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Irony and environmental education: on the ultimate 
question of environmental education, the universe and 
everything

Stefan Bengtssona  and Jonas Andreasen Lysgaardb 
adepartment of Education, uppsala university, uppsala, sweden; baarhus university, copenhagen, denmark

ABSTRACT
This paper seeks to reclaim irony as more than a way of humorously 
pointing out that the times we live in are out of joint or coming to an 
end, instead emphasizing its potential as a productive force and method 
in both educational thinking and teaching practice. By interrogating the 
educative potential of irony as method and humorous experience in the 
Bildung-oriented Didaktik tradition, we argue that irony can reveal the 
tensions and dilemmas of didactic posturing in order to facilitate a 
productive decentring and self-alienating critique of our anthropocentric 
predicament in education. It can be difficult to tease out the inherent 
distance between educational content and its substance in times where 
educators are caught between crowded curricula and strict testing 
regimes, but this irony is rarely lost on either pupils or teachers. Irony, 
we argue, is more than a constant fissure in the efforts to streamline 
ideas about what constitutes the most efficient didactic approaches. 
Instead, it could be used as a method to make educative processes 
attentive to what didactic posturing might be missing and how 
self-alienation might be a premise of education as formation of the self.

Introduction

In this paper we explore how irony can be seen as a both necessary and constructive concept 
in environmental and sustainability education. Irony commonly refers to a use of words that 
are expressing something other than, and especially the opposite of, literal meaning. Moving 
beyond the semantic aspect, irony is also often perceived as humorous. In this paper, we use 
and refer to irony for the most part as one way to relate to the knowledge claims inherent in 
educational and didactic posturing. That is, we use irony, and appeal to irony, as a concept to 
tease out certain ontological and epistemological conditions of environmental education. What 
we hopefully are able to achieve here is to show how humor as an experience sensitizes us to 
how things are and what this might mean for knowledge claims and didactic posturing in 
environmental education. We primarily understand irony, then, as a method that de(con)structs 
the ontological concepts and appeals upon which the epistemic dimension of didactic posturing 
draws, either explicitly or implicitly (Heidegger 1967; Derrida 1978).1
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We are inspired by a Socratic tradition of irony in philosophical discourse, where irony as 
method is brought into play in the examination and consequent dissolution of the knowledge 
claims of others (cf. Gooch 1987). Sarcasm, as a form of irony, targets such knowledge claims 
in order to demonstrate that onés own position is superior or beyond critique. However, in line 
with Kierkegaard’s diagnosis, we see Socratic irony as an absolute negativity that establishes 
nothing (Kierkegaard 2013). That is to say, for us, irony relates to a collapse of knowledge and 
truth claims, where irony as method is deconstructive in the sense that it undermines the 
apparent claim of ontological access to ulterior motives, knowledge, and to the truth of didactic 
posturing. What we mean by didactic posturing is best captured in the colloquial English-language 
use of the term ‘didactic’ as an adjective qualifying an act as teaching that has an ulterior 
motive or as knowledge that is felt as deeply patronizing. This patronizing aspect of didactic 
posturing surfaces, for example, in the doom and gloom scenarios debated in environmental 
and sustainability education (Kelsey and Armstrong 2012), where irony as method can decon-
struct the claim that we have access to the future, since such a claim operates on the epistemic 
foundation of the didactic posture.2

When undermining this claim of being able to access the future, irony as method, in our 
understanding, seeks to collapse these epistemic foundations of explicit or implicit truth or 
knowledge claims. However, in contrast to Kierkegaard (2013), we see irony as partially produc-
tive and not as unravelling into an absolute negativity. As such, we believe irony is able to 
avoid lapsing into cynicism, which we understand as a form of destruction of epistemic foun-
dations, primarily aimed at poking fun at the falsehood of understanding while at the same 
time claiming that embracing alternatives is futile or utopian. The educative potential of irony 
as method lies in its ability to amplify a tension between thought and feeling, or rather the 
feeling of thought (Morton 2010, 124f ). The ironic resonance of humour as a feeling (experi-
enced in the deconstruction of the epistemic foundation of thought) is an amorphous emotional 
resonance where the experience of humour can turn into the feeling of humorous seriousness 
once the destruction ‘hits home’ in the experience of negation or groundlessness of the expe-
rience of self and its existence. Yet, we do not see irony as the ultimate weapon of relativism 
(Rorty 1989), but as a promising method in educational thinking that helps us to move beyond, 
or rather deeper than, nihilism.

Following Nishitani’s (1990, 7) analysis of European nihilism—which asserts that the ‘disclosure 
of nothingness at the deepest transcendent ground of history and the self makes a metaphysics 
of history from the standpoint of Existence possible”——we argue that irony as a method that 
deconstructs the ground of history and the human self can help education thought and edu-
cative practice relate to experiences that are not reducible to human history and the historicity 
of the self experiencing itself in the world. Accordingly, we see irony as an educative method 
that helps us engage with the effort in environmental and sustainability education research to 
move beyond anthropocentrism (Nakagawa and Payne 2019; Kopnina 2012; Affifi 2020a). 
Following Morton’s (2010) reasoning, we see irony as the sense of coexistence and experience 
of having a relationship with other entities that we cannot fully ‘know’.

