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ABSTRACT
This paper develops a theoretical framework for navigating ten
sions between education, Bildung, and the Anthropocene. Formal 
education faces a paradox: embedded in cultural traditions and 
power structures, it must reorient itself towards planetary crises. 
We introduce a descriptive, didactically grounded model that 
extends the didactical triangle to map relations among the 
Anthropocene, formal education, and Bildung. Drawing on 
Chakrabarty’s distinctions between the global and the planetary, 
and between Homo and Anthropos, together with Cassirer’s philo
sophy of symbolic forms, we construct an onto- 
epistemic–anthropological map structured along vertical (plane
tary–glocal) and horizontal (lifeworld–symbolic) axes. The frame
work identifies six curriculum tensions concerning knowledge, 
scale, agency, responsibility, world-centredness, and openness. 
Rather than resolving these tensions through holistic or transdisci
plinary synthesis, the model seeks to keep them visible and pro
ductive. Education in the Anthropocene requires a renewed 
Bildung capable of moving between scales and symbolic forms 
while preserving disciplinary rigour, epistemic diversity, and open
ness to uncertainty.
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Introduction

The planetary crisis that defines the Anthropocene is, at its core, a crisis of knowledge.1 As 
Renn (2020) argues, it is precisely through the production and reproduction of knowledge 
that humanity has become a geological force capable of altering Earth’s systems, but it is 
also through knowledge that any way of addressing the crisis must be found. This double 
bind generates two simultaneous demands on education: the production of new knowl
edge commensurate with planetary conditions, and the reassessment of knowledge 
already organized within existing institutions and traditions. This reassessment, too, 
must be carried out against those same planetary conditions. It also calls into question 
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the aims and directions of learning itself, its transformative, formative and potentially 
emancipatory dimensions. In the continental and Nordic traditions, these wider dimen
sions are addressed through the concept of Bildung.2 Thus, throughout this article, 
education is treated in two senses: formal education, the system that organizes the 
transgenerational reproduction of specialized knowledge and social norms, and Bildung, 
the wider horizon in which people come to understand themselves, others and the world 
they inhabit. The distinction is analytical rather than a division of labour. Formal education 
is not merely reproductive, and Bildung is not purely transformative. Both stabilize 
inherited forms of knowledge and value, and both can open them to revision.

Attempts to grapple with this educational challenge will eventually press on institu
tions and traditions that are themselves organized around inherited assumptions about 
what counts as valid knowledge. Efforts to reorientate or reconfigure education therefore 
give rise to tensions and conflicts that come to constitute educational practice in the 
Anthropocene (e.g. Boeve de Pauw et al., 2015; Mitchell & Stones, 2022; Silova, 2021).

What is needed is not necessarily agreement between educational traditions but a way 
of keeping the diversity of their tensions in view. Drawing on the observation that Bildung 
and knowledge have too often been treated in isolation (Krogh et al., 2022), this article 
argues that the Anthropocene, formal education and Bildung form a field of constitutive 
tensions that must be acknowledged and navigated rather than concealed or dissolved. It 
presents two complementary models, one descriptive and one analytical, through which 
these tensions can be made visible and discussable as conditions for curricular reflection. 
The models are then translated into six key curriculum issues concerning what counts as 
knowledge under planetary conditions, how different symbolic forms organize what can 
be thought and taught, and what it means to encounter a world that is more than human 
yet shaped by human choices and inequalities. With Haraway (2016), we regard staying 
with this trouble as a form of intellectual responsibility.

Modelling two complementary logics

This article presents two complementary models that work at different levels of abstrac
tion. The first is a descriptive model that maps structural tensions between the 
Anthropocene, formal education and Bildung. The second is an analytical map that 
accounts for the ontological and epistemic logics through which these tensions are 
ordered. Both are heuristic devices, but they do different work: the first identifies which 
tensions matter and how they cluster, while the second situates educational orientations 
along ontological and epistemic continua. Neither device is designed to resolve these 
tensions; both are designed to make visible where curriculum proposals place their 
emphases and blind spots.

Given the conceptual breadth of the Anthropocene, Bildung and formal education, 
each of which has generated extensive and heterogeneous bodies of research, our 
approach is selective and explicitly oriented towards model building rather than compre
hensive review. A small number of key references stand in for broader discursive tradi
tions; we selected them not for representativeness but because each sets the terms that 
subsequent debate in that tradition still argues with or against. Our task is cartographic: 
we mark the positions that define the field’s edges rather than attempting an 
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encyclopaedic account. Such an account would presuppose a totality that could, in 
principle, be surveyed.

We refer to the descriptive model as EBAN, a shorthand for what it brings together: 
Education and Bildung in the Anthropocene.3 Its purpose is to make explicit the tensions 
already inherent within each of the three nodes and to bring them together in a simple, 
joint configuration, foregrounding those tensions likely to have a directional effect on 
educational and curricular change. Our identification of tensions draws on earlier litera
ture in curriculum studies, Anthropocene education and Bildung theory, while the form of 
the model is inspired by the foundational didactical triangle (Jank & Meyer, 2014; 
Kansanen, 2002; Klafki, 2000). The analogy is formal rather than substantive: we do not 
suggest that the Anthropocene, formal education and Bildung correspond to teacher, 
learner and content. Rather, we adapt the triangle’s relational logic: the insight that 
educational questions are constituted by relations among elements that cannot be 
understood in isolation. We relocate this logic from the instructional situation to the 
broader curriculum-theoretical field in which planetary conditions, institutional education 
and formation mutually define the problem space.

The EBAN model accordingly starts from three conceptual nodes, each foregrounding 
an aspect that drives the tensions the model seeks to map. The Anthropocene fore
grounds the pressure for transformation it exerts, together with the contestation sur
rounding the concept itself. Formal education enters as the institutional logic through 
which curricular knowledge is organized, selected and, where needed, revised. Bildung 
enters as the question of educational purpose, carrying both emancipatory aspirations 
and inherited cultural traditions. Brought into relation, these nodes expose tensions 
between historically unprecedented planetary changes and knowledge systems and 
institutions that carry their own inherited logics, expectations and traditions.

