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Outro 1: Somebody Save Us!? 

jan jagodzinski

Pedagogy in such a time of the Anthropocene seems impotent, and it is 
perhaps this very impotency that is also its strength. If we look around us 
today an ‘apocalypse’ has already happened as there is a never-ending 
parade of natural and human disasters which are linked in ways that are 
unforeseeable given that the ‘forces’ at work are themselves invisible yet 
measurable. The populace, however, has lost ‘faith’ in numbers, as it is too 
easy to manipulate them; the cynics know the game well. Fascism, corrup-
tion and a wave of new religiosity have spread to believe that some higher 
power will surely save ‘them’. As the string of climate change conferences 
have shown, the bottom line is always an economic one by countries 
whose standard of living is at the expense of planetary fairness and justice. 
To believe that some form of planetary consciousness will eventually 
emerge is a fool’s dream. We have seen how ‘hospitable’ countries have 
been to refugees, diaspora, immigrants and asylum seekers. The COVID 
pandemic has shown globally how ‘cheap’  life is, and how money is to be 
made on people’s suffering: an old story.

Pedagogy is hand-tied, especially when it is in the hands of the state, 
preventing evolution to be taught in some countries, or the whitewashing 
of history to stop the teaching of critical race theory and the 1619 project 
in the US, or initiatives to ban the teaching of sexual diversity in the name 
of some over-arching religious belief. This turn to conservative values is 
fuelled by the fear that the comfort of life as we know it in the past is fad-
ing. The ‘barbarians’ are coming. The COVID pandemic has brought it to 
‘home’. Against this bleak backdrop, the narratives available are few: the 
redemptive narrative is the most common. It comes in two varieties. The 
first is one that we will ‘save’ the earth—for us. This is pervaded by new 
vitalist animisms wherein we become attuned and sensitive to the more-
than-human other, the ‘things of the Earth’ are personified and given 
protective status’ sustainability is forwarded, a ‘good’ Anthropocene is 
imagined as we wake-up to the pollution that we are causing. The colo-
nialist legacy will be overcome as indigenous peoples rise and ‘show us the 
way’ for pluriversal worlds. This environmental ethics will surely save us. 
What is needed is a good stewardly ‘clean-up’ to get the oikos-house in 
order. If we ‘all’ just pull together, we can do it.

The second narrative, closely wedded to the first only in sense of its 
repositioning in its priority: We can do it! Save ourselves and the earth 
through the new green technologies that we will invent to stave off the 
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worse disasters. After all, we have developed vaccines to stop COVID: be 
damn that not everyone is willing to be inoculated—a portion of the pop-
ulation will always embrace its own death drive, its own belief in the neces-
sity of war and so on. But, a peaceful species we are not. A death drive runs 
through us. There are just not enough ‘guns’ in the world, not enough 
nuclear bombs, not enough territory to go around, not enough—not 
enough. The embracing of this death drive may be, uncomfortably, more 
as an escape towards death on a dying planet. Starvation, the loss of all 
one’s belongings via natural and human disasters, living (forever) in refu-
gee camps, watching your children starve, having your homes constantly 
bombed, enduring endless strife and struggle. What future? Should ‘death’ 
be any worse? Such a thought!

The last narrative is not so comforting if the earth is not ours to save? 
The earth is undergoing its own phase change with us giving it a ‘little’ 
boost with our carbons and plastics. What to do now? Can pedagogy ‘save 
us’ here? The rich think it’s best to terraform Mars and re-settle. Why not? 
There are lots of sci-fi scenarios that play with this projected narrative of 
one sort or other. There is always the transhuman to turn to, to the won-
ders of science—to the moment in the near future when fusion energy is 
made tenable: we will then be saved. With the continuous integration of 
nano-bio-info-cogno (NBIC) sciences, what can we not accomplish? Or, 
in the wizard-like projections of Michio Kaku, we may well indeed reach 
the status of planetary 1 consciousness where all forms of energy have 
been harnessed—with the proviso that we don’t blow ourselves up first.

In the meantime, those of us as educators who toil with this problem-
atic might take some heart in Foucault’s reflection when he said that he 
was not a pessimist, but just considered failure to be a real possibility. 
Hope for him was not some ‘beyond’ but was immanent to what is pos-
sible in the here and now; there is nothing ‘beyond’ that must be con-
quered, but to work with the cards that have been given to us. If failure is 
not involved, then it is not even worth trying.

