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Reconfiguration of Values: Posthumanist Approaches to Education for
Sustainable Development in Higher Education

Brigitte Kiirsteiner* and Stefanie Rinaldi**

Sustainable research into consumption habits at
the University of Lausanne, the right to water at the
University of Lucerne, and courses on education for
sustainable development at universities of teacher
education - the issue of sustainable development has
reached higher education in Switzerland, as the Sus-
tainable Development at Universities Program illus-
trates.! But what kind of sustainable development
are we addressing here? And, moreover, what kind of
education that promotes sustainable development?

The international concept of education for sustaina-
ble development emphasizes the importance of com-
mon principles, values and practices. It is based on
the premise that if we share this common ideological
basis, a big step is made towards the ideal of “sustain-
able development”. This focus on specific principles,
values and practices as well as the rationale behind
them are difficult to reconcile with the idea of foster-
ing critical thinking and transformative education.

If we move towards education for sustainable devel-
opment in Higher Education, we thus need to ask
which methods can support our teaching to enhance
students’ ability to understand and analyse global
challenges of the 21t centuries, as well as contrib-
ute to transforming the societies we live in, without
imposing a specific worldview. And what is the role
of principles, values and practices of such teaching?

We will approach these questions by first looking at
education for sustainable development as to how it
is conceptualized internationally and locally, that is,
in Switzerland. We will show why we are critical of
certain value-based elements of these concepts and
their implementation in education and how, in our
view, we can ensure that we are truly “educational”.
We. will use this starting point to sketch some ideas
on how posthumanist pedagogies can help over-
come these challenges by reconfiguring rather than
transmitting values. We will then outline an example
of our own teaching at the University of Teacher Edu-
cation in Lucerne and share some of our experiences
with posthumanist approaches to education.

1 See the final report on the program: Swiss Academies of Arts and
Sciences, 2017.

1. Education for sustainable development as
value-based learning

Education for sustainable development garnered
much attention when the United Nations Decade
of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD)
was launched in 2005. The Decade “aimed at inte-
grating the principles and practices of sustainable
development into all aspects of education and learn-
ing, to encourage changes in knowledge, values and
attitudes with the vision of enabling a more sustain-
able and just society for all” (UNESCO, 2014a, p. 9,

*PH Luzern, Pfistergasse 20, Postfach 7660, 6000 Luzern 7.

E-mail: Brigitte.kuersteiner@phlu.ch
https://www.phlu.ch/faecher-und-schwerpunkte/international-studies/
portrait/brigitte.kuersteiner.html

Brigitte Kiirsteiner, MSc, MAS, is the Director of

. International Relations, Mobility and Cooperation of the

{ University of Teacher Education Lucerne, Switzerland. She
is a former high school teacher and has a Master degree
in Geography from the University of Berne and a Master
of Advanced Study in Intercultural Communications form
the Universita della Svizzera Italiana. Currently, she is working on her
PhD thesis in Social Politics at the University of Fribourg in the field
of posthumanist learning assemblages. Her research interests cover
posthumanist pedagogies, mobility learning, transformative global
education and education for sustainable development, communal
learning and critical pedagogies. Geographically, her research focus is
in Western Africa and Europe. She teaches posthumanist pedagogies,
global education and education for sustainable development at the
University of Teacher Education Lucerne, Switzerland.

**PH Luzern, Pfistergasse 20, Postfach 7660, 6000 Luzern 7.

E-mail: stefanie.rinaldi@phlu.ch
https://www.phlu.ch/faecher-und-schwerpunkte/international-studies/
portrait/stefanie.rinaldi.html|

. Stefanie Rinaldi, Dr. phil,, ll.m., is a lecturer in the

L Department of International Relations, Mobility and
Cooperation of the University of Teacher Education
Lucerne. She is also in charge of the information platform
on human rights in Switzerland humanrights.ch and a
freelance consultant and trainer for human rights. She has
a Master’s degree in International relations from the Graduate Institute
for International and Development Studies in Geneva and an Il.m.
from the Irish Centre of Human Rights. Her doctoral dissertation at
the Otto-von-Guericke University Magdeburg was devoted to human
rights education in Swiss high schools. She is interested in issues such
as human rights, child rights, social justice, and global learning and in
how posthumanist pedagogies can support critical and transformative
learning in these areas. She teaches posthumanist pedagogies, global
education and education for sustainable development at the University
of Teacher Education Lucerne, Switzerland.