A descriptive mapping of tensions cannot, however, account for the ontological and 
epistemic logics through which such tensions are ordered. The second model therefore 
combines two continuous axes to situate educational orientations in relation to planetary 
conditions and symbolic structures of meaning. Chakrabarty’s (2021, 2023) distinction 
between the global and the planetary outlines the ontological axis: it articulates how the 
Anthropocene both centres and decentres the human without collapsing one perspective 
into the other. Cassirer’s account of symbolic forms outlines the epistemic axis. It traces 
how meaning-making differentiates from lived, everyday worldviews to more differen
tiated forms such as science, history, religion and art, understood as a continuum rather 
than a hierarchy. Together, the two axes generate a field in which positions are not fixed 
points but relational configurations along two mutually irreducible dimensions. The map 
thereby makes it possible to see, for example, how a curriculum proposal or a theoretical 
approach can be strongly global but weakly planetary, or heavily invested in scientific 
forms of knowing while marginalizing other symbolic forms.

The EBAN model: education and Bildung in the Anthropocene

Figure 1 presents the EBAN model, intended to orientate subsequent research and 
curriculum debates. It visualizes key relational fields of tension through which the 
Anthropocene, Bildung and formal education jointly shape curriculum possibilities and 
constraints (cf. Clark & Szerszynski, 2020; Renn, 2020).
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Before discussing the three horizontal relations (arrows A, B and C), the distinct role of 
arrow D must be clarified. Arrow D runs through and above these relations, capturing how 
the Anthropocene predicament both presses in on educational and Bildung-related 
practices and is made sense of through them. This mediation is concrete: it is through 
Bildung that challenges to self–world relations become formative experiences, and 
through formal education that the Anthropocene is translated into what counts as 
significant knowledge to reproduce or transform. Rather than a fourth relation between 
nodes, arrow D marks the vertical, integrating axis along which the other three unfold.

Anthropocene and Bildung (arrow A)

The Anthropocene originated as a geological proposal for a new epoch marked by 
a systemic shift in Earth’s functioning. It has since travelled well beyond stratigraphy 
and taken on wider meanings across the humanities and social sciences (Chakrabarty,  
2021; Lewis & Maslin, 2018). The concept is contested. Critics warn that it risks universaliz
ing responsibility and obscuring the disproportionate role of the industrialized Global 
North. This critique has prompted a proliferation of alternatives, such as the Capitalocene 
or the Plantationocene, that foreground specific historical and political drivers (Haraway,  
2016; Malm & Hornborg, 2014; Moore, 2016). The critique matters because it foregrounds 
inequality and reopens the relation between the human and the non-human, but the 
alternatives risk substituting one settled explanatory model for another. The strength of 
a term like the Anthropocene is that no single explanation is built into the designation 
itself. In practice, this has enabled dialogue across disciplines, the arts and politics on 
questions of causation, responsibility and choice (Chakrabarty, 2021; Clark & Szerszynski,  
2020; Renn, 2020).

As mentioned earlier, Bildung concerns the wider horizon of self, other and world 
beyond formal instruction. However, it has a contested double character. In the German 

Figure 1. The EBAN model: Education and Bildung in the Anthropocene.
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tradition, it has denoted the cultivation of the individual through engagement with 
knowledge and feeling (Herder in Taylor, 2017; von Humboldt in Sander, 2019). Yet, it 
has also been criticized as a Western, bourgeois and anthropocentric ideal that encodes 
particular, exclusive images of the educated human (Biesta, 2002; Kvamme, 2021; Paulsen,  
2021). Recent work suggests that this double character of Bildung may be productive in 
the Anthropocene: intercultural readings trace analogous emphases on enquiry, self- 
questioning and non-instrumental wisdom across religious and philosophical traditions, 
including Indian and Chinese thought (Garsdal, 2014; Sander, 2019), while more-than- 
human approaches argue that Bildung can be reimagined as linking learning and hope in 
ways that decentre human mastery and reconnect formation to damaged yet shared 
worlds (Friesen, 2022; Kvamme, 2021; Taylor, 2017).

Taken together, the Anthropocene and Bildung nodes generate the first field of ten
sion, indicated by arrow A. Anthropocene conditions destabilize inherited images of the 
cultivated, autonomous subject, yet they also intensify the need for forms of Bildung that 
foster critical distance, decentring of the self and curiosity about alternative ways of living 
with others, both human and more-than-human, such as animals, plants, rivers, ecosys
tems and the material world. Rather than abandoning Bildung, the EBAN model treats the 
tension between anthropocentric legacies and planetary entanglements as a generative 
starting point.

Anthropocene and formal education (arrow B)

Discussions of education in the Anthropocene often reveal a collision between calls for 
new forms of formation and knowledge, on the one hand, and school systems organized 
around specialized subjects, on the other. Such systems are criticized for fostering siloed 
thinking, decontextualized content and narrow preparation for an unsustainable eco
nomic order (Bylund et al., 2022; Curnier, 2023; Gough & Gough, 2022; Wallenhorst et al.,  
2023). Proposed remedies often emphasize inter- or transdisciplinary pathways, and in 
some cases a more fundamental break with disciplinary knowledge structures, towards 
more holistic and politically responsive learning. In parallel, specific subject areas are 
being reappraised in relation to emerging ontological and ethical demands, through 
approaches that variously rework, cross or challenge inherited disciplinary structures 
(Bernhard & Popp, 2023; Fazio & Campbell, 2025; Gilbert, 2016; Lloro-Bidart, 2015; 
McGregor & Evans, 2026; Tolbert et al., 2024).

While the diagnosis is largely correct, the proposed remedies tend to stop short of 
analysing the structural logic of disciplinary specialization itself. Classic sociology helps 
explain why specialization persists rather than refuting the critique, by stressing that 
educational systems consistently combine socialization into shared values with the trans
mission of differentiated knowledge (Bernstein, 1999; Durkheim, 1956). More recent 
sociology of knowledge sharpens the epistemic tension: such systems may reproduce 
social hierarchies while also providing access to specialized forms of knowledge that 
enable students to think beyond the limits of everyday experience (Muller & Young, 2019). 
Disciplinary divisions and subject hierarchies are thus historically sedimented ways of 
organizing and distributing knowledge, even as they create gatekeepers and foster 
fragmented perspectives. From this perspective, the challenge is not to dispense with 
specialization, but to keep specialized knowledge open to revision, ethical scrutiny and 
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interdisciplinary exchange, while counteracting the exclusions and fragmentation that 
disciplinary boundaries can produce (Nordgren, 2021).

