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Education for Sustainable Development -

An Aporetic Approach

Abstract

At the centre of this contribution is the assertion, and its
justification, that education for sustainable development is an
aporetic enterprise: something with enmeshed contradictions
that are irresolvable. The developed argument is not for the
abandonment of these aspirations, programme and practice of
education for sustainable development; their necessity is itself
part of the aporia. Instead, it argues for an alternative research
approach that takes the aporia as its starting point.

Keywords: Education for Sustainable Development, Critical Theory,
Aporia, Theory Building, Research Approach

Zusammenfassung

Im Zentrum des Beitrags stehen die These und ihre Begriindung,
dass Bildung fiir eine nachhaltige Entwicklung eine aporetische
Unternehmung ist; also eine solche, die in Widerspriiche verwi-
ckelt ist, die in ihr selbst liegen und unauflésbar sind. Mit der
entfalteten Argumentation wird nicht fiir eine Verabschiedung
des Anspruchs der Programmatik und der Praxis der Bildung fiir
eine nachhaltige Entwicklung argumentiert. Denn deren Not-
wendigkeit gehdrt gerade selbst zur Aporie. Stattdessen wird fiir
einen alternativen Forschungsansatz argumentiert, der die
Aporie zum Ausgangspunkt nimmt.

Schliisselworte: Bildung fiir nachhaltige Entwicklung, kritische
Theorie, Aporie, Theoriebildung, Forschungsansatz

Introduction’
The purpose of this article is to present the main lines of argu-
mentation to, firstly, see if the claim that Education for
Sustainable  Development (ESD?)  should be an  aporetic
undertaking is plausible®. So far, both pedagogical ESD theory and
ESD practice attempt to obscure or even negate the aporia. At first,
this thesis may not be self-evident and, therefore, must be eluci-
dated. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the concept
of an aporia was initially used to conceptualise a state of perple-
xity or difficulty. The origin of the word is the ancient Greek 6
nopog ho poros, and, according to this root, aporia means ‘without
a way out, without a path.” Aporia implies being in a place and
wanting to leave, but the ability to do so is blocked or there is
simply no way out. Hence ESD theory building (so far) — both
on the normative question of how ESD should be carried out
and the descriptive question of ESD practice and pedagogical
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practice — needs a path or way out. However, this idea is not
feasible in its general formulation. After all, it is not the case that
there is no ESD theory formation and no ESD pedagogical
practice; therefore, it seems that there are ways out. In order to
maintain my initial thesis, I must justify that ESD theorising and
ESD pedagogical practice appear as successful ways out of the
aporia, but are in fact not. My argument would be particularly
robust if T could show that there are systematic reasons why ESD
cannot escape the situation of aporia.

Fundamentally, the present theoretical approach is based
on Theodor W. Adorno’s primary or epistemological considera-
tions and his thesis on the “primacy of the object” (Adorno,
1966, p. 184ff). Here, the guiding principle of the primacy of
the object means that the question of sustainable development
(SD) must be addressed first; only then can education issues for
SD be examined. Following Adorno, positively defined, this
could unfold the aporias of human world relations as far as pos-
sible. But, negatively-defined, this could prematurely stop the
unfolding of the aporias or their simplifications, whitewash or
mitigate the aporias of human world relations. For a better un-
derstanding, and against the background of these considerations,
my argument is presented as follows: (1) Human societies, espe-
cially those of so-called industrialised countries, must undergo a
socio-ecological transformation of which the normative target
perspective is called sustainable development. (2) A binding de-
finition of sustainable development is necessary so that human
societies can identify a target perspective for necessary socio-eco-
logical transformation. (3) The definition of sustainable develop-
ment is and must remain under-defined. If we consider these
theses together, then an intermediate conclusion can be drawn
and, for the continuation of the argument, this simultaneously
produces a new thesis one and thesis two. Intermediate conclu-
sion and new thesis (1): A target perspective of the necessary
socio-ecological transformation for human societies cannot be
determined in a strictly operationalised way because it is under-
determined; however, at the same time, a binding definition is
necessary. Intermediate conclusion and new thesis (2): Because,
on the one hand, this transformation is necessary, but on the
other, the target perspective cannot be determined in a binding
way, humanity finds itself in an aporetic situation. (3) The theory
and pedagogical practice of Education for Sustainable Develop-
ment ignores or actively negates the @poria. Conclusion: Educa-
tion for Sustainable Development should be seen as an aporetic
undertaking, precisely because pedagogical ESD practice and



ESD theory attempt to obscure or even negate the aporia.

