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Abstract
This comment paper reflects on the challenges and possibilities of interdisciplinary, translocal efforts to create pedagogies 
that invite people to grapple with the foundations of global social and ecological injustice, and the difficulties of transform-
ing them. It begins from a proposition that there is a ‘blind spot’ in analyses that uphold the sustainability of globalized 
capitalism and its interlocking systems of racialized and gendered oppression as a viable form of life. It considers how an 
‘alternative thinking of alternatives’ is being practiced in learning spaces where future-making practices are being developed 
that recognize the harmful effects of this blind spot. It emphasizes the importance of learning from both the successes and 
failures of these efforts. In particular, it identifies common circularities that emerge in alternative spaces that seek to transcend 
complicity in harm and gloss over the difficulties of transformative change. It describes how one collectively approaches 
these difficulties by starting from acknowledging the irreducible complexity and complicity of efforts to ‘gesture’ towards 
future-making practice for viable ecological futures.

Keywords Complicity · Decolonization · Future-making practice · Learning · Modernity

Introduction

Strengthening knowledge about and sensitivity towards the 
violence of climate change in order to slow its accelera-
tion and reduce or reverse its effects is a guiding principle 
of education for ecological justice today. This principle is 
rooted in a belief that organized learning is a tool for social 
improvement and that ‘human beings are malleable, body 
and mind, down to their very instinctual structure’ (Marcuse 
1992). Yet the assumption that people can become ‘con-
scious of their inconclusiveness’ (Freire 2016) does not 
necessarily mean we are open to the kinds of ontological 
changes—in other words, changes to the structure of our 
very modes of existence—that are needed if possibilities 
for radically different futures are to emerge, futures, that is, 
in which no being is threatened with extermination by the 

instrumentalization of life for another’s power and profit, and 
in which future-making practices are oriented not towards 
minimizing risks to this power but towards creating and 
defending life in its diversity. Such learning aims not to help 
us sustain or become resilient within harmful environments 
that are conceived as inevitable, but to generate possibilities 
for fundamentally other ways of organizing life even before 
conditions of possibility for their intelligibility or desirabil-
ity emerge. Such learning diverges from approaches to social 
and ecological justice education that focuses on how to ‘live 
well, without compromising the planet’s continuing ability 
to enable us all to live well’ (Green 2015), or to empower 
‘everyone to make informed decisions for environmental 
integrity, economic viability and a just society for present 
and future generations, while respecting cultural diversity’ 
(UNESCO 2018). It rather invites us to ‘travel together 
differently’ to experiment with thinking and being in not-
yet known ways as part of a planet fighting for survival in 
anticipation of its own death (Andreotti et al. 2018), and to 
practice becoming ‘otherwise’ by embracing ‘forms of life 
that are at odds with dominant, and dominating, modes of 
being’ (Povinelli 2011, 2012).

This paper reflects on two translocal efforts to develop 
this kind of learning practice (with ‘translocal’ referring to 
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activities and processes that take place in multiple localities 
and sometimes at different scales, for example, in a local 
community, a regional artistic collective and the everyday 
practices of an international organization). It begins from a 
proposition that there is a ‘blind spot’ in analyses of social 
and ecological justice that uphold the sustainability of glo-
balized capitalism and its interlocking systems of racialized 
and gendered oppression as a viable form of life. This is 
because, as is increasingly recognized by transdisciplinary 
scholars and activists (Steelman et al. 2018), attempts to 
reduce the injustices of this system while maintaining its 
overall operation do not challenge the underlying logics of 
social organization that are both a major source of social and 
ecological suffering and the conditions of possibility for the 
system itself. These logics are rooted in a number of beliefs. 
One is that human beings are separate from nature and other 
living beings, and that we can instrumentalize both for our 
own profit and survival. The second is that there are natural 
hierarchies and divisions, particularly of race and gender, 
among human beings at local and global levels. The third is 
that understanding the world through rational, conceptual, 
linguistic and scientific (or ‘logocentric’) methods is all that 
is needed to imagine, design and implement policies that 
promote well-being and prosperity (Andreotti et al. 2018; 
Dorling 2010; Santos 2017). The systems of economic, 
political and cultural power that emerge from this logic—
colonial capitalism including ecological exploitation and 
expropriation; patriarchy, white supremacy and the nation 
state; and the dominance of local European epistemologies 
and ontologies over other ways of knowing and being have 
become naturalized realities in everyday life and global gov-
ernance, and are often regarded as the only possible ways of 
organizing collective life today.