VSH-Bulletin Nr. 2, August 2019 | AEU-Bulletin no 2, ao(it 2019 25



Brigitte Kiirsteiner/Stefanie Rinaldi | Reconfiguration of Values: Posthumanist Approaches to Education for Sustainable Development in Higher Education

emphasis added). The roadmap for implementing
the DESD further outlines the vision put forward
by the Decade: “a world where everybody has the
opportunity to benefit from education and learn the
values, behaviour and lifestyles required for a sustain-
able future and for positive societal transformation”
(UNESCO, 2014b, p. 14, emphasis added). The use of
the determinant “the” implies a series of predefined
principles, practices and values that - if sufficiently
assimilated - lead to a more sustainable world and
“positive” transformation. The Decade was thus
clearly based fixe ideas about values — although the
respective values are not defined comprehensively —
and grounded in the assumption that certain specific
values, behaviour and lifestyles can be “learnt” so as
to lead to actions towards a more sustainable life.

Therole of education in promoting sustainable devel-
opment has been emphasized in Target 4.7 of the
Agenda 2030, which calls upon all states to “ensure
that all learners acquire knowledge and skills needed
to promote sustainable development” (UNGA, 2015).
The Education 2030 Framework of Action holds that
this aim can be achieved through a combination of
education for sustainable development and global
citizenship education (UNESCO, 2015, §62). Without
going into the details of the debate about the com-
monalities and differences of these educational con-
cepts as well as those subsumed under the heading
of “global citizenship education, it is important to
note here that global citizenship education as con-
ceptualised by UNESCO has a very strong value basis
in that it is explicitly based on “universal values such
as justice, equality, dignity and respect”.

Looking at Switzerland, the value basis of educa-
tion for sustainable development is somewhat less
explicit, at least not in official policy documents. The
“Lehrplan 21", the common curriculum for primary
and lower secondary schools in German-speaking
cantons of Switzerland, for instance, states that edu-
cation for sustainable development aims at develop-
ing the competences required to understand links
between different phenomena like global warming
and food production, to find one’s own place in soci-
ety, and to become actively engaged in promoting
a sustainable world (D-EDK, 2014). Nevertheless,
based upon our experiences, the conviction that
learners need to be brought to appreciate the “right”
values and to behave and act “correctly” still prevails.

2 UNESCO conceptualises global citizenship education as an umbrella
concept that embraces several adjectival educations such human
rights education, intercultural education, and citizenship education.
Depending on the document, education for sustainable development
is considered to be part of this wider framework (UNESCO, 2014c) or
complementary to it (UNESCO, 2015).
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So why is, in our opinion, the promotion of pre-
defined values so problematic? The academic litera-
ture allows for several approaches to this question.
First, based on the fact that 21%¢ century global issues
have become more and more complex and dynamic,
we must approach them differently than was previ-
ously the case. Ten years ago, the climate crisis for
instance was very different from what it is now - and
so must be our analysis thereof and our reaction to
it. A teaching approach based on pre-defined values
based does not sufficiently reflect this complexity
and dynamics because many global issues relate to
dilemmas (not only personal but also systemic, polit-
ical, material etc.) that cannot be solved through
moral decisions (see below). Rather, we must under-
stand that numerous human and non-human actors
influence global phenomena and that, moreover,
keep changing all the time. Consequently, existing
knowledge, assumptions, values and actions must be
reconfigured and developed further. Furthermore,
another type of values is at stake: While in traditional
education for sustainable development, values advo-
cate agential attitudes, new approaches include val-
ues promoting relational qualities such as reconfigur-
ing triggering relations of learners and other actors.
Relational qualities act then as performative forces,
such as affective interpretations on global issues.