Acknowledging the diversity of historically embedded understandings of environmental and 
sustainability education (Gonzalez-Gaudiano and Buenfil-Burgos 2009), as well as the particular need 
to rethink the status of the subject, nature, and society within Western modernity (Le Grange 2012), 
we position our argumentation against the backdrop of the European tradition of curriculum and 
instruction theory and the praxis of Didaktik—a tradition within which we ourselves are enmeshed. 
This tradition can also be seen as having influenced environmental and sustainability education 
research. We aim to contribute to this contextually shaped strand of environmental and sustainability 
education research, as well as to introduce some of its key questions, for example concerning the 
status and educative substance of educational content, to a wider body of environmental and 
sustainability education research (Singer-Brodowski et al. 2019; Mogensen and Schnack 2010; Rauch 
2000; Laessøe and Öhman 2010; Scheunpflug and Asbrand 2006; Seybold and Rieß 2006).
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Furthermore, we see the tradition of Didaktik, at its core, as haunted by a tension between 
a primary focus on the individual’s development of self and its claim to simultaneous overall 
human development. In this paper, we explore this relation between the self as learner (as the 
key focus of the concept of Bildung as a process of self-formation) and the overarching educative 
project of human Bildung (formation) (Hopmann 2007; Masschelein and Ricken 2013)—as two 
processes of formation that are not reducible to one another –as a productive entry point for 
reconceiving the humanness of the learner as subject and its relation to the content of education.

When speaking of Didaktik, we refer to a Bildung-oriented Didaktik that engages with the 
philosophical and political project of German Enlightenment and translates it to the context of 
contemporary educational goals (Klafki 2011).3 The early considerations of Humboldt (2010, 
237), who saw Bildung as the process that makes the individual ‘reach beyond himself [sic] to 
the external object […] bringing the mass of objects closer to himself, impressing on his mind 
upon this matter, and creating more of a resemblance between the two’. Accordingly, it is this 
engagement with the world of external objects that puts in relation to another the diverse 
processes of individual Bildung into general/common Bildung (Allgemeinbildung), whereas in 
more recent Didaktik theory history replaces the integrating function of the world of object as 
the theory of the present epoch and can be seen as synthesising diverse individual 
Bildungs-processes in relation to such epochal key problems (Klafki 1994). It is this tension 
regarding the status of external objects and history as referents of a synthesizing function 
among diverse processes of Bildung in the tradition of Didaktik that we see as an opening for 
irony as method do engage with, where irony as method can undermine the didactic posture’s 
patronizing imposition of the idea of synthesis between the individual experience and that of 
humanity. In line with this reasoning and the Didaktik tradition’s focus on unique teaching 
situations, we engage with irony as method as an alternative to the ‘what works’ discourse in 
environmental and sustainability education discourse (cf. Monroe et al. 2019).

In this paper, we argue that irony is a productive educative method in the sense that the 
experience of humour establishes the possibility of alienation—both alienation from taken-for-
granted knowledge claims and alienation that deconstructs the historicity of community that 
operates in the equalizing inclusion of what it means to be a learning human subject. Thus, 
irony as method has productive educational possibilities. On the one hand, it can deconstruct 
previously taken-for-granted epistemic foundations that operate within teaching practices or 
are seemingly at play in ambitions of education. On the other hand, irony can be also be uti-
lized as a means of facilitating a strange experience of existence, or rather coexistence, that 
might break through the remaining projects of history in the absence of ground in nihilism.

By engaging with irony as method in environmental and sustainability education in line with 
a Didaktik tradition of focusing on content and the experience of that content, we also align 
ourselves with this special issue’s objective, which we see as to create a dialogue between 
environmental and sustainability education research and research on humour in education. As 
this paper focuses on providing examples of irony as method and exploring irony as method 
in a Didaktik-inspired approach to environmental and sustainability education, we will not 
engage directly with research on humour in education (Banas et al. 2011; Garner 2006; Gordon 
and Mayo 2014). However, we embrace such engagement with humour and see laughter not 
as a negative, exceptional reality of social life (Morreal 1983), but as something that sensitizes 
individuals to the strangeness and uncanniness of life. We see clear links to the groundbreaking 
work of vlieghe, Simons and Masschelein (2010) concerning the corporeal aspects of laughter 
in education, which can be seen as a complement to research with a more narrow focus on 
the cognitive aspects of humour in education and learning. As we will argue below, we see 
irony as involving a tension between bodily experienced feelings of humorous irony and accom-
panying thought.