Believing that this politically constructed reality is an 
inevitable context for contemporary struggles to realize 
social and ecological justice offers a seductive ‘ontological 
security’ that bestows legitimacy and value upon transform-
ative practices (Stein et al. 2017; Shahjahan and Wagner 
2018). In other words, if we assume that this is the only 
way the world is and the only way it realistically can be, it 
makes sense and feels good to find ways of modifying or 
adapting to it. However, this belief also creates ontological 
‘absences’ that prevent us from learning from other logics 
of social organization, accessing deeper understandings of 
how ‘progressive’ educational practices can reproduce the 
very sources of social and ecological harm they seek to heal, 
and obscure our own complicities in this process (Walton 
2018; Weber 2017). For example, maintaining a ‘human-
centred paradigm of absolute knowability and certainty’ 
(Shahjahan and Wagner 2018) may increase learners’ sense 
of ‘efficacy’ in making changes in their world, but deprives 
them of opportunities to be taught by non-human entities 
and phenomena that cannot be known in this paradigm—as 

recognized by quantum field physicists (Barad 2015), sus-
tainability scientists (Williams 2013) and Indigenous peo-
ples (Ahenakew et al. 2014)—or to develop the wilful endur-
ance needed to participate in processes of emergent learning 
that do not conform to the temporalities of either capitalist 
productivity or activist urgency (Povinelli 2011). Similarly, 
by framing the causes of ecological problems either as 
technical deficiencies that can be solved with better tools 
and strategies (Amsler 2009) or as ‘a lack of knowledge 
and social consensus that can be addressed with more data, 
and more effective communication’ (Andreotti et al. 2018), 
learners may not understand how to engage with the mate-
rial, relational and spiritual injuries of modern power that 
cannot be healed with instrumental knowledge or action. 
And by seeking to make people and all nature ‘resilient’ 
to the vagaries and violence of capitalism, we deny our-
selves opportunities to disinvest from, rather than further 
invest in, social structures that may be ‘dying and need to be 
“hospiced”’ rather than preserved, even when their alterna-
tives are not yet known (Shahjahan et al. 2017). Ultimately, 
educating for social and ecological change within this ‘con-
tracted experience of reality’ (Williams 2013) blocks our 
access routes to the diverse ways of knowing, being and 
making futures—some of which have long been practiced in 
the margins and cracks of the dominant system, and others 
which exist in states of emergence—that expand our imagi-
nation of how collective life is and can be organized (Santos 
2017).

Marcuse argued decades ago ‘that an alternative qual-
ity of life is possible has been proven’ (Marcuse 1992); an 
observation echoed recently in sociologist Boaventura de 
Sousa Santos’ observation that while alternatives to capital-
ist development abound, we lack ‘an alternative thinking of 
alternatives’ themselves (Santos 2016); in particular, one 
that invites unanticipated learning from divergent knowl-
edges and does not rely on the hope for ‘redemption’. Yet he 
has also argued that people of the global North have ‘lost the 
capacity to learn from the experiences of the world’ (Santos 
2016), and that although ‘many non-Western (indigenous, 
rural, etc.) populations of the world conceive of the commu-
nity and the relationship with nature, knowledge, historical 
experience, memory, time, and space as configuring ways of 
life that cannot be reduced to Eurocentric conceptions and 
cultures’, these options are either romanticized as ‘alterna-
tives’ or inaccessible within Eurocentric realities because 
they are considered ‘other’ and therefore irrelevant, or not 
scientifically robust (Santos et al. 2007). Yet even at the 
highest levels of global educational governance, it has been 
recognized that the knowledge and sensibilities of European 
modernity cannot alone address contemporary problems of 
global social and ecological injustice, in part because they 
are implicated in its cause (UNESCO 2005). What pedagogi-
cal practices might reopen these connections, and through 
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them possibilities for contributing to social and ecological 
justice otherwise, in ways that do not simply transfer colo-
nizing modes of hoping (i.e. those that anticipate salvation) 
onto the radical otherwise?