I will now mainly unfold the content of thesis one, two
and three within the framework available here and argue for
their plausibility. In these sections, I repeatedly indicate why
educational ESD is dependent on reflection on these theses
respectively. Thesis three is briefly negotiated in the last section
of the paper by systematically highlighting educational research
questions that arise from the argument presented. In further
work, this thesis should be justified in detail.

On the necessity of a socio-ecological

transformation with the normative target of

sustainable development
Although, in the scientific community, but especially for ESD,
the necessity of a corresponding socio-ecological transformation
is hardly questioned, the original diagnosis should be briefly
outlined as I will refer to the history of this research during the
course of the argument. Rachel Carson presented an early exam-
ple of this crisis diagnosis with the book Silent Spring (1962).
Since then, scientific research into an unsustainable human-en-
vironment has expanded massively (Meadows, 1972; Wiegandst,
2022) with the establishment of new disciplines, such as Sustai-
nability Science and Earth System Science (Ehlers & Krafft,
2006; Vries, 2013). More concretely, work is also being conduc-
ted on the scientific definition of planetary boundaries (Steffen
et al., 2015). These boundaries mark the extent to which hu-
manity has changed the biosphere — its basis for survival - so
that forms of human life seen over the past millennia are no
longer possible. According to recently conducted research, it is
not yet possible to prevent these predicted negative develop-
ments from occurring. Moreover, based on the state of research
in Earth System Sciences, tipping points in the earth system are
already close to being reached and, as a result, planetary boun-
daries would be exceeded (Wang-Erlandsson et al., 2022). As
research models are increasingly looking to the past to describe
changes that have already taken place, they are becoming more
assured. A transgression of the planetary boundaries threatens
humanity in an unimaginable way. The example of environ-
mental refugees is increasingly being adopted in the scientific
disciplines, warning of societal collapse “on both sides of the
migration movement” (Rahmsdorf, 2022, p. 30, translated by
H.K.). This will likely be the consequence of, but not limited
to, weather events that have been intensified or even caused by
human-made climate change. Concerning this, experts tend to
consider “a 3-degree world to be an existential threat to human
civilisation” (Seppeltetal., 2022, p. 76, translated by H.K.). The
latter statement could be judged as dramatic, emotional and
even unacceptable for scientific argumentation. Particularly be-
cause, parallel to scientific research on the impact of human
activity on the so-called natural foundations of human life and
social-political environmental movements (Grasso & Giugni,
2022), a political discourse has developed around measures to
avoid the destruction of these foundations (World Commission
on Environment and Development, 1987; UN, 2023). Further-
more, the seventeen United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), presented by the United Nations General Assem-
bly on 25. September 2015, were adopted as an action plan to
decelerate (as nobody believed in outright prevention) the ne-
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gative developments outlined. Moreover, even though not
everybody agrees with the necessity of a socio-ecological trans-
formation with the goal of sustainability, a broad spectrum of
the population and political actors — from conservative to pro-
gressive — support the idea as long as it is merely formal and void
of content. What is politically controversial, however, is how the
transformation is to be carried out and the relationship between
different sub-goals. I want to conclude this sub-chapter with two
quotes which underline the necessity and urgency of a socio-
ecological transformation. Firstly, at Cop27°, UN Secretary-
General Anténio Guterres proclaimed that “We are on the high-
way to climate hell — with our foot on the accelerator”
(The Guardian, 2022). Guterress quote exemplifies that hu-
manity is on track to reach total climate catastrophe if it does
not succeed in transforming into socio-ecologically sustainable
societies. This transformation must materialise, but instead, hu-
manity is speeding down the wrong path. However, even if the-
re are specific solutions (WBGU, 2011), I cannot detail them
in this paper. The failure to achieve the desired transformation
is proof that “no one has the magic formula” (De Rivero, 2019,
p. xi), despite decades of crisis diagnoses. Thus, this points pre-
cisely to an aporetic situation and leads me to thesis two and
three.