Arrow B locates this tension within formal education’s dual role. Education sys
tems are implicated in producing and normalizing forms of life that drive planetary 
destabilization, yet they remain among the few institutional resources for system
atically addressing socio-ecological challenges across generations (Renn, 2020). In 
EBAN, the arrow thus identifies an institutional field in which demands for inter
disciplinarity and planetary responsibility confront the structures of specialization, 
including subject hierarchies and the assessment regimes that consolidate them 
(Nordgren, 2021, 2023). It signals a tension to be worked with, not an obstacle to 
be wished away.

Bildung and education (arrow C)

The relation between Bildung and education has long been marked by tensions between 
cultural, personal and functional aims in teaching and learning (Biesta, 2002; Klafki, 2000). 
Formal education is tasked with qualifying students for work, socializing them into shared 
norms and supporting their subjectification as autonomous, responsible beings (Biesta,  
2015). Bildung ideals of self-formation and maturity have informed these aims, but they 
have also been entangled with selective traditions, meritocratic sorting and unequal 
access to ‘high’ culture (Alves, 2019; Masschelein & Ricken, 2003). In the Anthropocene, 
these tensions are sharpened as curricula are expected to support employability, demo
cratic participation and planetary responsibility within the same institutional frameworks 
(Kvamme, 2021; Wallenhorst et al., 2023).

Arrow C in Figure 1 represents this relationship, which runs in both directions (Deng,  
2021): Bildung ideals inform the concrete structures of schooling, including subject 
divisions, timetables and assessment practices (Jank & Meyer, 2014; Kansanen, 2002), 
and the way schooling selects and organizes knowledge in turn shapes which forms of 
self-formation are encouraged or constrained. The Anthropocene does not create this 
interdependence, but it changes what is at stake in it. Ideals of individual autonomy and 
cultural refinement must now be thought together with collective interdependence, 
vulnerability and the need to reconfigure human and more-than-human relations 
(Kvamme, 2021; Taylor, 2017).

When read together, arrows A, B and C make visible how the Anthropocene, Bildung 
and education constitute a field of persistent tensions and where these tensions cluster, 
while arrow D indicates how the planetary predicament both constrains and is mediated 
by educational and Bildung-oriented practices. Taken as a whole, EBAN thus maps the 
relational fields in which curriculum work must operate, but it does not yet account for the 
ontological and epistemic logics through which these fields are ordered. To analyse those 
logics, we turn next to a second device that situates educational orientations.

The analytical map: orientation, ways and positioning in the Anthropocene

As mentioned earlier, the constructed two-dimensional analytical map moves beyond 
curricular relations to the ontological, anthropological and epistemic conditions that 
shape them. It connects the Anthropocene predicament with historically formed ways 
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of understanding the world and ourselves, drawing on Chakrabarty’s distinction between 
the global and the planetary and Cassirer’s philosophy of symbolic forms.

Analytically, the model develops along two intersecting axes. The vertical dimension, 
which we call the Anthropocene world, captures how the entry into a planetary age both 
decentres humans and reveals humanity as a geological force. The horizontal dimension 
then relates this ontological split to anthropological and epistemic questions, that is, to 
questions about what it means to be human and how different forms of knowledge and 
meaning-making are constituted.

The vertical dimension: the Anthropocene world

According to Chakrabarty (2021), ‘the planet, however dimly sensed, is emerging as 
a matter of broad and deep human concern alongside our more familiar apprehensions 
about capitalism, injustice and inequality’ (p. 1). We must learn to see the planetary scale 
of what is happening. At the same time, we must attend to the messy, unjust world of 
human histories, institutions and struggles. Every attempt to limit the effects on planetary 
systems also feeds back into unequal lives on Earth, redistributing risks and burdens in 
ways that are far from neutral. Here, we extend this global-planetary distinction into 
a vertical axis, ranging from planetary understandings of Earth systems to glocal under
standings rooted in situated human worlds. We use the portmanteau glocal rather than 
Chakrabarty’s global because, for the device to work in an educational perspective, it must 
leave room for the full range from local to global movements and initiatives through 
which planetary processes are met, as well as for the varying scales and effects of 
planetary impact across these levels. Glocal signals this internal differentiation. The axis 
does not oppose the two terms as fixed categories. It sets up a continuum for analysing 
how different positions shape what counts as knowledge, responsibility and educational 
response.

The fact that human activity has become a geological force creates a paradox. It centres 
humanity as the protagonist of the current epoch while decentring it as one thing among 
others that has, for a time, disrupted life on Earth. This paradox calls for Chakrabarty’s 
separation of Anthropos from Homo, which is central to the vertical axis. Anthropos names 
humanity as a geological agent that alters Earth systems without implying moral respon
sibility or unified intent. Homo names the political and ethical dimensions of being 
human: a divided, historically situated actor capable of agency, responsibility and justice. 
The distinction holds apart two things that are easily conflated in education: the 
Anthropocene frames humans as a species altering planetary processes, but responsibility 
for that alteration and exposure to its consequences remain radically unequal.

The same logic runs through Chakrabarty’s differentiation between globe/Earth and 
planet/Earth. Globe/Earth refers to the human-constructed world that emerged histori
cally through processes such as the Columbian Exchange, colonialism, capitalism, science 
and technology. It is a political and moral category that foregrounds power, agency and 
responsibility, including in relation to the more-than-human world. Planet/Earth names 
Earth as a complex system that long precedes human history and intention yet now bears 
the imprint of human actions. Seen from the planet, humans are significant in the short 
term but insignificant in deep time.
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What such planetary knowledge does to education can be illustrated by the Great 
Oxygenation Event, which Chakrabarty (2021) draws on. Photosynthesizing microorgan
isms fundamentally altered Earth’s atmosphere billions of years before humans appeared. 
Only through modern Earth-system science has this event become thinkable as part of 
a planetary history in which non-human lifeforms act as geological forces. This kind of 
knowledge does not simply add facts to the curriculum. It changes the scale and back
ground against which human histories, responsibilities and vulnerabilities must be 
understood.