Outro 2: Live Life!

Michael Paulsen

The capacity of life, as well as non-life, to produce life is unknown. We live, 
but do not know why we exist, why there is life, how it arises. We know 
perhaps how we can survive; we know poorly enough what a good life is. 
The science that we have created, and which can uncover the anthropo-
genic effects (that are reported and can be read about every day when we 

18  OUTRO 



362

open a newspaper, here in 2021), only knows about actualities and possi-
bilities, not about the virtual capacities—the cosmic forces from which 
everything springs, and which are also transformed by what is produced, 
and through which life and transformation arise. The exact science can 
only reveal the current effects and extrapolate opportunities and risks, but 
not tell what constitutes a good life. Thus, exact science has specific narra-
tive limitations when it comes to all life-essentials. It does not take much 
more than a child with a few curious questions to discover this. Where 
does life come from? What is life? What can life be? What is a good life? 
How to create a good life?

The complex problem we face today is, in part, because of our own way 
of life. It comes to the fore in the form of global warming, global environ-
mental disaster, biodiversity crisis and the sixth mass extinction; it is in 
some ways virtual, and thus difficult to recognize as life itself. The prob-
lem we thus face, and which is identified with the notion that we now live 
in an Anthropocene age, is not identical with the many effects (including 
future forecast effects) that natural science can uncover; these are merely 
results of the problem.

What is the problem then? The problem is the whole way of life, which 
configured itself in the Holocene epoch, starting approx. 11,500  years 
ago, especially in the Late Holocene. Because of the way humans evolved 
in relation to everything else on earth during this period, it is fair to say 
that we today have entered the Anthropocene. A key factor has been that 
humans, increasingly in the unique stable climate of the Holocene epoch, 
developed the solution of becoming sedentary settlers, creating agricul-
ture, cities, property, stocks and written language and organizing large 
hierarchical communities. The abundance and new inequality this brought 
about, as an answer to the problem of how to live well in the environment 
that constituted the Holocene period, created the idea that the horizontal 
expansion possibilities seemed endless.

Both the capacity of life and the complex problem we are confronted 
with today are thus virtual and consist of cosmic forces that make it diffi-
cult to distinguish solutions from problems. Any genuine solution means 
a transformation of the problem, and thus the creation of a new problem. 
Problem and solutions are two sides of the same chaosmos. Thus, ‘man’ 
himself is both a problem and part of a possible solution to the reduction 
of the capacity of life in the Anthropocene. As human beings, we have a 
certain influence on ourselves, and should consider what we can do with 
ourselves and our way of life. Here, pedagogy and the idea of education is 
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one significant force field, which can be assumed—and required—to co-
generate self-transformation that adequately responds to the basic prob-
lem of the Anthropocene age. However, current pedagogy is conceived 
within the circle of Late Holocene logics, like most of our other societal 
institutions What is therefore required is a transformation of itself as well, 
to be able to respond adequately to the problem that has been produced 
through Holocene logics. Is this possible? And if so: Into what? And how?

In the film Snowpiercer (2013) by the acclaimed South Korean director 
Bong Joo Ho, humanity finds itself in 2031 in a train circulating around 
the globe. Outside, the earth is covered in a barren ice age, which has 
arisen after a failed attempt to stop global warming using climate technol-
ogy. Inside the train, people live in classes. Thus, the elite are in the front 
compartments, while a poor underclass is kept as resources in the rear car-
riages. The entire train’s class division, mechanics and way of life are per-
meated by resource optimization, which constitutes the highest context. 
In the film, we follow a revolt that is apparently being waged from the 
poorest rear wagons, against and with the direction of occupying the driv-
er’s wagon. However, the film unmasks that this revolt in no way over-
throws the polar basic structure, but instead supports the resource 
optimization logic. Apparently, there are no life-possibilities ‘outside’ this 
structure—also because it seems to be impossible to live outside the train. 
Thus, all possibilities lie in the polar axis, between resources and resource 
users/managers. Without revealing too much of the film’s plot, however, 
it is necessary here to reveal that it is possible to get off the train and move 
towards ‘the great unknown’, a third and uncertain possibility of life.

