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Education against Catastrophe

The Terror of the Future and Hope in the Now

Joris Vlieghe, Piotr Zamojski*1

Abstract
In this article we primordially want to develop what it means to 

educate in a time of pending ecological catastrophe, i.e. when we have 
to educate within a particular temporal framework which prevents any 
hope for a better future. This brings us to investigate the interrelation 
between how we think about the meaning of education and how past, 
present and futurity have been experienced in what we discern as the 
Modern, the post-Shoa and the contemporary post-hope era. With the 
aid of the work of Bruno Latour, we advocate study practices that are 
fully devoted to the ‘here and now’ as an adequate answer to the chal-
lenge that we are presently confronted with.
Keywords: ecological catastrophe; time and education; studying; 

hope; Adorno; Latour.

The issue we deal with in this article concerns the interrelation be-
tween education and time, which we develop in a double direction. On the 
one hand, we want to draw attention to the historicity of education, i.e., 
the fact that depending on historical conditions, education is positioned 
against a different context, and hence it is differently grasped. With the 
advent of a new era, the Anthropocene, in which our historical conditions 
have changed fundamentally and overnight, we want to pose a question of 
how we can understand education within this new context. On the other 
hand, time plays a crucial role in the analysis we present here, as we will 
show that the notion of education is intimately connected with the way 
we relate to our past and our future. Education, at least since Modernity, 
is defined by orienting those involved (teachers, students, generations) in 
relation to the fact that we are the inheritors of a past, as well as precursors 
of a future yet to come. The problem is, however, that today – facing the 
already present and the upcoming consequences of the climate change – it 
is rather impossible to hold on to this Modernistic time-frame imaginary 
of progress any longer.

*1	 Katholieke Universiteit Leuven (Belgium), University of Gdańsk (Poland).
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In order to address this issue, we shall first give an account of the origin 
of the Modern temporal imaginary of education and what it essentially 
involves. Second, following Adorno, we will turn to the transformation 
of this way of framing by positioning education against a past catastro-
phe (i.e. the Shoah). We will argue that, although Adorno is the first to 
give a significant twist to the understanding of education in terms of pro-
gress, the position he develops is still within the confines of this Modern 
‘paradigm’. Third, in order to understand the impact of the advent of the 
Anthropocene as the current context for grasping education, we will build 
on Derrida’s analysis of the meaning of a catastrophe to come. And finally, 
following Latour, we shall make an attempt to bring forth an affirmative 
stance towards education in this current context.

1. Towards the future

What needs to be stressed at the beginning of our argument is that the 
deep interwovenness between education and history is itself a historical 
phenomenon. This is, there was a time when education was not essentially 
tied to a sense of times coming and going and of being always situated in 
historical time. In his book Forgotten Connections, Klaus Mollenhauer 
(2013) makes exactly this point when he calls the era preceding Modernity 
the age of ‘presentation’ (as opposed to the age of ‘representation’, i.e. the 
time of Modernity). In the Medieval, agrarian, fideist and hierarchically or-
ganized society, the phenomenon education boiled down to a mere initia-
tion in existing ways of living one’s life in a thoughtless and non-systematic 
manner. Children lived and worked together with their parents and so they 
became gradually socialized into the habits, language, profession and class 
of their parents. This was meant to go on, and as such, if there is an issue of 
time at stake here, time is fully defined in a cyclical way. However, a sense 
of things evolving through time and over generations, the promise of a new 
or better future, was lacking.

According to Mollenhauer (Ibidem), all this alters radically in the short 
period around the transition from the 15th to the 16th Century in Europe. 
Important factors that explain this rash alteration are, amongst other things 
new spatial arrangements. For instance, instead of receiving one’s educa-
tion as an apprentice in the presence of parents (often, literally, on the fields 
or in a workshop), more and more children had to leave their homes and 
were sent to a special place, meant for learning and run by people who 
were specialized in teaching: the school. At the same time the world was 
no longer offered to the newcomers in a direct way; instead the relation 
to the world was, from now on, to be mediated by pedagogical materials, 
such as handbooks. Consequentially, at school the world got represented, 
which also came with the duty of the older generations to make a selection 
of which materials to offer and in which order. The most famous textbook 
from those days that offers such a ‘complete’ and well-ordered view of the 
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world, is Comenius’s book Orbis Sensualium Pictus (1658), a handbook 
that contains 150 woodcuts, all accompanied by an index, and that claims 
to cover all relevant spheres of knowledge.