In this paper, we present our arguments through examples of irony as method, and we 
explore and deconstruct the ‘didactic’ dimension of education—or rather instances of didactic 
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posturing within education. We argue that this didactic dimension of educational thought and 
debate resembles the scenario involving the supercomputer Deep Thought in Douglas Adams’ 
(1979) The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. After 7.5 million years of computation, Deep Thought 
arrives at the ‘Answer to the ultimate Question of Life, The universe, and Everything’, which is 
(SPOILER ALERT!!!) ‘42’. A way of short-circuiting didactic processes would be to solely focus on 
the need to teach the answer ‘42’ to everyone, while suffering from the same issues as Deep 
Thought who lacks information about the initial question.

This example of irony as method illustrates how any didactic posture claiming to have access 
to ultimate knowledge or motive has potential for ironic engagement with its epistemological 
foundations. To give another example illustrating how irony can be utilized as method to engage 
with didactic posturing, picture a scenario where extra-terrestrial visitors arrive on earth following 
a nuclear apocalypse, with the last dateable artefact of human civilisation a half-burned PISA 
2024 report summarizing progress towards teaching 21st century skills. The humorous feeling 
of irony in response to the didactic posturing of the PISA test relates to the possibility of a 
perspective that is still to come or that has already been, yet is neglected or implicitly excluded 
from the test’s epistemic foundation. The humorous feeling of irony seems to reverberate with 
a temporal and spatial residue that undermines the epistemic foundation of didactic posturing.

We see the humorous feeling of irony as related to an ‘outside’; that is, an external context 
or situation (spatial or temporal outside referring to temporal and spatial perspectives outside 
the inside of context or situation) that didactical posturing seeks to establish and which disrupts 
any attempt to determine a border or ‘inside’. We argue that this ‘outside’ is both a temporal 
and spatial surplus, which, as a quasi-outside of context or situation, undermines the epistemic 
foundation of didactic posturing that claims to be able to establish a border and an inside of 
the educational context or situation. Andreas Schleicher, director of the OEcD Directorate of 
Education and Skills, might respond by ridiculing the case of extra-terrestrial visitors; however, 
we would argue that he, or we in general, might struggle to exclude the historical possibility 
(temporal residue) of nuclear annihilation. The potential of an almost has been as a form of 
open future seemingly avoided (e.g. the cuban missile crisis) in this sense troubles the didactic 
posture that claims access to knowledge of what the future might hold. The possibility of a 
past that could have been different (temporal residue in the act of remembering) or a future 
that turns out differently (temporal residue of an open future) is, in our understanding, an 
illustration of the humorous feeling of irony in didactic posturing relating to the potential of 
an outside undermining the foundation of a posture that aims to establish and fixate the inside 
as situation or context.

The ambition of this paper is to apply the ironic method we have outlined to theoretically 
explore how the humorous feeling of irony can be amplified constructively to deconstruct 
didactic posturing in environmental and sustainability education. We turn here specifically to 
the Didaktik tradition to engage with how its inherent tension can be engaged with in order 
to use the humorous feeling of irony to attune to a temporal and spatial third perspective and 
to outline the possible implications for didactical ambitions and processes of environmental 
and sustainability education as informed by a Bildung perspective.

Irony in the Didaktik tradition

When we speak of interrogating the educational potential of irony as method, the paper posi-
tions itself, as previously mentioned, within the continental European and Nordic tradition of 
Bildung-oriented Didaktik (e.g. Klafki 1985). Accordingly, our perspective focuses on the micro-level 
processes of teaching and students’ experiences when engaging with particular educational 
content. While the scope of this paper prevents us from exploring the details and nuances of 
how a Bildung-oriented Didaktik differs from Anglo-Saxon notions of curriculum and instruction, 
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we will in the following emphasize some of the key differences to illustrate why questions 
relating to irony are at the forefront of this paper. In particular, we will highlight how Didaktik 
relates to a tension between individual and societal formation (Bildung meaning formation in 
German), outlining the key concepts of educative substance, educative significance and content 
of education.

As Hopmann (2007) highlights, Didaktik, as a continental approach to educational theory 
and reflexive practice that differs from the Anglo-Saxon focus on curriculum and instruction, 
must be understood as an educational tradition that emerged from at least two key historical 
formation processes. The first is the formation of schooling in the emergent state of Germany 
during the late 19th century when teachers had a significant amount of freedom in terms of 
teaching methods and lesson design in enacting the curriculum. In parallel, the development 
of didactical thought as a form of science of teaching in Germany, in contrast to the uS, was 
not grounded primarily in educational psychology, but in a notion of Geisteswissenschaft (science 
of mind/spirit) that shares similarities with the humanities. Dilthey was the key figure in ground-
ing Didaktik in this Geisteswissenschaft, where German Idealism, and especially the work of 
Hegel, was a source of inspiration (cf. Friesen 2020). The key implication is that instead of being 
based on abstract knowledge of the workings of a generalized mind or a learner as in curric-
ulum and instruction theory, Didaktik is focused on the individuality and particularity of the 
phenomenology of lived experience (Erleben). Or, as Hopmann (2007, 114) puts it, at the core 
of the Didaktik tradition is the notion of the pupil as ‘a natural learner and a born leader of 
his or her own idiosyncratic learning’. As Bildung (education as formation) primarily concerns 
the formation of the self, curricula and instructive interventions in the Bildung-oriented tradition 
must facilitate this process of self-formation. Hence, Hopmann (2007) highlights how Didaktik 
involves an element of restraint by the teacher, as education is always primarily the unique 
processes of self-formation that are the core of Bildung. To restrain teaching is to provide space 
for the self to develop in accordance with its own unique nature, and hence teaching must 
not be instrumental or calculable based on abstract concepts of a generalized mind.