One suggestion is that shifting the geography of learn-
ing—organizing it outside hegemonic institutions and their 
regimes of recognition, worth and value—can create pos-
sibilities for inhabiting other places ‘in geographical, emo-
tional and theoretical terms from where [we] speak’ (Giraldo 
2016). More than a decade ago, Raymundo Sánchez Bar-
raza, coordinator of the Centro Indigena de Capacitación 
Integral in Chiapas, Mexico, argued that ‘what we see is 
that this system has come to an end like others have. Hope, 
therefore, belongs to the resistance, but it is the hope that 
something else is possible…’ (Barraza 2005). This ‘some-
thing else’ is the possibility of dignified and holistic life 
that is not destroyed by the ‘model of profits, marketing, 
exploitation, greed, control [and] contempt for the differ-
ent’. In an effort to foster this ‘something else’, people have 
sought to create educational spaces that exist not to ensure 
the continuous development of destructive social systems, 
but to cultivate non-violent forms of life now regardless of 
‘whether the world is going to survive’ (Barraza 2005). For 
those who have been socialized within mainstream institu-
tions, however, even in these alternative spaces we often 
bring with colonial habits of being that block the potential 
knowing, being, relating and desiring differently. Rather than 
being models of ‘solutions’, these spaces should therefore 
be considered learning experiments that can offer space to 
create something different and opportunities to learn from 
both the successes and failures of these efforts.

Shifts in the geography of learning for alternative social 
and ecological alternatives can be observed globally in the 
emergence and convergence (‘networking’) of learning pro-
jects in which alternative future-making practices are being 
explored. These include many rural and urban programmes 
organized around indigenous knowledges, which are beyond 
the scope of this paper to discuss (EarthCARE Network 
2018). They also include collectives of practitioners from 
diverse contexts such as antiracist and transactivism, the 
arts, community organizing, cooperative education, envi-
ronmental education, healing justice, learning amidst high-
intensity poverty and political struggle, and land-based and 
place-based pedagogies. One example, the global ‘Ecoversi-
ties Alliance’, grew from pollination between projects where 
‘knowledge and learning are not being pursued for profit or 
training for the market’ but ‘nurturing wisdom for people’s 
potential to transform themselves, their communities and the 
places they live in’ (Enlivened Learning 2018; Ecoversities 
2018). Now in its third year, this expanding network attracts 
people who are active not only in ‘critiquing our broken edu-
cation systems but also in cultivating new stories, practices, 
possibilities, and emergences that reconnect and regenerate 

local ecological and cultural ecosystems’ (Teamey and Man-
del 2018). They advance this work by organizing gather-
ings in which to share knowledge and practices that stretch 
or diversify existing frames of reference (ways of knowing, 
relating and being), deepen reflection on the affordances and 
limitations of their paradigms, and develop new vocabularies 
that decentre dominant grammars of knowing and being.

Much important learning has already emerged from the 
creation of these transnational meetings and conversations 
to reimagine education for the future. One important les-
son is that it is difficult to enact other ways of being and 
opening up radically different futures in ways that do not 
reproduce at least some of the same patterns that they seek 
to transcend (Teamey and Mandel 2018). Indeed, the will 
to transcend these patterns can sometimes create a circular-
ity as the desire to arrive immediately at a changed future 
may result in the glossing over of deeper enduring problems. 
For instance, efforts to share knowledges from across con-
texts characterized by historically uneven power relations 
can reproduce enduring practices of appropriation. This is 
because having an intellectual critique of harmful colonial 
patterns does not automatically lead to deeper changes in 
desire. Intellectually desiring a different future does not nec-
essarily translate into wanting to relinquish the securities 
of systems that maintain the status quo, particularly when 
these promise stability, affirmation and rewards for ‘making 
change’. Yet desiring quick resolutions and shortcuts to an 
‘elsewhere’ that does not require giving up these promises 
can suppress difficult but necessary conversations about our 
own dependency on and complicity with the very systems 
we seek to transform (Jefferess 2012).