What we want to stress here most of all is that this transition also entails 
a radical shift in how – from this moment – on time is sensed, and how 
linear time has started to matter educationally. This is, first, because – for 
the first time – the new generation is allowed to experience itself as a new 
generation: because they receive their education isolated from their fam-
ily background and in relation to a full picture of the world, it becomes 
conceivable that they break with the habits and ambitions of their parents, 
develop new interests, discover unforeseen aspects of reality, and start in 
original ways with the world (see Masschelein & Simons, 2013). As such, 
the cyclical view of time was broken and substituted with a profoundly 
historical sense of time: it becomes possible to regard existing ways of do-
ing and of conceiving of the world as belonging to the past (that is really 
past and will not return, unless we explicitly wish so); likewise, it becomes 
possible to look at ourselves and the world as radically alterable: things 
can profoundly change. As the future is concerned, there is no necessity.

Interestingly this discovery of the fact that we are situated against a past 
that can be taken into new directions into the future, was interpreted in 
a specific way. So, second, since the dawn of Modernity the flux of time 
has been rendered as a particular story of hope and progress in which we 
linearly and steadily evolve towards a more desirable future, defined as 
prosperity for all. Again, this is clear from the work of Comenius, where 
we can find what could be called a default position thinking about educa-
tion and time, a picture that informs much of our discussions, also today, 
about the meaning of education.

More precisely, in his introduction to Pampaedia Comenius (s.d.), again, 
gives a clear account of this modern account of education: if we aim to 
achieve universal happiness and prosperity, we need to teach all people to 
use the light of reason they are equipped with (but don’t know yet how to 
use correctly). The counterpart of this, as often depicted by moralist paint-
ers, is a society of fools: a most violent, miserable, and painful surrounding 
to lead our lives in. The point being, however, that, foolishness is not a ne-
cessity – it is a condition that can, and therefore must be overcome by edu-
cation. People can change for the better, because everyone is able to rely on 
sound judgment – people just need to be taught to do so. The adagium that 
captures this utterly optimistic view perfectly reads Omnes Omnia Omni-
no. This literally means that everyone (omnes) can be instructed to achieve 
all relevant knowledge (omnia) so that the brightest future is within reach, 
i.e. one that comes with the total development of our capacities (omnino).

This most lucid account – of what Comenius also calls universal edu-
cation – can be found later on in a more sophisticated form in Kant’s 
(1982) views on education, and also – especially – in his interventions in 
political philosophy (What is enlightenment?[Kant, 1970] and Perpetual 
peace [Kant, 1795]). Humans are born immature, but this is not our voca-
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tion. Even from birth, we are already potentially reasonable creatures, and 
therefore we are able to use reason and live according to its rules. Whether 
or not we will achieve a prosperous future all depends on the effort we 
undertake as educators, on the laborious establishment of a reading public, 
a culture of Enlightenment, and hence on encouraging (young) people to 
put effort in learning to use the faculty of reason, and then to have courage 
and strength to always use it.

Where in early Modernity the possibility of a rupture with one’s prede-
termined fate (i.e. being socialized into the ways of one’s parents) became a 
goal to strive to, in Kant (1982) this idea gets a strong foothold, as it is now 
founded on the certainty of a universally shared capacity to reason. Hence, 
regardless of one’s social background and the social expectations that go 
with it, everyone can become someone else – as long as we regard ourselves 
as autonomous subjects that are only subordinated to the law of our own 
making, the law of reason. There are no ontological barriers for anyone to 
achieve this. Once more, all depends on effort, i.e. the educational effort of 
learning to use one’s reason well.

All this comes again with a particular temporal imagery: the past ap-
pears as a ‘backward’ period that we need to break away from in view of 
the much desired movement forward towards an ascertained brighter fu-
ture to be accomplished when each and everyone will be taught the proper 
way, viz. when we all finally will learn to use our reason. Every sign to the 
contrary, e.g. when people respond irrationally, is ipso facto an additional 
‘proof’ of this doctrine: their lack of Enlightenment, interpreted as being-
stuck in parochial and ‘backward’ beliefs, demands even more educational 
effort. Inversely, this also means that we are constantly on our way to-
wards an ideal we probably never fully will realize. 

This story is at the very core of the progressive imagery in education: 
presently, we are not yet ‘there’. The world now is still at a distance from the 
set ideal, but it feels like it only requires a bit more patience so that, when we 
will teach everyone to follow their reason, we will find ourselves in the best 
of all possible worlds, where we will all enjoy eternal peace in the kingdom 
of ends (Reich der Zwecke). Progress seems to function in the same way 
that the transcendental or regulative ideas in Kant’s account of knowledge 
constitution do.1 It could be said that our educational efforts imply and rest 
on the idea of Progress, which structures and orients upbringing, but here it 
regards a regulative idea as well. That is why empirical falsifications of this 
idea (we try and do our best, but so often always fail) do not discourage us: 
we simply cannot conceive of education without hoping for progress, it be-
ing a transcendental ground (an a priori condition of possibility).

1	 These ideas, e.g. the notion that there is a unified world hold together by causal laws 
that apply without exception, make epistemologically valid judgments possible, but are 
themselves not a matter of knowledge, as we have no access to the world as such: these 
ideas give structure to everything we know and give us a much needed orientation, but 
they remain just ideas in the end.