Yet, the act of teaching that is to foster Bildung is not completely individualized, but struc-
tured around the central concept of content of education (Menck 1986; Klafki 1985). Accordingly, 
the process of formation of the self is dependent on an engagement with something. This 
something, distinct from the self, is the content of education (Bildungsinhalt). It is also this 
engagement of the self with educational content that can be seen as aligning individual for-
mation (Bildung) with the formation of humanity as a whole, as both self and humanity engage 
with certain key content, for example Klafki’s (1994) epochal key problems. Accordingly, it is 
with regards to the content of education that there is a possibility of a partial alignment or 
synthesis of the process of Bildung at the micro and macro levels. Hence, the question of the 
content of education becomes central as teachers must ask themselves ‘what this object can 
and should signify for the student and how the student can experience this significance’ 
(Hopmann 2007, 116). The educative substance (Bildungsgehalt) of a particular content is there-
fore key; the didactic intervention is focused on enabling pupils to experience the generalizable 
educative substance of this content.

To explore the educative potential of irony as method, we discuss Didaktik’s grounding 
in the phenomenology of experience of the individual learner, as well as the focus on the 
content of education and its educative substance. We argue that irony as method is a way 
to engage with the feeling of coexistence with the content of education, where the humorous 
experience of irony reveals the difference between the experience of educative significance of this 
content and its educative substance. The experience of irony hereby highlights a tension or 
particularity of the epistemological foundation of didactic posturing that claims to encap-
sulate that substance. The phenomenologically experienced ‘patronizing’ aspect of someone 
else’s didactical posture highlights here the non-congruence between imposing a claim of 
educative substance and how it is experienced. The Bildung-oriented Didaktik tradition 



6 S. BENGTSSON AND J. A. LYSGAARD

highlights a tension in the understanding of how the Bildung of the self aligns with the 
overall Bildung of humanity.

Deep Thought’s engagement with the answer to the ‘ultimate Question of Life, The universe, 
and Everything’ as potential content of environmental and sustainability education highlights 
a feeling of ironic tension between the potential to rationally derive an answer and the emo-
tional experience of its significance for one’s self-formation. Educational content has both 
emotional and cognitive dimensions when engaged with from a first-person student perspective 
on learning. Potential dissonance between the two dimensions can be highlighted, for example 
when considering the personal significance of the ‘reasonable’ answer of ‘42’, the non-ironic 
examples in the lyrics of Alanis Morrisettes’s (1996) ‘Ironic’, or the educative paradox of seeking 
greater understanding of climate change while simultaneously promoting climate anxiety (cf. 
Ojala 2016).

Hence, with our approach to irony as method, we hope to provide a foundation for under-
standing how the Didaktik tradition offers an entry point, allowing educational thought to 
grapple with the role of the content of education. The notion of Bildung at play in the Didaktik 
tradition highlights a tension between the didactically ascribed general educative significance 
of a given content and the personal experiences of a lack of significance. We use the concept 
of Bildungssignifikanz (educative significance) to highlight how any didactic gesture towards the 
educative substance of educational content is dependent on that content being experienced 
as personally significant. In addressing irony as the feeling of coexistence (Morton 2010, 125), 
we argue that irony as method can allow educational thinking to sensitize the learner towards 
coexistence, where that coexistence is felt when we are not able to exhaust the content of 
education in didactic posturing. In the following we will engage with a number of ironic inter-
ventions aimed at to illustrating how the feeling of irony relates to this tension between expe-
rienced educative significance and efforts to determine the educative substance of a content 
of education.

Irony and the temporal and spatial dimension of the substance of education

Irony as method enables exploration of another possible dissonance between the educative 
substance of content as ascribed through didactic posturing and personal experiences of that 
substance and its role in self-formation (Bildung). Such exploration requires engagement with 
the spatial and temporal aspects of the relationship between specific content of education and 
its educative substance. In the following, we engage with examples of irony as method in 
popular culture and cinematography to illustrate how spatial and temporal aspects can be used.

There is, for example, a history within theatre and cinematography of irony as method in 
the narrative portrayal on stage or screen through the spatial effect of an audience in the 
background who grasp the substance of what is happening or what is said while this substance 
is not apparent to the actors in the foreground. Think, for example, of the double audience 
as viewers watch the old man crossing the square and observing a car chase in the original 
Pink Panther movie (Edwards 1963) (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nistdsAcs3E). The humor-
ous experience of irony is amplified by a tension arising from the spatial perspective (view of 
the square that the cars inevitably pass in their chase) that is offered to the audience as well 
as the old man, but withheld from the other characters in this scene. The possibility of engag-
ing with this tension is provided by a dialectical relation between two interwoven yet opposing 
ambitions of the different characters (those trying to catch the thieves and those trying to 
get away). Irony as method is possible by actively engaging with the non-congruent yet inter-
dependent positions that become apparent through the provision of a third spatial perspective 
on the two character-centred perspectives.