At the same time, technology and labour organization have enabled humanity to 
escape Malthusian constraints, producing exponential population growth and mass con
sumption (Haff, 2017; Renn, 2020). The technologies and organizational forms that 
reduced scarcity now drive planetary destabilization. Securing liveable futures therefore 
depends not on abandoning technological capacities but on redirecting them, within 
a technosphere that simultaneously enables and threatens human and more-than-human 
life.

For education, the vertical axis thus raises two considerations. The first concerns the 
epistemic structure of the curriculum: what should count as significant when studying 
history, religion, geography, chemistry or philosophy when human history is seen as 
a series of climate adaptations embedded in local and regional ecosystems (Fagan & 
Durrani, 2021)? The second concerns knowledge production. A purely global perspective 
risks overlooking locally developed epistemic assumptions and knowledge systems, 
which Enlightenment modernity has often dismissed (Graeber & Wengrow, 2021). 
Attending to how Indigenous and other situated knowledges relate to planetary pro
cesses, and how they are marginalized or appropriated, strengthens the case for a glocal 
approach. For education and Bildung, the task is to hold these levels together in 
a tensioned, double vision: the Anthropocene is both a global predicament requiring 
local to global solutions and a condition that redefines what it means to be human and 
what counts as knowledge.

The horizontal dimension: revitalising Bildung

The vertical axis leaves us with a double vision. It cannot be taken up from a single 
standpoint. Anthropos as a geological force is thinkable only through Earth-system 
science. Homo, as a historically situated and responsible actor, calls instead for historical 
and ethical interpretation. The scale of loss may call for aesthetic engagement too. The 
vertical axis thus shows that more than one way of knowing is in play. But it cannot say 
how these ways of knowing relate to one another, or from what lived ground they arise. 
That is the task of the horizontal axis.

We approach this task through Cassirer. We use him not as a settled account of human 
nature, but as a way of articulating plurality without flattening it.4 Cassirer (1956) reframes 
the human as animal symbolicum rather than animal rationale. On this view, the human is 
the being that constitutes and shares any world, the Anthropocene world included, 
through symbolic media such as myth, language, religion, science, art and history. Two 
consequences follow for the horizontal axis. First, the differentiated forms of knowing do 
not stand on their own. They grow out of a lived ground of meaning and remain 
answerable to it. Second, this lived ground and its differentiated forms mark the two 

8 J. GARSDAL AND K. NORDGREN



poles of the axis. The axis therefore runs between the lifeworld, where meaning is simply 
lived, and the differentiated symbolic forms into which that meaning is articulated and 
separated.

The lifeworld pole is more than a view of the world. It is the total lived 
worldview of a person or community. This worldview is symbolically mediated, 
and it is existential before it is epistemic. Meaning here is not yet parcelled out 
into differentiated forms; it is simply dwelt in. Read against the vertical axis, the 
pole widens further. Lived worldviews extend into concrete meetings with more- 
than-human others. At the far end, they extend into the realization of a planetary 
condition that resists mutuality altogether.

At the other pole stand the differentiated symbolic forms. The key question is 
why such differentiation arises at all. Cassirer’s (2021) answer lies in three basic 
functions of symbolic meaning: expression (Ausdruck), representation (Darstellung) 
and signification (Bedeutung).5 Meaning differentiates as one function or another 
becomes dominant. Myth is carried by expression’s immediate presence, where 
image and thing are not yet held apart. Language is carried by representation, 
which holds sign and thing apart so that one can stand for the other. Science is 
carried by signification: a constitutive attention to the semiotic process itself. 
Differentiation is therefore not an accident of cultural history. It follows instead 
from the structure of symbolic meaning-making itself. All three functions remain 
present, in varying ways, in every form. One structural consequence carries through 
the rest of this article: each form builds its own time, space, causality and agency. 
No form can be reduced to another (Cassirer, 2020a, 2020b, 2021).

This irreducibility is what the horizontal axis holds open. It is also where the 
main work for education happens. It is not a deficiency to be overcome, but 
a structural feature of meaning-making. Science does not abolish myth by ratio
nalizing it. Its demythologizing drive simply expresses its own logic as a symbolic 
form. Myth, in turn, keeps a function of its own. It offers existential depth, com
munal belonging and an affective relation to the world that abstraction cannot 
replace. A culture’s epistemic configuration is therefore never the work of one form 
alone.

It is at this point that the axis connects to Bildung.6 Klafki gives the classical form of 
this connection. Genuine formation moves doubly: the learner is opened to the world, 
and the world, in the same motion, is opened to the learner (Klafki, 2000). Kvamme 
(2021) and Paulsen (2021) have both asked, in different ways, whether this picture 
remains caught in an anthropocentric frame. Our question runs in a different direction. 
If the world now includes deep-time processes and non-human agencies, what 
becomes of the categorical openings to which Bildung has always turned? Read 
along the axis, the answer is structural. The world is not of one piece. It is reached 
only through a plurality of symbolic forms, none sufficient on its own. Formation 
therefore asks for participation across the forms rather than mastery of any single 
one. Cassirer (1998) ascribes this integration to the symbolizing self: a capacity, 
exercised again and again, to move between forms without reducing any to another. 
Formative work cannot be a matter of transmission alone: a curriculum weighted 
towards one form will open certain dimensions of the predicament while quietly 
closing down others.
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Integrating the vertical and horizontal dimensions

The intersection of the two axes yields an analytical map of positions in the Anthropocene 
(Figure 2). It provides a way to situate an educational orientation, curriculum proposal or 
research position in relation to planetary conditions and to the structure of meaning- 
making.

The two thinkers who underwrite the axes stand in productive tension. 
Chakrabarty (2021) argues that the planetary predicament confronts human meaning 
with forces that press against established symbolic forms. Deep-time processes, non- 
human agencies and Earth-system dynamics do not fit easily within the categories of 
human history, responsibility or aesthetic experience. The planet thus confronts 
meaning from the outside. Cassirer (1956) presents an opposing view. There is no 
outside to symbolic mediation, and even unfamiliar experience is drawn into human 
meaning through new symbolic forms or through the reorganization of existing 
ones.

Taken together, the aforementioned positions locate the Anthropocene in an inter
mediate zone. It challenges inherited structures of meaning, yet it is accessible only 
through symbolic work. For education, this implies that the Anthropocene is neither 
simply given nor already contained in existing curricular knowledge. It calls for the 
Bildung made visible along the horizontal axis, understood as the capacity to move 
between symbolic forms and to remain oriented towards what is not yet symbolized.