Education against Catastrophe – J. Vlieghe, P. Zamojski 47

2. Never again

However, it seems that since Kant’s days this ground has sunk away un-
der our feet. Despite the attraction that this imagery has had over Western 
imagination, to the extent that it is normally never questioned, much of 
the post-Second World War Educational Theory should be understood as a 
response to the serious crisis that the extermination camp atrocities caused 
to the almost self-evident character of this story. It is simply no longer rea-
sonably acceptable to orient ourselves in terms of progress. 

After all, only shortly after the end of the War the reading public of the 
West discovered the Shoah. This genocide was surely not the first one in 
history, and hence the indignation didn’t concern so much the undeniable 
cruelty or scale of this atrocity. That the Holocaust became an inescapable 
point of reference in as good as all spheres of our lives (in art, music, po-
etry, the humanities, as well as in politics) for the decades to come stems 
from the fact that it precisely concerned well educated people who have 
created and designed these death factories. Auschwitz (being the symbolic 
name for this event) was not possible outside of Western civilisation, as 
Bauman (1989) claims. To make this event come true, people of the West 
used all their knowledge, all the technical means available, all the resources 
this ‘civilisation’ developed. And this mass mobilization of intellectual and 
cultural resources included the so highly acclaimed universities (with all 
their liberties, after the Humboldtian reform plan). Hence, the Shoah was 
not brought forth by uneducated savages, but precisely by civilised, culti-
vated, and reasonable citizens of one of the most developed countries then, 
with the greatest composers, philosophers and poets, and with the best and 
most advanced educational system. 

In German educational theory this more or less issued two kinds of 
reaction. The first one entailed a complete loss of faith in education, as 
evidenced by the anti-authoritarian and even anti-pedagogical movement 
(Bott, 1971), holding education as such responsible for the irrational 
though organized outburst of cruelty. Only when the new generation is 
completely left to grow and develop itself without any interference by an 
older generation that desires to show them the way and to educate them, 
there is hope again for a truly humane future2. But this never became the 
dominant perspective. So, the more dominant position still endorsed edu-
cation as a worthwhile human endeavour. Admitting that education can 
be designed and performed in a way that causes in people the readiness to 
take part in radical evil, it can nevertheless be practiced differently and ac-
tually prevent people from doing wrong. Hence the famous call by Adorno, 
who we regard as the most consequent defender of this second position: 

2	 If not we will only repeat again the sins of our fathers, and we will forever live in a 
world with violence and oppression. In fact, this comes down to accepting a pre-Mod-
ern, cyclical view on time (and education) again.
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The premier demand upon all education is that Auschwitz not happen 
again. It’s priority before any other requirement is such that I believe I need 
not and should not justify it. […] Every debate about the ideals of education 
is trivial and inconsequential compared to this single ideal: never again 
Auschwitz. (2004a: 191)

Our point is not so much that Adorno’s ideas (first delivered as a radio 
lecture) directly and vastly influenced educational debates, as that it was 
precisely this call, this new educational imperative, that captures with the 
greatest precision the radical reorientation of the modernist imaginary af-
ter the Shoah: education should not be oriented towards the achievement 
of a better future, rather it should look back at the catastrophe it did not 
prevent from happening, even though it could have done so. As such the 
way of conceiving the relation between education and temporality, which 
is the central issue in this article, undergoes a profound shift. What we 
want to show here is that the implications of such a shift are much far-
reaching than Adorno surmises himself, as Adorno’s pedagogical interven-
tions come down to an at times very pedantic and moralistic approach of 
rendering the common man and woman conscious of their complicity in 
possible forms of systemic injustice, oppression and violence (e.g. by re-
vealing to them their penchant for tribalism and consumerism). In the end, 
when Adorno offers concrete didactical advice, it even seems that he com-
pletely contradicts himself and gives in to the most instrumental account of 
education one can imagine, e.g. when claiming that the already enlightened 
inhabitants of the city need to be sent out to the country side as a kind of 
missionaries to enlighten the peasants that live there:

I will go so far as to claim that one of the most important goals of 
education is the debarbarization of the countryside. […] I could imagine 
that something like mobile educational groups and convoys of volunteers 
could be formed, who would drive into the countryside and in discussions, 
courses, and supplementary instruction attempt to fill the most menacing 
gaps. (Ibid.: 196)

However, on a deeper level, something more important seems at stake, 
viz. that the reorientation of education from the (bright) future to the (cat-
astrophic) past in fact comes with a completely new grasping of education. 
Things don’t stay the way they were. To show this, we need to bring in 
conceptual tools Adorno did not provide himself. We believe that these can 
be retrieved from the philosophical vocabulary developed by Alain Badiou. 