About a binding definition of sustainable
development
If one strives for change that is not arbitrary and diffuse, then a
clear definition of these goals is needed. Only then is it possible
to decide whether the goal has been reached or whether a de-
cided measure or step has led to achieving the goal or not.
However, arbitrariness can only be avoided with a binding de-
finition that enables clear operationalisation. Otherwise, it re-
mains unclear whether a development, a new process, new struc-
tures or alternative actions can be considered sustainable. This
also means that a viable definition of ‘SD’ must not only be able
to outline what is covered by the term ‘SD positively’, but also
negatively — in the sense of excluding what is not covered by the
term (Rist, 2019, p. 9f). Thus, the question is whether or not
the definition of SD can be regarded as suitably distinctive. Such
a definition is not only central to sustainability science but also
ESD; however, for the latter, the definition of ‘SD’ is equally
necessary because, without it, it cannot be determined whether
an education practice contributes logically or stringently to SD
or not. Moreover, any empirical study of ESD pedagogical prac-
tice remains diffuse if the question of ‘what’ has not been con-
sidered (i.e., the question of how to define SD). For this very
reason, educational research on the theory and practice of ESD
cannot avoid these questions. The definition from the 1987
Brundtland Report is often used as a guide to this day. The re-
port states that “Humanity has the ability to make development
sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs of the present with-
out compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs” (World Commission on Environment and De-
velopment, 1987, p. 15). Moreover, this was the guiding prin-
ciple of the seventeen SDGs of the United Nations, referred to
above. Discussing SDGs here is appropriate insofar as they are
legitimised by the United Nations and thus politically world-
wide and, due to this political legitimisation and their 169 tar-



gets, trillions of dollars are being invested to achieve these goals.
In addition, numerous civil society actors (such as foundations
and non-governmental organisations) are also committed to the
SDGs. Political legitimacy and the estimated financial means to
achieve these goals can strongly justify the existence of a binding
definition for SD. However, there are numerous criticisms of
both (1) the overarching definition of development — and, with
a critique of the concept of development, sustainable develop-
ment is simultaneously criticised — and (2) the seventeen SDGs.

(1) A solid critique of the concept of (sustainable) development
has been developed by Gilbert Rist (2019). Tracing the concept’s
history, Rist argues that the idea of development is nothing more
than collective delusion. This delusion, he argues, only serves the
expansion of market relations, i.e., economic growth. Rist’s work
questions, if slightly polemically, whether SD can exist at all: “In
the name of this fetishistic term — which is also a portmanteau or
‘plastic’ word — schools and clinics are built, exports encouraged,
wells dug, roads laid, children vaccinated, funds collected, plans
established, national budgets revised, reports drafted, experts hir-
ed, strategies concocted, the international community mobilized,
dams constructed, forests exploited, deserts reafforested, high-
yield plans invented, trade liberalized, technology imported, fac-
tories opened, wage-jobs multiplied, spy satellites launched.
When all is said and done, every modern human activity can be
undertaken in the name of ‘developing™ (Rist, 2019, p.11). The
Peruvian diplomat Oswaldo de Rivero argues more concretely,
criticising the systematic content of sustainability discourse. His
work spans from ‘backward countries” to ‘underdeveloped count-
ries’ and ‘countries undergoing development’ to ‘developing
countries.” However, for De Rivero, awareness of the problem of
SD has not changed, even though terms and concepts have. Like
Rist, he is unequivocal in his analysis and judgement that develop-
ment (and, consequently, sustainable development) is a myth:
“Theorists who cogitate about the wealth of nations and techno-
crats who specialize in formulating projects to increase production
and raise living standards may be mistaken about to entertain the
slightest doubt as to the chances of development itself. For them,
to consider the impossibility of development is to think the un-
thinkable. [...] In this way, development was represented as a
natural process, like a Darwinian evolutionary certainty — the
backward countries were ‘developing’, using the genetic potential
of any nation-state to turn itself into a society with high living
standards. The myth of development was born” (De Rivero, 2019,
p- 71). This analysis then leads him to argue that “[t/he myth of
development has impregnated our civilization to such an extent
as to inspire splendid, headstrong international stances such as the
United Nations proclamation of the ‘right to development’, that
is, the right of all underdeveloped countries to have living stan-
dards and consumption patterns like those of the industrialized
states. The recognition of this right in United Nations declarations
bears no relation to its real chances of becoming effective. Besides,
its hypothetical achievement at present Western consumption
levels would cause an environmental catastrophe on the planet”
(De Rivero, 2019, p. 75). (2) In addition to critiques of the idea
and concept of (sustainable) development, such as Rist and De
Rivero’s, there are a number of critiques that arise from the seven-
teen SDGs. To give one example, SDG goal eight aims at decent
work and economic growth. Economic growth is usually based
on using natural resources and is also dependent on energy, which
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contributes to climate change. In order to ensure that goal eight can
be achieved without clashing with goal thirteen (“Climate action”),
economic growth that does not drive climate change is required. The
concept of green growth claims to achieve the dual objective of eco-
nomic growth with climate protection and is intended to decouple
this growth from natural resources and, ultimately, its impact on the
climate. However, there are considerable reservations about green
growth. Parrique et al. (2019) consistently argues that, empirically,
the concept has rarely been realised and, where it has, there were li-
mitations on time and space. The authors then expand their argu-
ment and surmise that the feasibility of permanent, geographically
comprehensive green growth is impossible in principle.