Another translocal network working to develop onto-
logically focused social and ecological justice pedagogies, 
‘Gesturing Towards Decolonial Futures’ (hereafter GTDF), 
seeks not only to address this irreducible complexity and 
complicity but also to centre it in their practice. This ‘collec-
tive of artists, educators, artist-educators and scholars’ from 
across the world meets virtually and in body to experiment 
with art, social cartography and pedagogies which ‘enable 
ways of doing, thinking, and being that are viable but unim-
aginable within the modern-colonial imaginary’ (Gestur-
ing Towards Decolonial Futures 2018a). This is important 
because this imaginary perpetuates what Maria Lugones, 
following Anibal Quijano, calls the ‘coloniality of power’ 
(Lugones 2010): not just the classification of people into 
hierarchical groups but ‘also the process of active reduction 
of people, the dehumanization that fits them for the classi-
fication, the process of subjectification, the attempt to turn 
the colonized into less than human beings’, and to render 
non-hegemonic ways ofknowing and being as non-existent, 
or ‘not existing in any relevant or comprehensible way of 
being’ and therefore ‘beyond the realm of what the accepted 
conception of inclusion considers to be its other’ and worthy 
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of consideration (Santos 2017). The GTDF project proposes 
that this powerful paradigm is anchored not only in what we 
and how we think but also in our bodies (from reflexes to 
the ways we inhabit space); psyches; identities; relationships 
of livelihood and social reproduction; sense of well-being, 
worth and purpose; and modalities (how we experience real-
ity and possibility), and that ‘unlearning’ harmful ways of 
being requires relearning in these domains.

Like other educational experiments, both the failures and 
successes of GTDF offer learning for others who seek to 
imagine education differently. The collective sees its fail-
ures as a part of the process of ‘hospicing’ an old world 
and midwifing a new one. One of its orienting concerns 
is therefore to start and stay with complicity in the system 
we critique, and to remain self-reflexively attentive to the 
tendency to reproduce harmful systemic patterns. Rather 
than seek a position of absolution, purity or innocence, as 
Shotwell (2016) suggests, we ‘start from an assumption that 
everyone is implicated in situations we (at least in some way) 
repudiate. We are compromised and we have made com-
promises, and this will continue to be the way we craft the 
worlds to come, whatever they might turn out to be’ (p. 5). 
This approach asks what responsibility for the future looks 
like when starting from the impossibility of transcending 
our implication in past, present and future harm. It requires 
an orientation to the future that is premised on humility and 
generosity rather than heroism and leadership, and suggests 
that the former are not intellectual choices but practices of 
engaging with the world that result from affective shifts 
which enable us to divest from desires for future control, 
accumulation, authority and entitlement.

One pedagogical method used to facilitate this practice 
is the creation and mobilization of visual and artistic meta-
phors that highlight the affective, relational and ontological 
dimensions of learners’ framings of reality, their theories 
of social and ecological change, and their attachments to 
these ways of knowing and being (see also Steelman et al. 
2018). This can involve, for example, inviting learners to 
encounter a physical, intellectual or emotional limit of pos-
sibility and to understand how they engage with that limit 
(rather than seeking immediately to transgress it using famil-
iar resources). This can be supported by offering an ana-
lytical framework of ‘affective dispositions of engagement’ 
which they can use to interpret individual and collective 
responses to this experience. Identifying different disposi-
tions—as experienced in the body as well as the mind—
not only enables us to distinguish between ‘defensiveness’, 
‘discomfort’ or ‘discernment’, but to consider the practical 
implications of each disposition and become aware of others, 
including ‘disarming’ the dispositions that subordinate non-
hegemonic modes of experience and knowledge (Gesturing 
Towards Decolonial Futures 2018b). Another pedagogi-
cal tool being developed within the collective, also using 

metaphor as a way to combine rational and affective mean-
ing, is an open-source ‘zine’ that supports an activity called 
‘The house modernity built’. On the one side, it presents an 
image of a crumbling house and a brief ‘analysis of how 
modernity affects our reasoning, our sense of self and real-
ity, our desires, and our perceived entitlements, impairing 
our capacity to feel, to hope, to relate, and to be and imagine 
differently’ (Gesturing Towards Decolonial Futures 2018c). 
On the other side is a framework for future-making practice 
that outlines dimensions of ecological, cognitive, affective, 
relational and economic forms of justice (‘EarthCARE’) 
and facilitates reflection on how each may be hindered or 
advanced by different ways of knowing and being. This tool 
aims to help learners go ‘beyond the search for universal 
models and problem-solving approaches’ to global and eco-
logical justice ‘towards preparing people to work together 
with and through the complexities, uncertainties, paradoxes, 
and complicities that characterize efforts to address unprece-
dented global challenges collaboratively today’ (EarthCARE 
2018). It offers a framework of epistemic and ontological 
diversity with which learners can learn to recognize, respect 
and challenge intersecting forms of epistemic and ontologi-
cal impoverishment in their own practices in order to enlarge 
possibilities for being and becoming otherwise.