Central to Badiou’s philosophy (2005) is the attempt to conceptualize 
the possibility of radical newness which, in the wake of post-structuralism, 
seems to have become utterly unthinkable (meaning that on an ontologi-
cal plane every occurrence – according to post-structural thought – had to 
be understood in terms of a mere recycling, reshuffling, or displacement 
of pre-existing structures). Hence, Badiou turned to contemporary math-
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ematics for conceptual tools, and more exactly to set theory. He discerns 
a deep analogy between the way in which mathematical objects such as 
numbers can be gathered and ordered in sets, and the way in which we 
compose our communal lives in societies. The point being that both can 
always be composed and ordered in utterly unpredictable ways – ad in-
finitum, without ever coming to a closure. Drawing from this, he develops 
a highly original philosophical discourse to which the event is the central 
notion. An event is something that happens, but that does not fit within 
the logic set by the way in which a particular society is given shape and or-
dered (the given state of things or status quo; or ‘the situation and its state’ 
– as Badiou calls it himself). An event radically unforeseeable: it regards the 
moment that genuine newness comes into existence. There is a time before 
and a time after, so to speak.

Now, an event either remains commonly unnoticed, or it concerns a 
horrifying ungraspable occurrence that yet cannot be ignored (e.g. in the 
case of a revolution). Hence, events aren’t meaningful phenomena in and 
of themselves. They are in need of what Badiou (Ibidem) calls a subject: 
there must be someone or something (e.g. an institution or a movement) 
that takes up the task of pointing to this happening and as such qualifying 
it as an event. This is, showing that and why it concerns something of great 
meaning and giving it a name (e.g. “French Revolution” or “dodecaphonic 
music” – to mention the names of two exemplary events). An event thus 
requires fidelity: the consequences of this event need to be introduced into 
the particularities of our lives. What we do and how we give shape to our 
existence needs to be connected to the event, so that this present existence 
can be ordered differently. We must act in the full realization that things 
have profoundly changed as a result of the event happening. For instance, 
if we acknowledge that the emergence of twelve-tone music was really an 
event, then musicians need to stay faithful to this invention when compos-
ing, but also the listening audience when they try to make sense of these 
utterly new combinations of sounds and acknowledge that, in spite of its 
oddness, it is music too that can be judged as meaningful or beautiful 
(or not). This however does not mean that there exists one, already given 
response we should give to the event. To remain with the same example, 
fidelity to the invention of dodecaphony does not necessarily involve that 
one should stop composing or listening to conventional western music. 
The many ways in which we can be faithful to the event depends on our 
imagination and preferences. But nonetheless, once one has acknowledged 
an event as event, one cannot ignore it and one has to stay faithful to the 
newness it has introduced. 

It might seem strange to refer to Badiou in the context of Adorno’s ideas 
on education, not only because Badiou rarely touches upon the issue of 
the Shoah (he does not use it as an illustration of an event), but also be-
cause other important elements of his work are diametrically opposed to 
Adorno’s philosophy. Whereas the latter (Adorno, 2004b) laid bare that 
genocide is the expression of the totalising rule of identity (i.e. the wish to 
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assimilate all existence so that it fits together and to eliminate what cannot 
fit) and therefore never stopped advocating for unresolvable heterogeneity, 
Badiou (2001) on the contrary has a rather negative attitude towards radi-
cal difference and hence doesn’t shy away from claiming that society needs 
more ‘sameness’ (in the sense that difference is just what is given, whereas 
the living together of people in spite of their differences is the exception to 
the rule, and hence of the nature of the event). This notwithstanding, we 
argue that the framework developed by Badiou is quite helpful for more 
adequately grasping the precise meaning of Adorno’s claims about what 
education after Auschwitz should all be about. To recall, the premier de-
mand upon all educators is that Auschwitz will never happen again (Ador-
no, 2004a). The whole sense of education – its call and fundamental aim 
– is to be defined completely in relation to this past catastrophe. When we 
are seriously conscious of what Auschwitz stands for we cannot but relate 
everything we do as educators to this event. Even when we teach children 
how to solve mathematical equations, we must constantly be aware that 
what we do is never neutral, as it can develop in them an obedient atti-
tude (making mistakes cannot be tolerated, the teacher knows better, etc.) 
which would make them prone to use their knowledge and skills for doing 
or partaking in the most horrific evil.

Auschwitz is the name for the unspeakable and the unthinkable, as Imre 
Kertész (2011: 77) reminds us when he writes “[t]he Holocoust is a val-
ue, because through immeasurable sufferings it has led to immeasurable 
knowledge, and thereby contains immeasurable moral reserves”. Accord-
ing to Adorno, the Shoah is an ultimate point of reference, in relation to 
which our thoughts, actions, intentions, projects and practices, can be con-
sidered as either meaningful or not, justified or not, right or wrong. ‘Not 
to let Auschwitz happen again’ therefore involves full fidelity to the ‘moral 
reserves’ that the Shoah itself brings. This is, we must ask ourselves all the 
time whether what we are thinking, doing and desiring, even if we mean 
it well, does not contain the seed of a new genocide, a new Auschwitz to 
take place, or rather that it contributes to a society in which this event is 
unlikely to happen again. Or, in Badiou’s terms: we constantly need to 
introduce the event in and connect its consequences to our own present.