Why the definition of sustainable develop-
ment is and must remain under-defined
Concerning the fact that this paper’s argument is based on Theo-
dor W. Adorno’s philosophy, the assumption was implicitly made
that aporia cannot be abolished, i.e., resolved. Thus, in a consis-
tent negative dialectic (Adorno, 1966), it must be assumed that
the outlined relationships to the aporia of SD also cannot be auf*
gehoben (abolished)®. This does not mean that the aporia cannot
be dealt with, for better or worse, but it will always remain in some
capacity. However, this only self-reflexively and thus self-critically
reveals the premise of one’s argument; to say that the definition
of SD is and must remain under-defined it is not yet a robust
enough thesis. On the one hand, it is supported by the conside-
ration that, against the background of historical scientific re-
search, it seems implausible that the development of human so-
cieties can, at some point, be terminated (Graeber & Wengrow,
2021). In addition, coming generations must have opportunities
to shape their own lives though SD, otherwise it becomes a mat-
ter of structural oppression. Finally, given the long-term impact
of humans on the biological basis of life, it is reasonable to assume
that conceptual questions of SD will continue to concern many
generations to come. Implicitly, Andreas Malm, points out that
“[i]f one tonne is emitted in this second, a fourth of it will stay in
the atmosphere for hundreds of thousands of years. If we wait
some time longer and then demolish the fossil economy in one
giant blow, it would still cast a shadow far into the future: emis-
sions slashed to zero, the sea might continue to rise for many
hundreds of years, the waters slowly expanding as the heat makes
its way deeper and deeper into the oceans” (Malm, 2016, p. 8)’.
Thus, we see that our “civilisation [...] operates in the same way
asa cancerous cell that goes on destroying the organism off which
itlives” (De Rivero, 2019, p. xi). It can be concluded that, becau-
se we see the possibility of self-destruction and the destruction
of ecological foundations, humans are fundamentally capable of
this. The question of whether humans are also capable of de-
stroying themselves through the use of (nuclear) weapons is
undoubtable. Thus, it is a task for humanity not to bring these
negative outcomes to fruition. As this argument is coherent and
correct in principle, the intermediate conclusions (see above) are
justified and, if they are true, this has widespread consequences
for theoretical positions of ESD. At first glance, theorising an
aporetic situation seems identical to the discussion of wicked pro-
blems — a common argument in ESD theory contributions that
reference these issues (Lotz-Sisitka & Lupele, 2017). Although I
am unable to discuss the difference between wicked problems



and an aporetic situation in detail, in short, wicked problems can
be solved and an aporia (in principle) cannot — it can only be
worked on (for better or worse)®. In this article, I argue for an
aporetic problem constellation; therefore, wicked problems seem
factually inaccurate and, in consequence, only contribute by
chance to the successful handling of the aporia. For the final
section, I will now outline central educational science questions
that arise from the approach sketched out here.