The axes and their intersections are not neutral. They carry presuppositions shaped by 
a concern with current orientations. The map situates the reader within a field of tensions 

Figure 2. The analytical map, an onto-epistemic and anthropological device. The four poles are shown 
as relationally interconnected to signal that any position along one axis remains open to relational 
configurations along the other.
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rather than above it. We expect the framework to be challenged, and the objections 
discussed below illustrate how different positions become visible within it.

Anthropocentric critique: It can be argued that the framework retains notions of 
the human that contributed to the current predicament, despite drawing on 
traditions that emphasize nature. Like Chakrabarty (2021), we hold that the rupture 
of the non-human planetary into the human world is always perceived through 
a human lens. The planetary must be approached through the global without 
being reduced to it. A glocal perspective highlights social and epistemic justice, 
including colonization and globalization, while attending to irreducible planetary 
dimensions. Our use of Cassirer signals an additional concern. The predicament is 
both existential and epistemic, which raises questions about the role and limits of 
science.

Relational or kin-making critique: A related critique emphasizes human existence 
among other species. It asks how the framework enables forms of ‘making kin’ 
(Haraway, 2016) and how it supports a shift from sustainability as a human project 
towards shared habitability across species, as suggested by Chakrabarty (2021, 2023). 
Here, lifeforms and networks, whether human, non-human or more-than-human, are 
treated as symbolically mediated along the horizontal axis. Human and non-human 
entanglements are approached through their symbolic and material articulations.

Vetlesen’s critique: Vetlesen (2020) emphasizes entanglements with more-than-human 
life and notes that Indigenous worldviews often combine relationality with ethical and 
spiritual hierarchies that do not align with flat ontology. He also insists on attending to 
specific ways of being in the world, including the human way. This concern is shared here. 
The focus on subjectivity, intersubjectivity and symbolic meaning contributes to that 
anthropological question.

Speculative-realism critique: Another critique holds that the framework does not suffi
ciently account for the planet’s non-human perspective, and that it underestimates the 
radical indifference of hyperobjects, such as climate change or nuclear radiation. Cassirer’s 
inclusion of science and mathematics among symbolic forms extends human cognition 
beyond existential and phenomenological orientations. The present account is therefore 
not a general ontology but an epistemic and anthropological account of how humans 
relate to the world.

Questions of ‘world’ and ‘worlding’ (the ongoing, collective making of worlds; Haraway,  
2016) run across the debates. Although not central to our argument, these terms remain 
important in the environmental humanities and in educational research, as in Biesta’s 
(2022) account of world-oriented education. The proposed device can clarify how com
peting conceptions of this kind disclose or conceal aspects of Anthropocene reality by 
showing how they relate to the two axes.

Non-Western knowledge: A commitment to social and epistemic justice raises the 
question of how to engage non-Western knowledge, worldviews and traditions without 
reproducing subtle forms of Orientalism (Almond, 2015). There is growing interest, 
particularly within relational ontologies, in learning from Indigenous and other non- 
Western traditions about more entangled relations among culture, nature and multi
species storytelling (e.g. Todd, 2015; Yunkaporta, 2019). Three distinctions may be helpful. 
The distinction between lifeforms and symbolic forms can counter tendencies towards 
mythological romanticism. The distinction between forms of life and symbolic forms 
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opens space for reflecting on interculturality at the intersection of existence and meaning 
(Garsdal, 2014). Many Indigenous knowledge systems are local and tightly integrated 
within holistic worldviews. It remains an open question whether the model can ade
quately capture such forms of integration.

None of the aforementioned points resolves the objections. The map instead makes it 
possible to see what each critique brings into view, what it leaves aside and how it relates 
to neighbouring positions.

Putting the devices to work: three contributions

To demonstrate how the two heuristic devices work together, we select three con
tributions that occupy distinct curriculum-theoretical positions. The point of the com
parison is not to evaluate these positions individually but to show what their 
differences reveal when read through the same two devices. EBAN first identifies 
which relations among Anthropocene, Education and Bildung become salient in each 
account, or whether a problem is concentrated primarily within one node. The analy
tical map then compares their orientations along the planetary–glocal and lifeworld– 
symbolic axes, making visible not only what each position foregrounds but also what 
it leaves unexamined.

Silova (2021) interprets the Anthropocene as a cultural crisis of Western modernity 
sustained by human exceptionalism and hierarchical dualisms. Schooling and compara
tive education participate in reproducing this worldview, yet education could also con
nect heterogeneous human and more-than-human worlds. Within EBAN, this foregrounds 
arrow D, while her account of relational becoming may be read alongside Anthropocene– 
Bildung, although Bildung is not her term. On the map, a common planetary horizon 
meets situated and ontologically heterogeneous worlds. Silova acknowledges disagree
ment and argues that encounters should not impose external categories, but she does not 
formulate the relation between common ecological commitments and ontological parti
cularity as a tension. Her emphasis on connecting worlds likewise leaves the internal 
differentiation and formative potential of specialized knowledge less explicit. The com
bined reading therefore asks how pluriversal copresence and common orientation can 
inform curricular selection without subordinating heterogeneity or abandoning epistemic 
differentiation.

Mitchell and Stones (2022) ask how disciplinary knowledge can address values and 
purposes under the super-complexity of the Anthropocene without becoming morally 
authoritarian. They explicitly problematize the opposition between knowledge and ethi
cal orientation, treating disciplines as value-laden, regulated and revisable. EBAN locates 
this chiefly in Anthropocene–Education, while their discussion of Bildung-centred 
Didaktik, capabilities and formative purpose also activates Education–Bildung. On the 
map, the Anthropocene provides a broad context without systematically differentiating 
planetary and glocal registers. The authors examine disciplinary truth norms, boundaries 
and plural perspectives, proposing revisability, interdisciplinarity and critical ethical dis
position as mediating principles. The map therefore extends rather than discovers their 
problem: how can ethical disposition mediate among differentiated knowledge forms 
without becoming a superordinate norm, and how can interdisciplinary revision preserve 
their epistemic standards?
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Boeve de Pauw et al. (2015) examine the implementation and effectiveness of ESD 
through holism, pluralism and sustainability consciousness. They explicitly recognize 
the normativity paradox between deliberative teaching and the predefined goal of 
sustainable development. EBAN initially locates the study within Education but 
redescribes this paradox as an Education–Bildung question of institutional orientation 
and open-ended formation. On the map, holism’s temporal and local-to-global 
dimensions remain operational variables rather than articulated positions. The 
authors discuss anthropocentric criticism but cannot test it coherently with their 
instruments. The map therefore does not licence attribution of an unspoken ontol
ogy; it asks which human–world relations sustainability consciousness includes or 
excludes.