To secure this last option, however, the past calamity has to be studied. 
In order to be able to stay faithful to its moral reserves, one has to en-
gage with the immeasurable knowledge this event entails. And although 
the daily use of English would prompt us to say that we should ‘learn’ 
from that past catastrophe (as in ‘learning a lesson’) – it would be inap-
propriate to use the word learning, instead of studying, in this context (see 
Biesta, 2006). This is because there aren’t any specific learning outcomes 
that could issue from studying the Shoah. Again, if the challenge in ques-
tion only concerned learning, i.e. to impart the necessary knowledge and 
insight, and to alter behaviour, the we end up with an extremely instrumen-
tal account (to which, as we saw, Adorno himself succumbed when making 
concrete didactical suggestions).
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In order to really study the catastrophic event that defines who we are 
today, what is required is not so much a matter of coming up with final 
answers, as it is a question of cultivating and taking a particular attitude to-
wards the world and our self, a particular hexis that is shaped when study-
ing. There is no well-defined set of knowledge to be obtained that would 
‘do the trick’ and ‘solve the problem’. Rather, as Kertész notes, there is an 
immeasurable knowledge to be discovered, and – as supported by what we 
previously said with Badiou – knowledge that is incommensurate to any-
thing that we knew and know so far. The point is not to create what Badiou 
would call ‘an encyclopaedia of the situation’, an all-encompassing and fi-
nal knowledge that offers the comfort of a total control over the situation. 
Instead what is at stake is what he calls a ‘truth procedure’. We must be will-
ing to take up fidelity to what we have experienced as an event. But, it can 
never be determined beforehand what this fidelity consists of in any positive 
way. The only characterization one can give is a negative one (see Adorno, 
2004b): fidelity always aims at avoiding the Shoah happening again.

In conclusion, this post-Shoah way of conceiving education, as the result 
of a radical temporal reorientation (compared to the transcendental mod-
ernistic idea of education as progress), leaves us at first sight behind with 
little to hope for. What drives us as educators is the fidelity to a past cata-
strophic event, i.e. the unrelenting endeavour to not let it happen again, by 
studying it without any promise of regaining final and knowledgeful con-
trol over our lives. There is no end-product (i.e. a fixed and positive learn-
ing outcome) we confidently can expect to gain from education. Despite 
all this, we argue that this Adornian account in the end remains within 
particularly Modernist confines, in that there is still a strong belief in edu-
cation as a vector of change for the better. There is the vague sense that we 
can do better – and effectively make Auschwitz never happen again – and 
this entails that we take seriously care about education (as opposed to the 
‘anti-pedagogy’ movement that was popular in post-War Germany and 
which we briefly discussed above). For Adorno it is clear that most of our 
educational efforts are ill-conceived (and only contribute to Halbbildung 
[Adorno, 1998]). But, at the same time Adorno’s educational creed is logi-
cally predicated upon the possibility of improvement thanks to education 
(and not thanks to any other cultural or societal force; see “All post-Aus-
chwitz culture, including its urgent critique, is garbage” [Adorno, 2004b: 
367]). Even here the spectre of progress seems to be roaming around. Or at 
least, this unreserved affirmation of the value of education seems to raise 
up a sprinkle of hope at the horizon.

3. The logic of terror

This implicit modernistic assumption seems to have completely and de-
finitively withered away, because today we witness with great acuteness a 
completely new and since Modernity never experienced condition, viz. as 
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a result of the ever increasing impact of climate change, we live in a time 
that seems to be completely without any hope whatsoever. An inevitable 
catastrophe is our sole destiny. Unlike Auschwitz, ecological disaster is 
not a past, but a future catastrophe. Hence, it seems that in the age of 
the Anthropocene, we are forced to reorient education once more. And 
it seems reasonable to assume that our geasping of education is shifting 
substantially too. 