Research perspectives and questions for the

approach presented here
What questions could arise from this approach? It may be asked
how the approach presented here could be further substantiated.
There are essentially two ways to achieve this: Firstly, by drawing
on and discussing the perspectives of interdisciplinary bodies of
knowledge that are external from educational science, the above
conclusions (one and two) can be strengthened. Moreover, from
an education science perspective, the argument can be enhanced
by showing that, in analyses of (normative) ESD theory forma-
tion (Kminek & Wallmeier 2020) as well as pedagogical ESD
practice, both are subject to the aporia, react to the aporia and do
not make the @poria an issue. The latter variant, in particular,
would require a scientific research project that questions the cur-
rent basic assumptions of ESD research; for Toulmin, “it is always
open to scientists to challenge the intellectual authority of the
fundamental scheme of concepts within which they are provisio-
nally working — the permanent right to challenge this authority
being one of the things which [...] marks off an intellectual pro-
cedure as being ‘scientific at all” (Toulmin, 1970, p. 40).
However, if this argument is correct, then education on ESD
theory would have to be conceptualised differently. The aporia
does not pose a problem for a normative theory of education,
because the aporia — of which we as humans must assume we can
work on through practice at least well enough to avoid the worst
consequences — is itself an educational task and a task of Bildung
respectively'’. Consequently, this brings me to the second ques-
tion: How should ESD pedagogy be carried out, bearing in mind the
aporia outlined above? This normative question is to be discussed
in terms of the philosophy of education and, due to its multi-fa-
ceted nature, contains numerous sub-questions. For example:
What does and what should Bildung, in the sense of the subject-
world relationship, mean today (Kminek et al., 2022)? In terms
of shaping the human being, what processes of Bildung can be
because of the aporia, and how should these processes be structu-
red?'! What is descriptively Bildung as the goal and purpose of
human existence today, and what should be the goal and purpose
of human existence today? How does and how should the ideal
of Bildung, namely as an expression of the self-reflective and auto-
nomous personality, manifest itself today? How should the insti-
tutional and historical dimension of Bildung, as individually and
collectively becoming human, be described today, and what
would this look like? How are processes of Bildung formed by the
world and/or the individuals’ view of it? How does Bildung look
to the individual?

These questions can, of course, also be divided into further
questions on specific subjects. For example, the talk of an aporetic
undertaking may seem pessimistic, when optimism could be ne-
cessary for the transformation. I do not deny that an optimistic
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outlook is crucial for transformation — perhaps even essential —
but this complex question would have to be the subject of a sepa-
rate article. This paper is not closed off from normative argu-
ments, but at the same time, “a clear view of empirical realities”
(Blithdorn, 2020, p. 15, translated by H. K.) should not be lost
for the sake of maintaining optimism. Instead, a clear view of
empirical realities is necessary for the desired transformation.

However, this brief foray conceals many complex questi-
ons that do need to be addressed. In particular, this applies to the
scientific understanding underlying this approach, which needs
developing. The approach is consciously positioned between es-
tablished discourse. It is a (educational) scientific observation,
distanced from educational-philosophical theorising of ESD and
avoids hasty activism (without rejecting the normative and con-
sciously designed social-ecological transformation). For this pur-
pose, it would be necessary to show argumentatively and in the
sense of a normative theory of education which would be appro-
priate before the pedagogical ESD practice on the one hand, with-
out pedagogisation, the social problems on the other (Proske,
2002)*. Interestingly, the systems theorist Niklas Luhmann, who
is not normally known for value judgements, seems to argue in a
similar direction to the approach advocated here: “Consequently,
there should be a pedagogy that prepares the offspring to be edu-
cated for a future that remains unknown. This is not only about
the usual not knowing, about the need for information and the
insight that one has to manage with little information because
more information quickly overtaxes the cognitive capacities, but
that is also: could no longer be converted into knowledge. That
too, but the more important insight is that the unknown of the
future is a resource, namely the condition of the possibility of
making decisions. The consequence would be that the learning of
knowledge would have to be replaced mainly by the learning of
decision-making, i.e., of exploiting non-knowledge” (Luhmann,
2002, p. 198, translation by H. K.).