Second, the promise of promoting critical thinking
and transformation is often deceptive, because -
often unconsciously - so called “adjectival educa-
tions” such as peace education, citizenship educa-
tion, human rights education, but also education
for sustainable development have, in fact and quite
often, a paternalistic touch and make emancipatory
learning difficult (Chiew, 2018; Biesta, 2013; Keet,
2012, 2015). Keet (2015) even goes so far as to say that
human rights educators often choose a “declaration-
ist” approach, where human rights are conceived of
and presented as something that everyone has to
strive for a principle that must not be questioned.
However, critical thinking in our understanding
means consequently to blur one’s own boundaries
of how we interpret the world, including values and
norms. It includes scrutinizing all angles and edges
of multiple interpretations without searching for an
answer or solution right away. And it also comprises
the re-configuration of our relational capacities with
all actors involved in a phenomenon. An approach
based on predefined values is therefore not appro-
priate in that it fosters boundaries and tends to per-
petuate precise entities.

Third, we often observe unidimensional approaches
to global phenomena, where the perspective of the
“global South” and other marginalised contexts are
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lacking or at least insufficiently integrated into the
analysis. This could be, in our view, a sign of lacking
willingness to seriously engage with other world-
views, values and experience.

Fourth, decade long scientific discourse on differ-
ences between moral judgment and moral action
have dealt with the question of incongruence
between the two. Kohlberg (1958; 1984) argues
that moral judgment produces moral action and
vice versa. Empiric research refutes this assumption
(Heinrich, 2000). Heinrich (2000) finds that dilem-
mas or power structures often hinder individuals
in exercising moral action. Thus, moral judgement
is not correlatively linked to moral action. Conse-
quently, it cannot be assumed that value-based edu-
cation necessarily leads to correlated action, mean-
ing that value-based teaching would largely miss its
aim to transform. Consequently, values based teach-
ing would not be efficient enough in transforming
the learner’s ability to act. A posthumanist approach
thus would not ask “what is the right thing to do”
but to look at the mechanisms that hinder us to
act, if so. So, the learner would develop a different
understanding of the world and recognize his or her
entanglement and intra-dependence with the non-
human world. The transformation would not be tar-
geted towards specific actions but more holistically
towards long-term engagement and decisions on dif-
ferent levels of life (political, economic, professional
etc.).

Could these be reasons why higher education insti-
tutions do not refer to the concept of education
for sustainable development - except for teacher
training institutions — but rather use phrases such
as ‘“integrating” or “mainstreaming” sustainable
development? In our view, education for sustain-
able development is not bad or wrong in itself. On
the contrary, we cannot avoid addressing important
global challenges in education. But education must
be truly educational in the klafkian sense and be
built on the specific, contextual experience of learn-
ers. Posthumanist approaches have the potential
to contribute to such an education and facilitate
tackling key questions of our times by reconfiguring
values and open spaces for investigation, innovation
and the differencing of viewpoints, among others.

2. Posthumanist reconfigurings

The posthumanist approach contributes to the above-
mentioned problems because it provides relevant
critical lenses and productive alternatives to estab-
lished approaches. If we see global issues as something
that cannot be solved by scientific information and
rationality, knowledge acquisition and targeted moral

education, we must focus on individual processes
and work with real tensions arising from experiences.
For instance, for decades research on mobility learn-
ing of students spending a semester abroad focused
on effects of this experience on intercultural compe-
tence. However, no clear and sound correlation could
be shown in reality (Salisbury, An & Pascarella 2013;
Forsey, Broomhall & Davis 2012; Ecke 2014 and oth-
ers). This is why we started looking at the learning
processes of students, situations that really triggered
their learning, and the subsequent learning outcomes.
Whereas they learned very important things, in many
cases the learning outcomes did not correspond to
what was hoped or expected, that is intercultural
competence. This is how we envisage teaching and
learning: It is not about teaching to achieve a specific
learning outcome, but about an individual process ini-
tiated by real, personally experienced and unpredicta-
ble tensions and trigger situations. Our task then is to
support student in working with these tensions and
triggers and in exploring what they do to him or her.