Such pedagogies do not aim to develop individuals’ ‘com-
petencies for sustainability’ (UNESCO 2018); make existing 
institutions, practices and ways of life more sustainable; or 
‘“fix” the structural mechanisms that produce inequalities’ 
today (Andreotti et al. 2015, 2018). Their counter-intuitive 
(within hegemonic educational systems) function is to invite 
learners to ‘re-orient logos/logic in order to make room for 
the ineffable’ forces that shape the very ways it is possible 
for us to experience reality and imagine and live towards 
the future (Andreotti 2016, 2018), as well as to invite them 
to sit with the intellectual, affective, relational and practical 
difficulties of actually doing this. In other words, learners 
are invited not only to learn about harmful structures, social 
relations and subjectivities that have brought us to our pre-
sent conjuncture, but also to unlearn our investments in these 
structures, relations and subjectivities. Encounters with dif-
ferent knowledge systems and social practices are therefore 
not meant as a strategy for acquiring and consuming new 
knowledges, but rather for denaturalizing the structures of 
knowing, being and wanting that treat knowledge as a site 
of acquisition and accumulation, and for facing the affective 
responses that emerge when those patterns are challenged.

This approach can be characterized as neither making 
‘futures for the present’ (coherent plans or visions to guide 
future action) nor making ‘‘presents for the future’ (produc-
ing knowledge and action that we are confident can influence 
developmental trajectories in responsible ways) (Knappe et al. 
2018) but as ‘gesturing’ towards both activities in the present 
absence of adequate conditions of possibility for either. The 
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GTDF collective uses the term ‘gesture’ to distinguish its prac-
tices from approaches to education for global ecological justice 
that are based on ‘demands, manifestos or prescriptions’ for 
the future. As forms of embodied, non-verbal or more-than-
verbal communication, gestures have a special relationship 
to possibility as they invite participation in shared meaning-
making without demanding it or determining its form. They 
are indicators of ‘intention rather than full-blown…arguments’ 
(Naranch 2009), and they play a special role in both express-
ing ‘troublesome knowledge’—Meyer and Land (2003) term 
for that ‘which is “alien”, or counter-intuitive, or even intel-
lectually absurd at face value’—and that which ‘cannot or 
should not be expresses in words’ or what ‘one wishes to keep 
out of sound’s reach’ (Rodríguez 2014). Making ‘gestures’ 
towards alternative, non-capitalist futures in the form of tenta-
tive theory-making and experimental educational practice is 
therefore one way of opening spaces for emerging possibilities 
that would otherwise be incorporated into existing frameworks 
of knowledge and systems of social organization, or closed 
down as ‘unrealistic’. When creative, a gesture can there-
fore be ‘a resource for resistance to homogenization, a way 
to place pressure on the routines demanded by technical and 
technological standardization’ even before the routines them-
selves and the ontological assumptions upon which they are 
based can be openly questioned or significantly transformed 
(Noland 2008). Because as ‘a way of articulating political 
action gesture highlights intensions, process, and practice over 
objectives and certainty’ (Rodríguez 2014), it is a meaningful 
future-oriented movement in conditions in which we cannot 
be certain that our ways of making futures are not colonized 
by the limitations of our present ways of knowing and being 
in the world, including the ‘blind spots’ that are created by 
our desires for ready-made alternatives that can be applied 
from other contexts. As Julian Carter notes, the word ‘gesture’ 
derives from a Latin word (gesturus) that means ‘I am about 
to carry’ or bear (Carter 2013). ‘To gesture’, therefore, ‘is to 
embody one’s intention, and may entail assuming a certain 
open-ended responsibility for what one carries’ (Carter 2013). 
Educators who are developing pedagogies to address the root 
causes of modern social and ecological suffering and to enable 
the imagination of social futures which are not based on logics 
of separation, hierarchy, supremacy and the instrumentaliza-
tion of life describe their work as gesture because, while they 
do not believe they can responsibly create full-blown ‘presents 
for the future’ from within present (modern/colonial) realities, 
they seek to open up possibilities for being otherwise in their 
orientations towards both present and future.
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