In a similar manner, instructional intervention that relies on irony as method might introduce 
the spatial dimension of a contrasting second or third perspective (i.e. a spatially different 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nistdsACs3E
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perspective) on the content of education that is able to undermine the stabilization of the 
substance of that content according to a first or second perspective. The learner’s humorous 
experience of irony in the contrasting tension between non-congruent perspectives on the 
content can be used to facilitate the possibility of reopening the question of educative sub-
stance, letting the learner ‘choose’ between perspectives on content and decide how to define 
its substance.

Similar to the spatial effect of irony as method used in cinematography to establish per-
spective, irony as method also can explore phenomenologically the temporal displacement of 
the substance of content. Such a temporal displacement through the experience of irony can 
help teaching reopen the relationship between a content of education and its substance. The 
temporal dimension of the non-congruence and tension between content and its substance is 
generally reduced to the past (cf. Bengtsson forthcoming); that is, an object of education is 
seen as ‘containing’ (see the meaning of ‘content’) or holding something in place that has already 
been unlocked by how the object has appeared through a previous manifestation. In simple 
terms, the educative substance of educational content is held in place by previous experiences 
of and engagement with this content by humans, including disciplinary study and everyday 
practice.

This is also true within the Didaktik tradition, where Klafki (1985) as one of its most prom-
inent thinkers appeals to notions of the historical reality of educational content as unlocked 
by universal categories. An appeal is often made to notions of ‘nature’ as a stable ontological 
background (nature as an expression of universal categories) or a spiritual (Geist) reference point 
(e.g. the transcendental mind or the non-human world/planetary consciousness of eco-pedagogy) 
when considering the stability of the educative substance. However, through irony as method, 
we can tease out how access to educative substance is temporally distorted or illuminate the 
tension that is at play when trying to reduce educative substance to a generalized past that 
is the referent of past stability.

consider, for example, the monolith in 2001: A Space Odyssey (Kubrick 1968). The monolith 
can be seen as the archetypal ‘content of education’ as it is purely instructional in the sense 
of teaching something. Recall the opening scene, ‘the dawn of man [sic]’, where our hairy 
ancestors touch the monolith and gain the notion of tools and technology. It is purely instruc-
tional in the sense that touching it teaches, while at the same time introducing the idea of 
manipulating and unlocking reality as (hairy) subjects. Here, we see irony as a humorous expe-
rience as echoing a tension in the idea of the content having an educative substance that can 
be located in the past. The monolith does not teach our human ancestors something that it 
already was, but utilizes them to become (hu)man in order to create technology and ultimately 
AI. Hence, the temporal dimension of irony emerges in the idea that the monolith has a sub-
stance that is in the future. We might ask ourselves: ‘Whose historical reality is the monolith as 
educative content containing and unlocking?’

The temporal dimension of the irony of the idea of ascribing educative substance to historical 
reality can be teased out in the monolith’s ability in the long term to teach us how to construct 
HAL 9000, i.e. artificial intelligence. Accordingly, the educative substance of the monolith as 
content for proto-humanity is not in the opening scene (‘the dawn of man’), but in a future 
that was still to come, that is the future where HAL 9000 was constructed. The educative sub-
stance in the case of the monolith was not ‘ours’ (that of the hairy subjects appropriating reality 
though the use of tools) and did not contain something that we formed ourselves through 
Bildung as formation of humanity, but might be interpreted by looking into the future as a 
substance of AI realizing the emergence of itself through humans (hairy subjects as tools to 
create AI) in the past. This example illustrates how irony can be used as a method to undermine 
the reduction of educative substance to the past/present (how a content has appeared/appears), 
reopening the tension between content and substance to the process of formation (Bildung). 
Bildung as self-formation might thus be possible when the individually experienced feeling of 
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ironic humour undermines the didactic posture of ascribing universally valid educative substance 
to a content of education.

Our exploration of irony in the context of the Didaktik tradition seeks to highlight that the 
phenomenology of the experience of irony is educative. The experience of irony when engaging 
with a content of education, we argue, shows intuitively how educative substance of that con-
tent appears to us. The humorous feeling of irony illustrates in this sense the feel of thinking 
educative substance. By becoming aware of how substance reveals itself in the experience of 
irony, we can utilize this insight to theorize access to this educative substance in education 
thought. In the face of irony, the previously mentioned patronizing aspect of didactical postur-
ing, claiming to have access to the educative substance of a content of education, can be seen 
as amplifying a tension between implied access to educative substance in thought and the 
feeling of experience of that implication being off. That is not to suggest that there is no such 
thing as a discernible educative substance or that the person who experiences irony has access 
to some true educative substance. In the case of the former, we acknowledge the dangers of 
nihilism, where irony might be employed as a means to illuminate a form of pure negativity 
at the epistemic foundation of didactic posturing. In the case of the latter, a particular spatial 
or temporal perspective would be able to fully account for the educative substance of a content 
of education. As such, the didactic posturing would be able to literally account for the epistemic 
foundation of its claim, but such literalism might result in a universe devoid of humour.