In the following, we present four aspects of recon-
figuring education for sustainable development,
which we find crucial for developing a concept that
offers transforming qualities to teaching and learn-
ing towards a more sustainable future: 1) Content-
based critique; 2) Considerations about mechanisms
of change and mutation; 3) Pedagogical considera-
tions; 4) Leaning and teaching propositions. Each of
the aspects focuses on specific questions relevant for
educating sustainable development issues. The con-
tent-based critique focuses on human-nature rela-
tions; mechanisms of change and mutation consider
subjective identity development; pedagogical con-
siderations take into account two operators in order
to redefine teaching and learning settings; learning
and teaching propositions offer the basis for plan-
ning and designing teaching and learning settings.

2.1. Human-nature relations and posthumanist critique
One of the central points of critical posthuman-
ism is its call for decentering the human. This call
is based on a criticism of humanism, which is as old
as humanism itself. This criticism addresses several
questions that are relevant for education for sus-
tainable development because they tackle human-
nature relations. Among others, humanist views are
criticized for their hierarchical nature in that humans
are seen as the supreme beings on the planet, supe-
rior to all other beings (Baab 2013, 108f.). In this view,
the unique human mind becomes the central value
for all existing entities. This hierarchical view is linked
to another point of criticism towards humanism,
the dualism of the human-nature divide. Humani-
tas (rationality, love, justice) and animalitas (drive,
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instinct, bestiality) are clearly separated and exiled
in their respective territorialized region, the human
on the one hand, nature on the other. Philosophers
like Stirner and Schopenhauer, criticizing this divide,
pleaded instead for a third dimension that integrates
the two by anchoring the human decision in the nat-
ural world (Baab, 2013, 110).

Regarding its implications on debates on sustain-
ability, this hierarchical view allows to sustain the
idea of a right of human control over nature and
an exacting attitude that degrades nature to being
a deliverer of goods and resources. In both educa-
tion and politics this attitude can imply perspectives
like categorizing species into those that are worthy
of protection as they stick out because of their rare-
ness, profitability, utility, cuteness, and so on, and
those not worthy of protection. For instance, plants
and animals are not seen as having a right to exist on
its own. In education, the issue of protection is usu-
ally linked to arguments of utility or profitability. The
human-nature divide on the other hand results from
lack of understanding of how humans are entangled
with the non-human world and that their bodily
(natural) existence is intra-connected with mind and
environmental surroundings at the same time. By
decentering the human and by abandoning binary
thinking, posthumanist theory tries to redefine the
understanding of the relation between human and
nature (and all other beings). The human relation to
the world is described as a multilateral and recipro-
cal network of entangled elements, human and non-
human actors, which together configure the dynamic
realities and phenomena of our lives.

The implications of this critique for education
for sustainable development are quite obvious. A
human-nature divide and a superiority approach to
human-nature relations creates an environmental
stewardship attitude and an undifferentiated view of
the humans as the primary agents of change (Tay-
lor 2017). By decentering the human, posthumanist
approaches to education for sustainable develop-
ment therefore offer the option of thinking human-
nature relations in a new way. To be able to do this,
binary thinking must be replaced with thinking in
networks and dynamic human-non-human rela-
tions. We could call this an alliance approach as it
tries to tackle sustainability issues as a reciprocal
and entangled process. In education, the task will
be to show students how they are entangled with
their non-human world and how this world is act-
ing upon them. Recognizing non-humans as agents
equally able to act and to have a right on their own
to exist changes the attitude towards nature and sur-
roundings in general. Ideas about this entanglement
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develop from first hand experiences, from mutual
improvement and exchange that is from innovation.
This new critical thinking provided by posthumanist
theory reaches beyond pre-existing concepts, defi-
nitions and static knowledge. It explores our own
conceptions of our relations with nature and the
non-human world in general and offers to define this
relation in a new way.