So, what does it mean to acknowledge a future catastrophe as the fun-
damental point of reference for thinking about the meaning of education? 
In order to address this question, we first turn to Jacques Derrida’s reflec-
tions on the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Centre and the Pentagon, so 
as to be able to analyse different possible responses we can give in view of 
sensing with great acuteness a coming apocalypse. He speaks in this regard 
about a “logic of terror”. This might seem surprising at first, as it regards 
a completely different event (terrorism), and obviously 9/11 is a past event 
for sure. And yet, Derrida takes great care to define this tragedy as an event 
that – paradoxically – refers to the future through and through. This is 
clear from the following quote:

Imagine that the Americans and, through them, the entire world, had been 
told: what has just happened, the spectacular destruction of two towers, the 
theatrical but invisible deaths of thousands of people in just a few second, 
is an awful thing, a terrible crime, a pain without measure, but it’s all over, 
it won’t happen again, there will never again be anything as awful as or 
more awful than that. I assume that mourning would have been possible 
in a relatively short period of time. Whether to our chagrin or our delight, 
things would have quite quickly returned to their normal course in ordinary 
history. One would have spoken of the work of mourning and turned the 
page, as is so often done, and done so much more easily when it comes to 
things that happen elsewhere, far from Europe and the Americas. But this 
is not at all what happened. There is traumatism with no possible work of 
mourning when the evil comes from the possibility to come of the worst, 
from the repetition to come – though worse. Traumatism is produced by the 
future, by the to come, by the threat of the worst to come, rather than by an 
aggression that is “over and done with”. What happened, even though this 
has not been said with the requisite clarity – and for good reason – is that, 
for the future and for always, the threat that was indicated through these 
signs might be worse than any other. (Derrida, 2003: 97, italics in original) 

What is crucial to note here is that such a deferral of the real meaning 
of the event is, according to Derrida’s analysis, vital to the way in which 
terrorism affects our world.

An event always inflicts a wound in the everyday course of history, in the 
ordinary repetition and anticipation of all experience. […] the wound 
remains open by our terror before the future and not only the past. […] 
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It is the future that determines the unappropriability of the event, not the 
present or the past. Or at least, if it is the present or the past, it is only 
insofar as it bears on its body the terrible sign of what might or perhaps 
will take place, which will be worse than anything that has ever taken place. 
(Ibid.: 96-97, italics in original)

The very logic of terror is that events that happen now, or that recently 
happened, start to signal something worse still to come, in order to pro-
duce unbridled fear. This past sign is horrific by itself, but is also only an-
nounces something even more hideous we should be constantly reminded 
of and aware of. Importantly, unlike a past event, it is impossible to be 
faithful to a catastrophe to come. A future calamity of such proportions is 
something that paralyzes our reason and common sense, urges us to take a 
defensive position and prompts us to come up with a response as quickly 
as possible. But, as Derrida further notes: 

all these efforts to attenuate or neutralize the effect of the traumatism […] 
are but so many desperate attempts. And so many autoimmunitary move-
ments. Which produce, invent, and feed the very monstrosity they claim to 
overcome. What will never let itself be forgotten is thus the perverse effect 
of the autoimmunitary itself. For we now know that repression in both its 
psychoanalytical sense and its political sense – whether it be through the 
police, the military, or the economy – ends up producing, reproducing, and 
regenerating the very thing it seeks to disarm. (Ibid.: 99)

Returning to our current predicament, a possible explanation is that 
climate change denial is the effect of this autoimmunisation that is con-
stitutive of the logic of terror and that that is also a vital ingredient of 
the contemporary discourse on ecological disaster. We are constantly 
being pushed to panic and to believe that there is no time to waste: we 
have to act now, because the catastrophe is impending, and that what 
is awaiting will be – indeed – gruesome. Hence, if Derrida’s analysis is 
correct, it is exactly because of the apocalyptic tone of the dominant 
discourse that an aggressive autoimmunitary response of resistance and 
denial results. 

It is not our aim in this article to argue for or against Derrida’s posi-
tion. Instead, we think it is more interesting to ask about the meaning of 
reorienting education in view of a future catastrophe, and use some of Der-
rida’s conceptual tools to do so. More exactly, we want to discuss, firstly, 
how what he calls a logic of terror brings forward particular educational 
responses to the contemporary crisis and, secondly, whether or not we can 
go beyond the logic of terror (in the last section).

As to the possible responses, within a logic of terror, i.e. when we have 
the utmost certainty that we are all doomed, we can – inspired by Derrida 
– distinguish three types: an escapist, masochist and alarmistic reaction. 
First, we e could look for ways to not face the threat, to escape from the 
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ultimate catastrophe. We can for instance set all our hopes on a future 
scientific discovery (e.g. new and endless resources of ‘clean’ energy) that 
will save the planet. This way of looking in terms of an escape forward 
actually dovetails with the Modernist idea of progress as discussed in 
the first part of this article. This would, on an educational level, demand 
that we put all our energy in training the new generation to obtain all the 
necessary knowledge and skill to come up with a final and scientifically 
sound answer to our worries. Similarly, but in an opposed direction, we 
could try to escape the real treat by issuing a conservative call to cherish 
what is still left from the old world. However, treasuring something that 
is dying in front of our eyes, instead of taking care of the present world, is 
nothing but turning our eyes away from catastrophe and finding a, escap-
ist hideout in a curriculum that is fully oriented to preserving something 
good from the past.