Hence, we are not arguing that irony as an experience of humour can direct thinking to the 
right or wrong perspective on a content of education that would account for its substance. 
Instead, we argue that the humorous experience of irony points towards or gives us the feeling 
for a third perspective on the educative substance of a content of education. This perspective 
highlights and moves beyond a tension between contrasting, and hence dualistic, positions. In 
this sense, we see it as compatible with the core paradox or tension in the Bildung tradition; 
that is, a tension between personal formation and that of society or humanity. In the following, 
we will expand on what we mean when we say that irony is educative in the sense that it 
points beyond a tension between existing perspectives.

Irony and a third perspective

When discussing the educative significance of a third perspective, please note that we refer to 
‘a’ rather than ‘the’ third perspective. A third perspective, as the emotional response of humour 
tells us, is not reducible to a single determinable neglected perspective of thought that had 
not previously been taken into consideration (e.g. the often implicit third and true perspective 
evoked when outlining three positions in a scholarly paper). Instead, it relates to the failure of 
perspective of thought to fully account for the educative substance of content.

To illustrate this point using spatial irony as method, the humorous experience of irony that 
is facilitated by amplifying a tension between foreground and background perspectives can be 
seen as highlighting that there is no such attainable position from either view nor the 
often-applied transcendental/meta-perspective to be attained through reason. Irony as method 
that engages with the potential of a third perspective hereby suggests that it is impossible to 
access a view that is not caught up in a foreground, and vice versa. The transcendental or 
meta-perspective from the background turns out to be ironically caught up in the foreground—a 
long time ago in a galaxy far, far away, there was a species stuck to one planet thinking it ‘got’ 
the universe, life and everything.

We argue that the educative significance of the humorous experience of irony that is created 
through a tension between two perspectives (either temporal or spatial) lies in the experience 
of irony making the didactic point (as a deconstruction of perspective) that any attained ‘per-
spective’ does not capture or contain educative substance. That is, the humorous feeling of the 



ENvIRONMENTAL EDucATION RESEARcH 9

experience of irony points towards, or rather resonates from, this evasive position as a third 
perspective and its educative significance. Irony, in the experience of educative significance, does 
not point to a specific alternative (the third perspective), but is self-referential in the sense that 
it resonates and dislocates a third perspective in the tension between two perspectives. What 
we mean by self-referential irony is that the truth claim of a statement can be seen and, by 
applying reason, acknowledged as ‘absolute’ truth. At the same time, however, this claim also 
give us a humorous feeling of being not ‘false’ but somewhat ‘off’ in the sense that its binary 
construction and underlying logical framework is not really up to the task of accounting for 
‘perspective’.

As an example of a form of irony that is self-referential, consider the Internet meme that 
‘Everything in the world is either a potato or not a potato’ (Figure 1).

In logical terms, it is a valid statement and we might acknowledge its truth claim, yet, in its 
overt simplicity, the humorous experience of its ironic tension in dividing the world into two 
categories draws attention to what we have called a third perspective. The meme pinpoints 
the flimsiness of the epistemic foundation of the didactic posture as the humorous experience 
of irony when applying its knowledge claims resonates with the educative significance of a 
third perspective that is evasive and cannot be expressed using the binary construction of the 
world in terms of potato/not-potato.

This binary construction of the world, in terms of its potatoness/non-potatoness, relates also 
to a projection of self onto that world. We will here use the saying of there being two classes 
of people in the world as cleverly suggested by the mysterious, yet positively inclined, Reviewer 
3 of this paper. According to the saying attributed to Robert Benchley (https://quoteinvestigator.
com/2014/02/07/two-classes/): ‘There are two kinds of people in the world: Those who divide 
everybody into two kinds of people, and those who don’t’. In a similar fashion to the potato 
meme, the classification of people into two classes highlights the irony at play in a self-referential 
projection of view of the self onto the world. Hence, with a nod to the seemingly never-ending 
schism between those people touting Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) and those 
touting Environmental Education (EE), we might be tempted to use irony as method to position 
different educational approaches and normative positions according to such a twofold structure 
of things in the world, categorizing them according to their sustainability and their potatoness 
(see Figure 2).

Figure 1. the weirdly true meme of the potatoness of the world.

https://quoteinvestigator.com/2014/02/07/two-classes/
https://quoteinvestigator.com/2014/02/07/two-classes/
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Against this deep-rooted enjoyment of such two- and four-fold categorizations in environ-
mental and sustainability education research (references intentionally omitted), their related 
normative ground and the didactic posture of ascribing educative significance of one in relation 
to a ‘dimension’ of the world (potatoness) as well as the entailing account for the ultimate 
question of environmental and sustainability education, we argue for the educative significance 
of evoking a third perspective by creating ironic tensions in educational as well as research 
settings. As we will argue below, the humorous experience of an epistemological foundation 
collapsing in the face of irony is educative in the sense that it attunes us to the experience of 
the educative substance of a third perspective.