Read together, the three cases show a recurring pattern rather than three isolated 
readings: each account illuminates one field of tension while backgrounding another, and 
none formulates the tension it backgrounds as a tension at all. This is the distinctive work 
the combined devices perform: not compensating for each position’s limitations from 
outside, but showing that curriculum-theoretical positions systematically talk past one 
another because they foreground different nodes and axes. Because such redescription 
may alter the initial positioning or expose limits in the devices themselves, the analysis 
must remain iterative. We therefore formalize the analytical movement, rather than its 
particular findings, as three steps.

Using the devices: three iterative steps

Applied to any curriculum proposal, the devices are likely to expose a comparable blind 
spot to the ones just identified. We hope that the combined framework will make readers 
somewhat uneasy because it insists that tensions and contradictions be considered 
simultaneously, including within one’s own preferred position. The devices keep presup
positions visible and help researchers locate assumptions that a single position would 
otherwise leave unexamined. Their combined use forms a continuous hermeneutic 
process:

(1) Locate and diagnose. Use EBAN to identify which relations among Anthropocene, 
Education and Bildung a position foregrounds. Then map the position, beginning 
with how it relates planetary conditions, including Earth-system processes, deep 
time and decentred human agency, to glocal histories, inequalities and responsi
bilities. On the horizontal axis, ask how it moves between lifeworlds and differ
entiated symbolic forms. Note both what it foregrounds and what remains 
backgrounded; bounded or indeterminate placement is also informative.

(2) Relate and redescribe. Set the position beside its neighbours and opponents. 
Identify productive tensions, unexpected alliances and shared blind spots. Ask 
how problems already formulated within the position change when related to 
other EBAN relations and to alternative onto-epistemic and anthropological 
orientations.

(3) Iterate critically. Return to both the position and the devices. Revise the initial 
reading and examine where the devices flatten or exclude something significant. 
Record what a redescription gains and what it costs. Such a breakdown may require 
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the position to be reformulated or the devices to be qualified; it is an analytical 
finding rather than simply a failure of application.

Used iteratively, the devices disclose backgrounded relations and extend already formu
lated problems without prescribing a correct configuration. They offer a way of seeing 
where different curricular paths begin and how constellations of knowledge forms sup
port, challenge or interfere with one another. The following section develops six tensions 
that become especially significant for the present inquiry, beginning with how curricula 
can preserve the epistemic force of specialized knowledge while remaining open to 
a plurality of symbolic forms.

From complementary models to key curriculum issues

The two models can now be used together. A curriculum proposal may appear well 
positioned on the analytical map and yet carry an unaddressed tension when examined 
through EBAN. Transformative aspirations for relational or place-based learning may not 
have been tested against the subject divisions, assessment regimes and selective tradi
tions through which schooling actually operates. The key issues below build on this gap 
between what a position claims and what its institutional structure implies. The issues are 
selective. Their purpose is to translate the field’s tensions into practical and theoretical 
problems for curriculum development and educational research.

The six issues fall into three pairs: the first two concern the epistemic structure of 
formal education; the third and fourth turn to Bildung, agency and didactical position; and 
the fifth and sixth take up an expanded sense of world and the tension between 
orientation and openness to unanticipated futures.

Key issue 1: specialized knowledge and plural symbolic forms

Inherited ways of organizing knowledge and values risk becoming irrelevant when 
curricula proceed as if the world had not changed in ways that unsettle their founding 
assumptions. At the same time, complex societies depend on institutions that transmit 
specialized scientific, historical, ethical, aesthetic and technological knowledge across 
generations. The tension lies between the need to reorientate these regimes under 
Anthropocene conditions and the fact that they are carried by distinct forms of meaning 
that cannot simply collapse into one another. Specialization and boundaries between 
fields enable depth and rigour but can also wall off other perspectives and constrain 
attempts to re-weight and reconnect them.

Discussions of education in the Anthropocene often identify boundaries between 
subjects, disciplines and knowledge traditions as the core problem, with the proposed 
cure of dissolving, merging or suspending them, whether the target is specialized school 
knowledge or contrasts between Western and Indigenous knowledges. The diagnosis is 
not misplaced: rigid silos can hide interdependencies and obstruct reorientation. The 
difficulty, however, is that eroding differences between forms of knowing does not 
necessarily yield richer knowledge but risks removing precisely what allows each to 
disclose aspects that the others cannot. The problem is less the existence of disciplinary 
orientations than their inertia; they do not automatically shift when conditions change. 
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Opening them to Anthropocene questions requires working with their duality: their 
capacity for depth and their risk of closure.

Anthropocene conditions are not captured by any single symbolic form. Building 
on Klafki’s notion of categorical Bildung and his account of epochal key problems 
leads to the following question: how can content be selected and arranged so that it 
functions as an opening that connects learners and the world through different 
epistemic languages rather than as a neutral topic or generic skill? Earth-system 
science models planetary thresholds in one way; histories of colonization and indus
trialization narrate them in another. Ethical and political reasoning, arts of loss and 
hope, religious and spiritual traditions and practical know-how disclose aspects the 
others miss.

For curriculum work, the foregoing points towards designs in which content, tasks and 
sequences deliberately juxtapose different fields and forms of meaning around 
Anthropocene problems. In such designs, learners are invited to move between everyday 
lifeworld experiences and differentiated ways of knowing without reducing one to the 
other. The tension between specialized knowledge and plural symbolic forms thus 
appears as a standing condition for the curriculum in the Anthropocene, not a problem 
to be eliminated but a generative constraint to be worked with.