Second, we can also emphasise the horror that is still to come, try to 
know as much as possible about it and depict it in its most ghastly details. 
This reaction could be termed masochistic, as we are then just revelling and 
gloating in the face of our own misery. But, this response – usually result-
ing from the best of intentions, and often accompanied by a form of self-
accusation and beating ourselves – goes together with a kind of fatalism 
(as we can’t do anything about it) or with a kind of laissez-faire attitude 
(we should let it happen, and when the human species is gone, the earth 
will thrive again). A third response consists of alarmism. This regards an 
anthropocentric reflex urging us to do whatever is in our power to secure 
what is still possible to save so as to preserve as much as we can from the 
world we know. And most of all: to preserve the existence of humankind 
itself. Very shortly put, the educational consequences of the second posi-
tion involve a pedagogy of shaming and hence a moralization of education, 
whereas the third position comes with a total politicization of education: 
a policy aimed at human self-preservation will dictate everything we do as 
educators (see Furedi, 2010).

Any of these three possible responses seem to a certain extent reason-
able to defend and at the same time exaggerated: when we give in to the 
lure of the logic of terror our capacities to invent a sound and coherent 
response to the ultimate threat is eventually paralyzed, either by denial of 
the true problem (and hence focusing on irrelevant or trivial matters) or by 
submitting to despair – and ceasing all hope that education might have any 
significant role to play.

4. Hopeness 

To avoid such despair, a new orientation for education is required. From 
the argument we have been developing thus far, it should be clear that an 
appropriate answer cannot exist in returning to a Modernist approach 
(although it is surprising to see that in existing literature on education 
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for sustainable development [ESD] this is actually the default position3). 
A catastrophic event has suddenly and mercilessly smashed this dream of 
progress to pieces. To a large extent, this situation is not different from 
the one with which German post-War educational philosophy saw itself 
confronted. Hence, we turned to Adorno to show – with the aid of Badiou 
– that we can conceive of a profound faith in education without assum-
ing a progressivist orientation towards a desired more enlightened future: 
it is possible to conceive of educational hope offered by the practice of 
studying an event that forces us to connect it to our own present lives, 
but without ever having any certainty or control over the outcome of our 
studious endeavours.

Nevertheless, it makes an enormous difference whether the horrific event 
is a past or a future one. We can clearly discern the signposts of the event of 
climate change, but it itself is still coming. Therefore, it would be senseless 
to call for studious practices that testify to a fidelity to the event. At the 
same time, if education actually wants to play a role of meaning, we should 
try to bypass the logic of terror and certainly leave aside any unrealistic, 
fatalistic or alarmistic attitude. What we suggest, following some clues de-
veloped in the recent work of Bruno Latour4, is to re-orient education, and 
more precisely to redefine education in terms of study practices that are 
fully concerned with the ‘here and now’. Or to put it with a play of words: 
turning the logic of terror into a terrestrial logic, a way of thinking that is 
entirely earth-bound (terra) and focused wholly on the present.

Latour’s (2017) suggestion, in a nutshell, is that the existing parameters 
against the background of which we used to find orientation (i.e. the Mod-
ernist framework of progress we depicted above) have lost all meaning in 
the face of the ‘intrusion of Gaia’ (Stengers, 2015). We can no longer deny 
our impact as humans on the (by now disastrous) state of the world we live 
on, and neither can we deny that the world responds back on our doings, 
in a unsparing way. Whereas in Modernity, we could upheld the dream 
that humans lived their lives against the background of Nature, seen as a 
mere stage set on which we had to make our progressivist dreams come 
true, today we plainly experience that this stage set has become an actor 
(and more precisely a callous one) in a history of which we, humans, are 
no longer the sole protagonists. The only sound answer we can give to 

3	 The very term ESD itself indicates so, as educational initiatives should become instru-
ments for development. Very precise goals (such as the famous UN sustainability devel-
opment goals or SDGs) are set as crucial objectives to be achieved by the appropriate 
educational means. The relation between education and temporality involved in this 
way of looking remains Modernistic through and through, as it seems that imparting 
the necessary knowledge, skills and values, and fostering ecological or sustainability 
literacy in the new generation will bring about a more desirable future. The transcen-
dental idea of Progress is still in the back here.

4	 To be clear, Latour himself is far from consistent on this matter, as he would defend, form 
a pragmatic point of view, that a thoroughly alarmistic position, the most acute existen-
tial fear, would have much craved for motivating effects (see e.g. Latour, 2017, p. 73).
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this new situation, Latour argues, is to reorient ourselves and find out a 
manner to live well together – in the most broad sense: with the earth and 
all its inhabitants (human and non-human). The underlying idea is that 
the Modernist account, which is in fact a fiction, has prevented us from 
truly inhabiting the earth: inhabitation implies that we strive for a com-
mon existence that is thriving for all beings that are involved – and exactly 
this is a priori excluded within a Modernist world-picture which opposes 
humankind and nature, the first understood as the sole lead character of 
history and as a ruthless exploiter, and the second as a mere stage for hu-
man history and as an inexhaustible resource (Latour, 2018).