In addition to these questions, empirical studies would
have to ask whether the thesis substantiated in this article is viable.
In summary, this article demonstrates how a slight shift in the
theoretical background assumptions, from wicked problems to an
aporetic situation, foundationally questions ESD theory building
and calls for a whole research programme to account for this.

Notes

I would like to thank Simone Blandford for the thorough editing and Jiirgen Budde
and Nina Blasse, as well as members of the colloquium Isabel Diehm and Wolfgang
Meseth for the constructive advice.

—_

2 In this paper, ESD is widely understood and used. Hence, the arguments developed
here also apply in large part to related concepts, such as environmental and sustaina-
bility education, environmental education or global citizenship education — at least
it appears this way to the author. ESD is used because it is probably the most fre-
quently used term due to its educational designation by UNESCO.

3 'The statement that the contribution claims to make the thesis seem plausible here is
meant to indicate that it is worthwhile to pursue the idea further, to examine it and,
if necessary, to reject the thesis.

4 The thesis can also be formulated as a research question: is ESD an aporetic under-
taking? Whether one prefers to work with a thesis or research question makes no
difference in my view.

wn

COP27 is referring more commonly, in 2022, to ‘United Nations Climate Change
Conference’ or ‘Conference of the Parties of the UNFCCC'.

6 The German verb aufheben, which is central to Hegel’s dialectical philosophy and
subsequently to Adorno’s philosophy, does not have a clear translation into English.

7 A possible counter-argument is that sustainability means reducing emissions, regard-
less of the impossibility of determining the exact impact. This is true: Reducing
emissions belongs to sustainable development without a doubt. But this is not yet



sufficient to determine sustainable development and, as a result, it remains undeter-
mined.

8 In addition, this reminds us that educational theory building is not without presup-
positions and that presuppositions significantly and fundamentally structure theory
building. Thus, educational practice — if theory is understood here in a very broad
sense — determines that every educator has a theory of their practice which is not
monocausal but also influences their actions.

9 Le., regardless of whether ESD is conceptually aligned with Bildung (ESD 1, regard-
ing Bildung compare endnote 10) or with education (ESD 2 — regarding the concepts
of ESD 1 and 2 see Vare & Scott, 2007) or whether both can be mediated with each
other (see Albers, 2022).

10 “Bildung has no obvious English-language substitute. It has been translated various-
ly as education, edification, formation, learning, culture, cultivation and literacy.
Bildung was given canonical definition by Wilhelm von Humboldt as “the linking
of the self to the world to achieve the most general, most animated, and most unres-
trained interplay” (Humboldt, 1792, in Flitner & Giel, 1980, p. 58). In keeping
with the breadth of this phrasing, Benner and Briiggen (2004) define Bildung as “the
process of the forming (die Formung) of humans, as well as the determination
(Bestimmung) of the goal and purpose of human existence” — further underscoring
the vast, ill-defined semantic space that this term occupies in the German language.
In addition, Bildung signifies the ideal of the autonomous, self-determined, and
self-reflected personality in its full realization. But Bildung goes beyond this as well.
Bildung cannot be completely contained by terms such as “education,” “socializati-
on,” “instruction,” or “schooling”. Bildung identifies a kind of “becoming human”
that spans biographical, the collective, institutional and historical dimensions. As
such it opens up the possibilities of a generative process through which we are formed
by the world, form ourselves, and form the world (immediately) around us. I would
like to thank Norm Friesen for his first text template, to which I have strongly at-
tached myself (see Friesen, 2021)“ (Kminek, 2023).

11 To avoid misunderstandings, it would be urgent to pursue the question of what
contribution Bildung in general and ESD in particular can make to social transfor-
mation. Comparatively undisputed, the contribution of Bildung — at least so far — is
likely to be much smaller than hoped. It is not wishful to think that Bildung has any
influence at all, as opposed to socialisation.

12 These sketchy remarks also indicate why the approach presented here is not based
on the educational and theoretical conception of disciplinarity (Dressler, 2010). In
contrast to the concept, the topic of sustainable development seems to be of such a
normative quality that different disciplinary perspectives cannot be arbitrarily
juxtaposed. The outlined problems of non-sustainable development demand answers
for sustainable development.
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