Key issue 2: local, global and planetary knowledge

Anthropocene conditions make a planetary perspective necessary to see how historically 
situated practices and present-day structures are bound into the same Earth system and 
how planetary thresholds feed back into both. A planetary orientation can open the scales 
to one another, showing how a coastal village, a trade regime and a tipping point in the 
climate system form parts of one configuration. In addition, this perspective does not 
erase the differences between scales or resolve the tension between what a situated 
experience discloses, what a global analysis makes visible and what an Earth-system 
reading brings into view. Rather, it makes that tension explicit and available for educa
tional work.

Reacting against universalizing accounts, some positions treat local experience as so 
particular that it cannot speak to others or treat the global as inherently a distortion of 
what is at stake. In practice, this means that what is learned in one place is assumed to 
have no bearing elsewhere, foreclosing the shared meaning-making that any curriculum 
depends on. If no experience can address another, there is no common ground on which 
to pose a question or recognize a problem as being held in common. The same holds for 
action. Acting on climate change, biodiversity loss or extractive economies requires being 
able to say that different experiences belong to the same configuration even though they 
disclose it differently.

The aforementioned critiques of universalizing tendencies are instructive, but they do 
not solve the tension. What is needed is movement between scales: the possibility of 
holding together what a local situation discloses, what global structural analysis reveals 
and what a planetary perspective makes visible, while registering that these do not add 
up to a single coherent account. This movement is a necessary condition for curriculum 
work that takes the tension seriously and keeps the choice points open rather than hiding 
them.
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Geography already shows what such a movement can look like. It combines oral 
histories with satellite data and traces how coastal erosion connects ecosystems and 
economies across scales. Teaching that juxtaposes the European Union’s agricultural 
policy with Sámi reindeer herding or combines Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change data with student-driven hope labs shows how disciplinary and Indigenous 
traditions can meet and challenge one another while retaining their distinct symbolic 
logics (cf. Pawson, 2015). Key issue 2 does not aim to decide whether Anthropocene 
conditions will reform existing knowledge domains or give rise to new symbolic forms. It 
raises this question as one that curriculum work must keep open precisely because 
different answers will organize scales and forms of knowledge in different ways.

Key issue 3: rethinking agency and responsibility

The Anthropocene names a collective predicament, but responsibility for it is not collec
tive in any simple sense. Guilt is unevenly distributed, and so is the capacity to act. Any 
educational response that fails to reckon with this asymmetry risks reproducing the very 
universalism it sets out to challenge.

The risk in Anthropocene education is a slide from species-level description to species- 
level moral demand. To say that humanity has become a geological force is an Earth- 
system claim. To conclude from this that all humans bear equal responsibility for respond
ing is a political claim, and a contestable one. Curricula that frame the Anthropocene in 
purely universal terms, appealing to shared planetary fate, common human identity or 
collective ecological guilt, may obscure the historical particularities of colonialism, indus
trialization and unequal resource use that produced the crisis. They risk asking something 
of everyone in general and of no one in particular. Curricula that remain entirely within 
local and historically situated frameworks, on the other hand, risk losing the collective 
horizon that a planetary crisis requires.

What a renewed Bildung might offer here is not a resolution but a capacity to hold the 
tension between the universal and the particular without collapsing into either. 
Chakrabarty’s distinction between Anthropos and Homo is relevant in this regard, since 
it lets responsibility be posed at the historical, unequal level of Homo without denying the 
geological reality of Anthropos. Curricula that work with this distinction may help learners 
develop a differentiated sense of responsibility, one that takes the planetary scale ser
iously without erasing the specific histories, power relations and capacities through which 
different communities and individuals are positioned within it.

Neither the universal nor the particular is sufficient on its own. The universal without 
the particular abstracts away the very histories that produced the crisis. The particular 
without the universal loses the shared horizon that makes the collective response think
able. A Bildung adequate for the Anthropocene may be one that learns to inhabit that 
tension, not by resolving it but by drawing on it as a condition for responsible thought 
and action.

Key issue 4: teaching a world that is both studied and lived

The Anthropocene is at once an object of knowledge and a condition of existence. This 
raises a specific problem for Anthropocene education: how can teaching support learners 

16 J. GARSDAL AND K. NORDGREN



in engaging planetary conditions analytically, without reducing them to detached study, 
and existentially, without collapsing into paralysis, denial or moralization?

Drawing on Cassirer, the tension between analytical and existential engagement is not 
a choice between two separate modes of relating to the world. Analytical and existential 
engagement are both symbolic relations that shape how learners constitute themselves, 
others and the more-than-human. On a cultural-analytical level, education can help 
students map the symbolic field of the Anthropocene: how scientific accounts open 
one aspect of the predicament, while historical, ethical or aesthetic accounts open 
other aspects, and how no single form adds up to a total, unified view. On a formative 
level, this mapping becomes a question of what happens when such forms enter, unsettle 
and reconfigure learners’ lifeworlds.

It is at the formative level that the Bildung tradition offers a distinctive resource. From 
Hegel through Humboldt, formation does not proceed through comfortable enrichment 
of an already-given self but through estrangement (Entfremdung): encounter with the 
genuinely foreign is not a failure of formation but its very condition, the movement 
through which the learner is changed rather than merely confirmed (Wulf, 2019). 
Anthropocene-related knowledge presents such estranging encounters, whether in the 
form of deep-time Earth processes, non-human dynamics acting independently of human 
intentions or the scale of biodiversity loss. This encounter with the genuinely foreign is 
rarely solitary: it is worked through intersubjectively, against the responses of others in 
the classroom and against more-than-human others whose otherness resists full symbolic 
assimilation. These are not merely new topics to be added to the syllabus; if taken 
seriously, they alter the symbolic relation between the learner and the world.

The educational task is therefore not to cushion or bypass the aforementioned 
encounters but to create conditions under which learners can work them through. This 
is where the horizontal axis of the analytical map becomes practically significant. When 
students meet deep-time processes or non-human dynamics only through a single sym
bolic form, the encounter risks being domesticated, that is, added to existing meaning 
structures without genuinely altering them. By contrast, moving between scientific, 
historical, ethical, aesthetic and perhaps religious forms keeps the encounter open and 
makes transformative work possible rather than merely additive. The irreducibility of 
symbolic forms here appears not as an abstract structural feature but as a condition for 
Bildung under Anthropocene conditions. Only because no single form can hold every
thing does the movement between them remain formatively necessary for curriculum 
and teaching.