2.2. Subjective identity development
Another critical focus of posthumanism is the Car-
tesian dualism of human-nature divide, which sepa-

_rates mind and body from each other. From this point

of view, the mind is distant and independent of the
environment and body, which allows the human to
acquire autonomy over thought and action and, as a
result, to act rationally (McCormack, 2018). Aware-
ness and self-consciousness, two capacities highly
promoted in education for sustainable develop-
ment, are products of this paradigm insofar as they
are constructed through the abstraction of thought.
Traditionally, education for sustainable development
operates with some sort of enlightening paradigm of
factual based rationality, acquired through scientifi-
cally proved facts and cognitive understanding, all of
which is meant to lead to an action causing aware-
ness. However, public and political discourse suggest
that this might not be the case. Decades of scientific
research on climate change, for instance, produced
enough evidence that climate change is due to human
action and a reality. Nevertheless, actions of indi-
viduals, politics, institutions, economy and so on do
not (yet) work seriously and effectively towards the
rationally appropriate end. In his book “Why we disa-
gree about climate change”, Mike Hulme, a geogra-
pher and decade-long researcher on climate change,
develops this argument against the idea of individu-
als as the major agents of change. Individual action is
mostly not exclusively based on rationality, precisely
because this rationality does not exist independently
of the material world. Fichter & Clauser (2013) dem-
onstrated in their book about diffusion pathways
of “green” innovations that successful innovation is
linked to very practical needs of individuals and the
degree of material operationalization. E-vehicles, for
instance, were not quickly diffused because of a lack
of charging infrastructure, a non-human actor in this
phenomenon, and not the lack of will or insight of
consumers. And we all know from personal experi-
ence how large the gap between knowing and acting
can be when we think about air travels.

This problem could be called the “entanglement
problem”, stressing that action is more a question
of changing properties and capacities of participat-
ing (human and non-human) agents than a question
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of cognition. Posthumanist approaches therefore
focus on values that aim at changing properties and
capacities of human and non-human agents in the
network constituting a phenomenon. Consequently,
we must look differently at the development of our
minds and stop seeing it as something that estab-
lishes and generates actions independently of intra-
action with material actors. Also, we must abandon
the conviction that teaching values and norms and
creating awareness and consciousness can suffi-
ciently change the manifold and dynamic networks
of human-nature relations. Manuel Delanda’s (2006)
assemblage theory offers us a posthumanist model of
how subjective identities are (re-)configured. We use
this model to understand how pedagogical methods
can be reshaped so as to support our students in re-
configuring human-nature relations.

Delanda’s theory is based on empiricist epistemology.
Impressions of bodily experiences directly configure
meaning in the individual. Meaning therefore is not
something independent of the body and the sur-
rounding, but anchored in the physical realities in and
outside the body and experiences. Our own research
on learning assemblages showed that students’
meaning-making is reconfigured when motives and
passions get triggered by situational experiences tied
to local material realities. So, the aim of such a post-
humanist pedagogical approach would be to design
learning settings for students that impliate them
in trigger-sensitive material situations. This implies
that we must know the passions and motives of stu-
dents regarding the issues. We can do that by follow-
ing Mike Hulme in his argumentation that climate
change is more an idea than a problem. Pedagogi-
cally, this means that we work with students on their
ideas about the chosen issues in order to take them
on an explorative journey to the important questions
of our time. So, the focus would not lie on delivering
knowledge and acquiring skills, awareness and values,
but rather on exploring different ideas, asking crucial
questions and to release reconfiguring tensions lead-
ing to mutation through material experiences.

2.3. Posthumanist pedagogy

Posthumanist pedagogy offers concrete concepts on
how to do this. Diffraction and deterritorialization,
two core terms in posthumanist terminology, have
been described thoroughly as pedagogical tools by
Bayley (2018).

Bayley (2018) describes diffraction as a means to
work with questions about effects that differences in
a phenomenon have. A cognitive approach of talking
about different understandings of the term nature
for instance would be interesting but not transform