I think the film Snowpiercer captures the situation we—and pedagogy—
face today: We can continue along a Holocene vector, where all self-
transformation is tied to the task of resource optimization, where we 
maintain and try to minimize the problem, or resign to it. For those who 
give up, suffer from depression or are drained from life, pedagogy is given 
a task of psychological, physical and possibly religious character: to save 
the fallen. For those who have faith in the resource machinery, pedagogy 
is given the task of further developing the technical (hierarchical) school 
that can provide the necessary human resources to keep the machine run-
ning, ensure that there are enough resources, and ensure that the self-
initiated ‘natural disasters’ are kept at distance, postponed or technically 
countered.

All manner of variants of alliances between the technical school and the 
school for the apostate and depressed can be merged, as the film Snowpiercer 
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shows! However, it is surprisingly easy, but without reliable results, to 
deviate from the Holocene vector, thereby  creating a more genuine 
Anthropocene response to the Anthropocene problem complex. This 
response, which is in fact an infinite series of brave responses and thus 
deviating vectors, consists in freeing the self-transformation (from the 
binding to the requirement of resource optimization as the highest con-
text), and resorting to a richer life of alternative life forms, which are 
excluded by the late Holocene logics.

Here I am thinking in particular of the possibilities of creating interac-
tion, togetherness, community, dialogue, and life with more-than-human 
beings. This constitutes an inexhaustible source for creating a different 
and far richer life than that which is centred around optimization of avail-
able resources for purely human-human relationships (where everything 
else is perceived as a scene, background or resource—including that large 
parts of the human and many people (as shown in Snowpiercer) also are 
perceived as resources). Such a deviation could, in my view, create zoëlogi-
cal pedagogical policies. This could be understood as a swarm of experi-
ments that create alternative ways of life that could possibly respond better, 
or at least differently to the basic problems of the Anthropocene era, than 
responses that continue the Late Holocene logic’s reduction of life to 
bios—and politics/pedagogy to bio/resource politics/pedagogy.

The great advantage of the zoëlogical alternative (as many of the chap-
ters in this book have narrated, notably Chap. 11, where the concept of 
the zoëlogical is explained) is that it catalyses a gigantic surplus of passion 
for life: no matter how inefficient and poor the results are that must come 
out of this movement, it is my experience that by opening up to attempts 
at new dialogue and interaction with more-than-human beings (plants, 
animals, waterscapes) in all possible forms—also as pure thoughts in form 
of, for example, art, stories, literature and installations—a more enriching 
and vital life is reached. This can include fantastic and life-affirming meet-
ings with other people, who are also in the process of passionately discov-
ering and (re) creating these new life opportunities. In contrast to the 
Holocene axis, between depression and technical domination, in the 
diverse variants of the zoëlogical alternative, an unknown, new, enriching, 
exciting, liveable and extremely life-affirming myriad of possibilities arise, 
which may co-restore and transform the vital cosmic life energies anew, 
forced by the Anthropocene problematic and the transition period by such 
a new openness, which we are in right now. Conversely, it must be consid-
ered that this salutation of life can be closed by technical ingenuity (if it 
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succeeds in gaining control of the situation) or a total ecological collapse 
if we are too late in our response. However, never underestimate life, life 
itself seems to tell us. Live life!

Outro 3: Nothing Changes If Nothing Changes

Shé M. Hawke

Our collection has highlighted the re-thinking, re-doing and re-activating 
of pedagogical practice in the Anthropocene Epoch, a term which in itself 
is variously understood, and as we have shown contested. Our intention 
has not been to invert any perceived or existing binaries, but instead, to 
open up the multi-focal, multi-species and multi-agency spectrum to a 
more resilient sense of inclusivity and diversity in which more-than-human 
species are ‘a part of’. Yet, as many chapters have demonstrated, this noble 
approach and intention is far from straight-forward in its design, delivery 
and evaluation. The confluence in the diversity of approach and intention, 
however, provides a rich braiding of life possibilities.

We have raised questions about education and pedagogy, such as who 
is educated by whom, for whom and for what purpose. Embedded in this 
discussion is an understanding about differences in place, and place-based 
education from rural and remote communities to metropolitan assem-
blages of learning spaces and their entanglements. In this, a politics of 
complexity and a broad spectrum of ideology materialize; this collection 
hopes to be a springboard for further intervention, collision and peda-
gogical co-creation.