Key issue 5: human lifeworld and the more-than-human world

The question is no longer only what learners should know about the Anthropocene but 
how they are positioned in relation to a world that exceeds familiar categories of human 
experience and agency.

Biesta’s (2022) call for world-centred education is a productive starting point. His 
argument is that education should redirect attention towards the world as the place 
where human existence takes place and towards what that world asks of learners as 
subjects. Set against Anthropocene conditions, however, a tension emerges. Planetary 
processes do not address anyone. They operate on timescales and at scales where the 
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human subject is not the relevant unit. The question is whether an education oriented 
towards what the world asks of me can be extended to a world that does not ask anything 
of anyone.

A related tension concerns the symbolic dimension. Biesta’s world-centred education is 
existentially oriented but does not attend to the different symbolic forms through which 
any world is constituted and through which its demands can be heard and responded to. 
These forms are not purely individual. They constitute the shared horizons of meaning 
through which communities orientate themselves, and it is those shared horizons that 
Anthropocene conditions put under pressure. An education oriented towards the world 
but indifferent to the irreducibility of these forms risks a false unity. It speaks of a world 
encounter without asking through which symbolic forms, individual and communal, that 
encounter is possible at all.

What the foregoing suggests is a double vision rather than a simple replacement. 
Extending the world to ecological entanglements, material agencies and planetary 
processes means rethinking how learners are oriented in and towards the world, 
without dissolving the specificity of human lifeworlds. From both glocal and planetary 
perspectives, worlding appears as an ongoing and unstable process. It challenges 
inherited boundaries between the subject and object and between humans and non- 
humans and opens new forms of storytelling and imagination. Within the presented 
analytical map, questions about what it means to be human can therefore be refor
mulated along both axes: horizontally, across symbolic and cultural lifeforms, and 
vertically, across material and political scales. The world the learner is oriented towards 
and the self that is formed through that orientation are not given in advance but are 
at stake in the encounter itself.

Key issue 6: orientation and openness

Education must give learners a sense of direction, yet the futures it points towards are 
open, contested and without precedent: it must orientate towards what cannot be 
settled in advance. The paradox is not new to the Bildung tradition, but the 
Anthropocene intensifies it. Learners now have to find their bearings in 
a predicament larger than any lifeworld, set in motion long before their existence, 
unfolding across timescales that exceed individual lives and whose consequences 
extend far beyond them. The world they are being oriented towards is not a stable 
inheritance but a damaged and still-destabilizing one. What is needed is a formation 
that holds both orientation and freedom together, one that gives learners enough 
orientation to act and enough freedom to stay genuinely open to what they cannot 
yet know.

The intensification of this paradox is not only temporal but also ethical. Orientation 
without freedom produces compliance. Freedom without orientation produces paralysis. 
In this not-yet, hope and courage are no longer mere moral exhortations but begin to do 
epistemic work. They acknowledge a willingness to remain within uncertainty instead of 
resolving it too soon. The two easy exits, the optimistic and the despairing, are both 
declined. What remains is the learner: oriented, open, on the edge of what is not yet 
known and capable of being changed by the encounter.
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Concluding comments

Educational responses to the Anthropocene inevitably press on fundamental questions 
about knowledge: what counts as valid knowledge, how it is organized and what 
forms of understanding education can and should cultivate. Without a way of articu
lating the tensions these questions generate, curriculum proposals tend to fall back on 
simplified positions: treating specialized knowledge as an obstacle to be bypassed, or 
defending it without engaging the tensions it itself generates; assuming that connect
ing human and more-than-human worlds resolves what it merely relocates. Read 
against the double bind set out at the start of this article, these simplifications are 
not incidental but predictable: each resolves prematurely a tension that the 
Anthropocene, formal education and Bildung together keep open.

Opening curricula to a plurality of epistemic systems is therefore not a simple or self- 
evident corrective. It does not converge on a harmonious holism in which different ways of 
knowing eventually align; the tensions between specialized, symbolic and lifeworld forms of 
meaning are structural, not transitional. What education can offer is not their reconciliation 
but the capacity to move between them without collapsing their differences—a capacity 
curriculum research and practice have still to work out case by case, discipline by discipline.

This is also where the Bildung tradition contributes an insight the Anthropocene 
renders urgent. Formation proceeds through Entfremdung: encounters with genu
ine others and self-transformation through such encounters. In the Anthropocene, 
this estrangement arises from the predicament itself, including geological time
scales, non-human agencies and the scale of loss and responsibility. Recovering 
this sense of Bildung, and testing what it demands of specific curricula, is the task 
this article leaves for further research and for curriculum work still to come.

Notes

1. Here ‘planetary crisis’ refers to the interlocking environmental emergencies (climate change, 
biodiversity loss and chemical pollution) that are destabilizing the Earth system. Familiarity 
with how these affect the planetary system is assumed. ‘Anthropocene’ remains contested 
and not formally ratified as a geological epoch, but it is used here because it is the most 
productive term available, for reasons set out in the article.

2. The German Bildung is retained rather than translated because no single English equivalent 
captures both its individual-transformative and societal-normative dimensions. Its contested 
history, including critiques of its anthropocentric and bourgeois character, is addressed in this 
article.

3. The acronym derives from the research network Education and Bildung in the Anthropocene 
(EBAN), in which the model was developed; we use it here as a shorthand for the model itself.

4. We reference Bernstein and Young & Muller to position our horizontal axis within the 
sociological debate on knowledge, but we build the axis itself on Cassirer. The con
nection between the three is noted and discussed in Young and Muller (2007). 
Bernstein’s vertical/horizontal distinction is primarily modelled on the natural sciences, 
and Young and Muller frame the relation mainly as science versus other knowledge. 
Cassirer offers a wider differentiation between knowledge forms, one that is both 
historical and functionally grounded in three symbolic functions. This broader arsenal, 
encompassing myth, language and arts alongside science, gives us the reach needed 
to address meaning-making in relation to the non-human, central to our analysis.

5. These three functions anchor recent semiotic readings of Cassirer (e.g. Lassègue, 2020).
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6. Cassirer’s symbolic forms have been connected to the Bildung tradition (e.g. Fuchs, 2024).
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