the relational connectedness between human and
nature. It would certainly have fostered an increased
understanding about different attitudes in order for
the learners to reflect about their own concepts but
not lead to substantial and mutational co-configura-
tion of those relations. Instead, we should ask what
different concepts of nature mean for everyday life
and how it affects our relation with non-humans.
So, the diffractive tools help students to break up
binary thinking that is omnipresent in global ques-
tions like sustainable development. Human-nature,
north-south, east-west, good consumer-bad con-
sumer, protagonist-antagonist, protector-protége,
active-passive and so on will not be deconstructed in
order for learners to reconstruct dichotomies in their
existing and delimited spheres. Dichotomies will be
diffracted by differencing disparities that is looking
at effects that disparities have on the phenomenon
in question. This helps students to understand what
it means to reproduce existing dichotomist thinking
but also to reconfigure relations in order to change
effects in an existing phenomenon. For instance,
student experiences abroad often deal with the
comparison of different educational systems. But
these comparisons based on dichotomic categories
encourage thinking in terms of right and wrong ways
of doing things and foster a judgmental attitude.
They do not enhance deeper understanding of why
systems have been developed the way they have. Dif-
ferencing helps to explore practices in a critical way
and to acquire transformative instead of reconfirm-
ing knowledge. Relating to nature, by differencing
instead of contrasting and reflecting we gain deeper
connection to what difference means for configuring
our relations with nature. Students can thus recon-
nect to a different attitude towards nature by physi-
cally experiencing the effects of this different human-
nature relation.

Deterritorialization enables students to break up
boundaries and to move beyond current concepts
and ideas. It is the innovative part in posthuman-
ist pedagogies so to speak. It aims at reconfiguring
knowledge as a process of constant development,
performed within social, material, political and dis-
cursive elements. Knowledge is used as a performa-
tive force that leads the learner towards new ground.
The idea of knowledge in posthumanist pedagogy
distances itself from the traditional, representative
form of knowledge as something that can be accu-
mulated as a fixed entity. Rather, the posthumanist
concept of knowledge uses the rhizome metaphor
orginally developed by Gilles Deleuze according to
which knowledge and the phenomenon it refers to
are the same. The moment of description, measure-
ment or debate causes the respective phenomenon,
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and every performance produces new and differ-
ent knowledge. This implies a paradigmatic shift in
education for sustainable development in that sus-
tainable development is not taught in posthuman-
ist pedagogy but caused. This concerns all aspects
of education for sustainable development, including
skills and values. By causing through deterritorializa-
tion, we address directly the problem of imposing
predefined values and norms that are insensitive of
context and material intra-connectedness. Socio-
material forms of learning, most importantly liquid
learning and communal learning, give us another
methodological basis for realizing this basic para-
digm.

2.4. Socio-material learning

Estrid Serensen (2009) provides empirically devel-
oped forms of socio-material learning in order to
frame practical realizations of posthumanist teach-
ing and learning. She distinguishes different forms of
knowledge, learning and teacher-student relations as
well as space related questions.

In her research, Sarensen describes traditional under-
standings of teaching and learning as representative
knowledge, a form of knowledge that is reproduc
ible independently of participating actors. Knowl-
edge content is reproducible because it is clearly
demarcated by representations such as measure-
ments, texts, illustrations, laboratory experiments,
exemplary demonstrations or material manifesta-
tions of clearly defined fact-based realities. This type
of knowledge can be accumulated in the learner,
the teacher-learner relationship is realized through
expert-novice authority and it can be evaluated,
tested and transferred.

In contrast to this traditional form of knowledge,
Serensen presents two other forms of knowledge
that are relevant for our purposes. First, liquid knowl-
edge is a form of knowledge that cannot be repro-
duced but aims at mutating the learner. Mutation is
seen as a unique process that cannot be reproduced.
Knowledge is not seen as a testable entity but as a
process of mutation. Students are confronted with
triggering places, objects and events and put into
a situation that forces them to steer their learning
process based upon their own motives and passions.
The learning space has no clear boundaries in that
it cuts across and absorbs parts of different places.
Relations in the learning space are constantly chang-
ing. Components affect each other in various ways
and over time.

Second, Serensen describes a form of knowledge that
she calls communal knowledge. Communal knowl-
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edge is realized through extending experiences and
sharing them with others. A group of students has
a communal experience in a closed space and with
predefined materials. An object forms the centre of
an experience and configures common relations of
the participants with the object. This sharing of rela-
tions with the object causes the foundation for the
communal experience. It provides the floor for co-
authorship of new experiences and freeing up of rigid
meanings. For both forms of learning, the teacher-
learner relationship is some sort of facilitator/activist
- co-activist/co-author relationship.