Furthermore, we see irony as method as having an important potential for environmental and 
sustainability education research as it not only helps us to problematize the idea of the borders of 
perspectives, for example anthropocentric perspectives (Kopnina 2016), but can also be used to 
undermine the epistemic foundation of appeals that use binary logics such as nature/culture to 
establish such borders (e.g. Affifi 2020a; Russell 2005). We regard irony’s ability to attune us to a 
third perspective as educative—not as a means for overcom(b)ing anthropocentrism, but as a method 
that can help us to point out the anthropocentrism of perspectives attained by the human learner/
researcher.4 It does so by showing how the notion of ascribing educative substance in the didactic 
gesture is rooted in a perspective defined by human access to spatiality and temporality.

We might here refer to the novella, ‘Story of Your Life’ by Ted chiang (2002) that later was 
transformed into the movie Arrival (villeneuve 2016) to illustrate our point. After the arrival of 
alien spaceships on earth, commanded by a species referred to as ‘Heptapods’, humans engage 
with these Heptapods in order to establish a shared language of communication. As the story 
shows, human language is defined by causality and limited human access to the dimension of 
time, while Heptapod language is based on teleology since Heptapods are able to experience 
all events (past, present and future) simultaneously. The temporal dimension of irony surfaces 
in the case of the educative effort by humans to teach Heptapods human language, as they 
are already able to understand it. Irony in this case exposes the human inability to understand 
teleological language. Hence, this irony points towards the anthropocentrism of the didactic 
posture of trying to teach non-humans something about humans that they already know.

Accordingly, the humorous experience of irony does not grant access to a perspective beyond 
anthropocentrism (i.e. understanding teleological language as used by Heptapods), but reveals 
to us humans the anthropocentrism of the didactic intervention or gesture (i.e. we thought 
Heptapods did not understand us, but in fact, it is was us who did not understand them). We 
might here comment that the didactic posture claims to have access to educative substance of 
a content is posing as being able to have access to all events (even future ones as they would 
already be accessible to Heptapods), instead of inferences based on limited human access to 
the dimension of time and spatiality.

Figure 2. Positioning education approaches according to their alignment with sustainability and potatoness.
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Another example where irony can be utilized as method to point out the educative substance 
in the third perspective involves teasing out the potential anthropocentrism of critiques of 
anthropocentrism in environmental and sustainability education research (Kopnina 2016; 
Weldemariam 2020; Rautio 2013; Spannring 2017; Lundmark 2007). For example, when arguing 
to speak for tigers large and small in a critique of anthropocentrism, we might ask ourselves 
with Kopnina (2016, 147): ‘Why do we discriminate against every other species on earth, includ-
ing future generations of big tigers and little tigers? How can this be morally justified’?

Tigers such as Hobbes from the comic Calvin and Hobbes (please click on the link to see the 
specific one we have in mind: https://www.gocomics.com/calvinandhobbes/1989/04/09) might 
already have the answer to these questions: ‘… the ends justify the means’ (Watterson 1989). 
Hobbes’ response in the cartoon illustrates a potential relapse into epistemological solipsism 
when answering Kopninás question because the question can be seen to turn back towards a 
human audience and not towards tigers and the moral systems of belief and justification they 
might hold. Thus, the ironic contrast we have facilitated between Kopninás critique of anthro-
pocentrism, which questions the moral foundation for human discrimination against tigers, and 
Hobbes the tiger’s response highlights the potential anthropocentrism of critiques of anthro-
pocentrism, i.e. a human audience that is to provide or challenge this moral foundation. Yet, 
at the same time, the anthropomorphized tiger Hobbes’ utilitarian answer ‘embodies’ that other 
species. The tension of the status of Hobbes, being both tiger and non-tiger, hints at a poten-
tially significant perspective that might be hiding in the non-tiger/tiger contradiction.

Hence, the ironic experience of humour suggests that the didactic posture of pointing out 
the educative substance of, for example, little tigers or their neglect is neither wrong nor right. 
However, in the moment of experiencing the feeling of humour, the didactic gesture is under-
mined by a third perspective that subverts both alternatives as constitutive of thought and 
makes its significance immanent to thinking about the educative substance of the content. 
Hence, the educative substance of tigers could be ascribed to the content, but we argue that 
it can be seen as both in the content (i.e. educative substance in the tiger) and for the envi-
ronmental educator (i.e. the educative substance of the tiger for the educator).

The ironic experience of humour points out the difference between what constitutes the 
educative substance for the environmental educator (the idealized and anthropomorphized tiger 
through thinking) and what it is in the content of education (a substance that is not equivalent 
to the educator’s conception in thought). As such, we argue that irony does not necessarily 
lead to nihilism even though it can potentially unravel the absolute negativity at the ground 
of an epistemological foundation. Instead, we see the experience of irony as revealing that 
there is something beyond absolute negativity as it would not be possible for the educator/
learner to deconstruct the educative substance of the content without the primary experience 
of something having educative significance. Yet, thinking that something will automatically be 
the educative substance of that content for the learner/educator falls short.