In the age of the Anthropocene it has become blatantly clear that this 
world-picture is a fantasy, and a dangerous one. But, interestingly, Latour’s 
message isn’t merely a critical one – rubbing in our faces our complicity in 
the predicament we are in. Instead he actually welcomes the idea that with 
the Anthropocene a new history can begin, one in which we start to relate to 
ourselves, others and the world in such a way that a new sense of temporal-
ity becomes possible (Latour, 2017). But, for this to happen a reorientation 
is required: we need. a new set of coordinates so that we can find orienta-
tion again. No longer should we give shape to our doings in view of the 
impossible future of a universal and abundant prosperity as dreamt of by 
the Modernists. Instead, we should try to land, and live our lives with our 
two feet on the ground: “down to earth” (Latour, 2018). This is, we would 
better start caring about a concrete earthly place, here and now, so that we 
can try – on a small, but realistic and liveable scale – give rise to a thriving 
existence for ourselves and with its human and non-human inhabitants.

This might sound abstract, but what Latour has in mind (Ibidem) are 
existing initiatives called Critical Zone Observatories (CZO). This regard 
a kind of small-scale, bottom-up, collaborative initiatives of people (sci-
entists and citizens alike) to investigate the local environment, i.e. to reg-
ister precisely the present circumstances of this place, to document recent 
changes due to ecological changes, and to become aware of what one can 
do about it. Importantly, this work involves a threefold studious dynam-
ics (see Schildermans et al., 2019), i.e. characteristics of activities that are 
through and through educational (even though Latour doesn’t use this 
term5): first, CZO – studiers really have to spend a lot of time to research 
and map their surroundings – what is at stake is to really get to know one’s 
place, and this involves arresting productive time and loosing time (as op-
posed to the Modernist idea that we should carefully invest our time in 
view of the maximization of outcomes). Second, as a result of their involve-
ment, these studiers also get attached to the piece of earth they inhabit. No 
longer is it an indifferent stage set for their own business, but a place they 

5	 The reason for this being that Latour has a very poor and erroneous understanding of 
(formal) education, viz. drilling information into people’s heads, or at best a pedantic 
activity aimed at converting people for the right cause by revealing to them the state of 
confusion and ignorance they were in before meeting their teacher.
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become attentive for and can care for. Third, these collective investigations 
also engender a sense of community and of potentiality: as a collective of 
students, they might start to sense that there is something they can do so 
as to respond to the situation they are in. The point is to fully embrace, af-
firmatively, what we are able to do here and now.

Hence, Latour offers concrete suggestions of what it is we can do as edu-
cators in a day and age of pending catastrophe without giving in to com-
plete despair. But, more importantly, Latour’s suggestion gives us to think 
about how we can conceive anew of the relation between education and 
time – the central issue in this article. Whereas the orientation point of the 
Modernist educational project is the future, fuelling us with an optimism 
that holds true even in the face of negative experiences that at first sight 
contradict the dream of progress, and the orientation point of the Post-
Shoah view on education is the past, demanding us in a more pessimistic 
vein to stay true a catastrophic event as the only way to meaningfully 
educate today, the educational account that we can draw from Latour is 
fully oriented towards the present, the here and now. If we want to remain 
hopeful and expect from education to make a difference for our lives in 
view of impending tragedy, it is important to study our present and local 
conditions. This will allow for an immanent sense of possibility, i.e. an 
experience of being able to change something (small as it is, and quite me-
diocre in terms of the modernist dream) that brings about hope. This hope, 
however, does not find its ground in the promise of a future still to come 
(or of a past to remember), but is fully an affirmative and experiential cat-
egory that accompanies our studious endeavours here and now. This hope 
is therefore hope-in-the-now – hopeness (Vlieghe & Zamojski, 2019).

5. Studying

Hence, what we have argued for in this article is some kind of faithful-
ness, but not towards a past event or a future idea(l). It would be more 
exact to say that our faith lies with the meaningfulness of education itself 
– that it is worthwhile to educate in spite of an impending catastrophe 
that has irreversibly smashed to pieces the dream of progress. This testifies 
to a hope in the now and it comes with drawing attention to the value of 
studying, even and especially in our day and age. Latour can offer valuable 
guidance here, as what he suggests is that in order to start caring for our 
environment, so as to make the world inhabitable again and to gain a sense 
of potentiality, we have to involve in activities that are fully educational. 
What is required is not so much studying the past or relating to past things 
to pass them over intact into the future, but studying the here and now, and 
what is possible in it. This, of course, doesn’t imply that we have to give up 
traditional educational forms and contents, but that we reorient education 
towards the present world. Studying the world, then, introduces hope in a 
world that seems utterly bereft of it.
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