Some past examples of pedagogical theory and practice regarding sus-
tainability are obsolete because of their subscription to binary methods as 
our chapters have deftly noted and critiqued. But we have not sought to 
throw everything out with the tide, rather to shift with the tide, and see 
what it washes in on different shores. This can enable us to re-craft an 
architecture of being (as much as doing) that includes re-thinking and re-
winding the past to elicit fragments that are of incalculable value to our 
present living situation, and, towards a more coherent and in-tact future 
on the planet known as earth. This means ‘re-doing’ ourselves conscien-
tiously, and re-wilding not only damaged environments and teaching prac-
tices, but importantly our own consciousness. We will continue to be 
confronted by what we discover. Confrontation is part of any revolution, 
and education and pedagogy for a sustainable planet and inter-species 
coevolvement are no exception, because every body of life is a part of both 
climate change and planetary existence.
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Yet the reparative action rests with the human species, and for us in this 
collection through educational and pedagogical renovation, that has in 
many parts of the world been dominated by an ‘educational violence’ 
against nature and indeed each other, as Kerrie Willis and Nick Kleese 
make clear in Chap. 15 in this book. The increasing divide in access and 
equity plays out globally, despite sustained and g/local efforts at inclusiv-
ity, as well as the covert conscription into bad environmental teaching 
practices and/or complacency.

Be-friending each other in unified response (without compromising the 
specificity of our own contexts) is as important as be-friending the earth. 
Paulsen and Nørreklit [in Chap. 11] radically explore through their trea-
tise on love and dialogical relationships with our ‘irreplaceable more-than-
human co-fellows’, that Earth-forgetfulness of the late Holocene can be 
over-turned. But it is mindfulness that is necessary to enact, and indeed, 
embody the earth through environmental respect, awareness and sustain-
ability that are absolutely tied to culture, politics, class and gender. This 
collection clearly and intentionally articulates the need to remain ‘awake’, 
if the age of a new earth—predicated on love—is to become possible, sus-
tainable and ultimately knowable: temporally and spatially, sensorially and 
elementally, as well as personally and politically.

My hope for a new earth remains buoyant through the recent flourish-
ing and respect for First Nations pedagogy that has embodied and shared 
environmental knowledge despite the effects of colonization. Other trans-
formative stories from dominant culture, such as that of Aldo Leopold (A 
Sand County Almanac, [1949] 2020, Oxford), also inspire hope. His 
hunting passion dissolved the moment he saw the green fire die in the eyes 
of the mother wolf he had just killed, as narrated in the section ‘Thinking 
Like a Mountain’:

We reached the old wolf in time to watch a fierce green fire dying in her 
eyes. I realized then, and have known ever since, that there was something 
new to me in those eyes—something known only to her and to the moun-
tain. I was young then, and full of trigger-itch; I thought that because fewer 
wolves meant more deer, that no wolves would mean hunters’ paradise. But 
after seeing the green fire die, I sensed that neither the wolf nor the moun-
tain agreed with such a view.

In his chapter called ‘The Land Ethic’ he describes his journey to love 
of the land, and appeals to our moral responsibility to care unequivocally 
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for all life around us and to sustain balance: ‘to enlarge the boundaries of 
the community’ (192), in other words, the inter-species community. He 
wrote over sixty years ago, and still we are in infancy it seems with the 
realization of the consequences of our actions. In the twenty-first century 
our moral obligation is also to those who look to teachers, elders and com-
munities for inspiration, motivation and intelligent and purposeful direc-
tion. In her book, Despair and Personal Empowerment in the Nuclear Age 
(1983, New Society Pub.), Joanna Macey explains that it is normal and 
healthy to experience feelings of pain for our world. But she adds that this 
pain can become morbid in individuals if denied, or if the person is left 
unsupported (22). Education, through its access to young people, has the 
opportunity to support pain and grief over the Anthropocene challenges 
that we all face, as many of our chapters have indicated via new and differ-
ent methods and pedagogical reformation—to keep hope alive amid the 
despair.

So, the final words in this book address the immediacy of our shared 
catastrophe born of our over sights, minimisations and exclusionary prac-
tices. The imperative now is to act consciously, to teach innovatively and 
ethically and think like a mountain, a fish, a stream, a wolf, a tree, a fire, a 
snowfall, a bird or a child, and enter into a slower more intimate environ-
mental pedagogy, in which there is space for cherishing all life.
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