In the following, we will use an example of our own
experience with posthumanist approaches to illus-
trate how they might be implemented in practice to
enhance mutational teaching and learning.

3. Promising experiences

Since 2016, the University of Teacher Education
Lucerne has conducted a bilateral project with a
teacher education institution in Yaoundé, Cameroon.
The aim of the project was to bring together future
teachers of Switzerland and Cameroon to experience
the phenomenon of deforestation in both countries,
so that they could subsequently develop teaching
materials to be used in both contexts. The core of
this project were two study visits, one with Swiss stu-
dents and lecturers traveling to Cameroon and one
where their Cameroonian peers came to Switzerland.

What was different about the approach from other
experience based approaches like Dewey'’s project
approach or Lave and Wenger’s situated learning is
that those older approaches design their activities
towards a clearly stated aim or practice. Posthu-
manist pedagogies in contrast focus on the learn-
ing process itself and do not clearly define a specific
aim or means to acquire it. Unlike Dewey’s approach,
posthumanist pedagogies do not focus on scientific
methods or scientific contents in order to acquire
skills to tackle predefined problems of life. And
unlike Lave and Wenger it is not about an expert
— novice relationship where concrete practices are
learnt. Our approach aimed at engaging students
in unforeseen learning processes that they steered
themselves according to their passions, the materials
acting upon them and their multiple relations with
humans and non-humans in the field.

To get to this point, we used a form of liquid learning
where the aim is to engage students in processes that
trigger their passions related to the issue of defor-
estation. For instance, we went to visit the Baka,
an indigenous people living in the rain forest. The
village in the woods, a place with huts, fires, story
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tellers, food, music, dance, rain, smoke, people, stu-
dents, colleagues, professors, the chief of the village,
toilets, decorations, smells, and other active actors
engaged students in a different reality. Where, how
and with whom they established relations was up
to them and their personal interests and passions as
well as to materials and events (smoke) that affected
them. The students documented individual learning
processes in diaries, talks, actions, photos and so on.
There was no reflection about experiences but dif-
fraction in the sense that the students discussed the
effects that the different experiences had on their
own learning processes.

This process helped to develop a so-called third way,
which neither consists in simply combining two
perspectives, nor in applying a universal concept.
Instead, the individual experience of each single par-
ticipant contributed to developing new knowledge
and innovative analyses of the phenomenon. Own
experiences were deterritorialised through engage-
ment and being part of unforeseen activities that
sometimes seemed to be of no relevance to them at
first sight.

The meaning and role of single events, places or
objects can be well illustrated by the fire, which was
lit at dawn and kept burning during the entire night.
While at first everyone stayed outside discussing, eat-
ing, making music, and dancing, the smoke became
so stinging that people started moving into the lit-
tle huts made of wood and leaves so as to protect
their eyes. This led to discussions about why the fire
was important, about the fact that some Baka men
stayed up all night to protect the community, and
about how very simple and small huts were sufficient
to provide protection from the smoke. The fire, the
smoke and the huts thus became important material
actors that influenced the events of the evening and
thus the learning process of students and learners
Post-experience interviews showed that students
engaged in a process of diffraction and deterritori-
alisation. Being exposed to different perspectives
and realities led them to reevaluate and rearrange
their views on deforestation, indigenous peoples and
the role of tradition. In this learning setting, we did
not ask “what would be the right thing to do”, but
looked at different factors that influence the actions
of the different actors. The learners thereby develop
a different understanding of the world and recognize
their eritanglement and intra-dependence with the
non-human world

In this example, the visit to the Baka was a triggering
event with the forest being a triggering place.. The
learning process was purposely left open as much as

possible with students deciding themselves what to
learn and how to do it. Sensatory and affective expe-
riences were just as important as cognitive thinking.
Students and lecturers went through a process of
mutation and mutual learning, in which their knowl-
edge and values were diffractioned, reassembled and
reconfigured. Prior understandings, assumptions
and prejudices were deterritoralised and different
experiences and exchanges lead to the creation of
new knowledge. The transformation was thus not
targeted towards specific actions but more holisti-
cally towards long-term engagement and decisions
on different levels of life (political, economic, profes-
sional etc.).

4. Going ahead

This very brief overview of posthumanist pedagogy
and, somewhat more specifically, socio-material
learning, aimed at opening up thinking about muta-
tive learning in formal education. It is a starting point
for establishing new ways of learning without rigidly
adhering to presented concepts. As posthumanist
thinking aims at blurring boundaries and at facili-
tating out of the box thinking, the same approach
should also guide us in our effort to find new ways
of realizing mutation and extension of experience in
our students. We should creatively experiment with
liguid and communal forms of knowledge. A main
focus would be to shift our perception of knowledge,
of the roles of teachers and students and of learning
spaces and activities. We should think in learning as
processes where the focus is not on testable knowl-
edge and skills or pre-defined norms and values, but
on innovative creation of new knowledge and values.
The trust in students and their ability to entangle and
manage learning processes is crucial for this paradig-
matic shift. Our trust in our own ability to work with
adequate trigger situations is another key factor.

Following up on our critique towards the way edu-
cation for sustainable development is often imple-
mented, it is important to stress that reconfiguring
values does not mean that values are not important
in education or that we are in favour of values-free
education - if such an education is ever possible. On
the contrary, values and an in-depth engagement
with them are an inherent part of any education that
“yearns to be educational” (Keet, 2012, p. 22). What
counts is that we acknowledge that values - just like
knowledge — are liquid and entangled with other
human and non-human factors.

In practice, this is easier said than done. Posthuman-
ist teaching requires that the teacher goes through a
paradigmatic shift in his or her own thinking, to let
go of his or her role as an expert who is in charge of
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the students’ learning process, and to accept learn-
ing outcomes that might be surprising. Based on our
experiences with our Cameroonian partners, we are
currently developing a toolbox that will help future
teachers develop their own teaching settings which
approach global challenges through a posthumanist
lens and by applying posthumanist pedagogies.

5. Conclusion

Departing from the human-nature relation as a cen-
tral question for education for sustainable devel-
opment, differences between the two above-men-
tioned positions can be summed up as follows:

Relations Stewardship Alliance approach

approach

Human-nature | Superiority, divide | Equality, entanglement

Mind-body Cartesian dualism, | Entanglement, empiricist
cognitive

Change-actor | humanist decentralized

Value-objective | agential properties and capacities

of network, relations

The diffractive lens helps us uncover the effects of
these properties in teaching sustainability. The rela-
tional qualities affect the way we deal with complex-
ity and dynamics, critical thinking and the integra-
tion of multiple viewpoints, most importantly the
ones from the Global South. Understanding complex
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Stellenausschreibung - Poste a pourvoir

Professor or Assistant Professor (Tenure Track] of Physics of Soils
and Terrestrial Ecosystems

The Department of Environmental Systems Science (www.usys.ethz.ch) at ETH Zurich invites applications for
the above-mentioned position focusing on (1) physical processes controlling water, energy, and/or mass
fluxes in the subsurface and (2] their implications for biogeochemical processes, organisms and/or
ecosystems. Candidates are expected to pursue a system-oriented research program linking physical and
biological processes across a range of scales. A focus on forest systems and forested landscapes is
particularly welcome.

The successful candidate is expected to have a strong background in soil physics, physical hydrology,
geophysics, or related fields, to have an international track record in research (commensurate with the
career stage), and to be a motivated and effective teacher. Teaching duties will include introductory and
advanced-level courses in soil physics and environmental physics. In general, at ETH Zurich undergraduate
level courses are taught in German or English and graduate level courses are taught in English.

The level of the appointment will depend on the candidate’s career track and qualifications. Assistant
professorships have been established to promote the careers of younger scientists. ETH Zurich implements
a tenure track system equivalent to other top international universities.

Please apply online: www.facultyaffairs.ethz.ch

Applications should include a curriculum vitae, a list of publications, a statement of future research and
teaching interests, and a description of the three most important achievements. The letter of application
should be addressed to the President of ETH Zurich, Prof. Dr. Joél Mesot. The closing date for applications
is 15 September 2019. ETH Zurich is an equal opportunity and family friendly employer and is responsive to
the needs of dual career couples. We specifically encourage women to apply.
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