The experience of non-congruence between the educative substance in the content and for 
the educator/learner is facilitated by the humorous experience of irony. The humorous experi-
ence of irony simply echoes the non-congruence between the experience of educative signifi-
cance and the ascription of educative substance. Hence, while the educative substance in the 
content can be seen as elusive (given that thinking it might be proven work according to 
another temporal or spatial perspective and the experience thereof ), the humorous experience 
of irony highlights that something might have educative substance and that it might have 
significance for us.

We argue here that the humorous experience of irony does not deconstruct that something 
and show a pure form of negativity (no-thing, not-potato) but requires the existence of some-
thing of educative significance. It is here that the fruitful tension between formation of self 
and humanity in the Bildung tradition can be seen resurfacing and we argue that individual 
humorous experiences of irony can foster the formation (Bildung) of humanity by reminding of 

https://www.gocomics.com/calvinandhobbes/1989/04/09
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its humanness. Below, we explore how irony can be seen as fostering humanness as a form of 
method that engages with the anthropocentrism of environmental and sustainability education.

Irony as educative contamination of the learner by the content

When returning to the discussion of anthropocentrism, we might argue that irony as method 
can provide entry points for engaging with humanness that is not strictly speaking anthropo-
centric. Drawing on the work of Le Grange (2012) related to environmental and sustainability 
education and his discussion of ubuntu (humanness) and ukama (relatedness) in contemporary 
African educational thought, we might argue in the context of the Didaktik tradition that irony 
as a method has the potential to foster humanness. As Le Grange (2012, 65) notes: ‘ubuntu 
helps us to appreciate that to be human means to care for self, the other and nature—that 
the learner is inextricably bound up in relations with the other and the biophysical world.’ What 
the humorous experience of irony can be seen to highlight, as it emerges in the experience of 
incongruence between educative substance for the learner/educator and in content of education, 
is this humanness of which LeGrange speaks. It shatters solipsism (the reduction of educative 
substance in the content to the idealized educative substance for the learner/educator) and at 
the same time points out to learners/educators that they are themselves enmeshed within the 
content of education.

connecting the discussion of humanness to the recent engagement with uncanny and dark 
aspects of environmental and sustainability education research (Lysgaard Andreasen 2018; Ojala 
2016; Saari and Mullen 2020; Affifi 2020b), we see humanness as entangled with or contami-
nated by the other referred to by LeGrange. We argue that the dark uneasy side of the humorous 
experience of irony (uneasy or nervous laughter) highlights that the experience of relatedness 
to, or educative significance of, the content of education does not lead to the construction of 
one’s self or the teacher. Our experience that a content of education has significance for us is 
uncanny in the sense that we ourselves experience that we are entangled with something that 
we did not decide to be entangled with.

Accordingly, we see a third perspective, as highlighted by the humorous experience of irony, 
as providing an opening to rethink the ontological relation between learner, teacher and content 
in environmental and sustainability education as well as the Didaktik tradition. Thus, the humor-
ous experience of irony when engaging with a content that is significant to the learner as self 
highlights the bound-up-ness of that self and content (the relatedness that Le Grange (2012) 
speaks of ). The strangeness or uneasiness of that experience of irony points out the quality of 
what is at stake for the conception of the learner’s self and the content’s identity.

Recalling the ironic dimension of the reduction of the world into binaries (e.g. that everything 
in the world is either a potato or a non-potato) highlights something about the ontological 
register that aims to encapsulate identity in binary logics. What we are referring to is the logics 
by which the self and its relation to the content is conceived (Bengtsson 2019). The uneasiness 
of the experience of irony highlights to the self how it is caught up with the content of edu-
cation. Further, we argue that the strangeness of this experience relates to the inability of 
classical laws of identity in logic (i.e. the law of non-contradiction and the law of excluded 
middle) to account in thought for the substance of both learner and content of education. The 
strangeness of the humorous experience of irony attunes us to the sensation that educative 
substance refuses to conform to the laws of non-contradiction and excluded middle.

As suggested by weird fiction writer Jeff vanderMeer (2015): ‘Fiction is the contamination of 
the writer by something that is foreign to the self, if lucky, and yet intimate to it’. We argue 
that education, or rather Bildung, is the process of attentive contamination of the learner ‘by 
something that is foreign to the self, if lucky, and yet intimate to it.’ The humorous experience 
of irony, in its uneasiness and strangeness, is in the Didaktik tradition able to demonstrate this 
contamination to the learner as self; that is, it shows human learners how they are contaminated 
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by the substance in the content of education that does not allow itself to be kept at bay as 
an idealized substance for an uncontaminated learner. Accordingly, in our encounter with the 
educative significance of a substance in the content that we aimed to keep at bay as a sub-
stance for us, we become aware of our contamination.

Meanwhile, we see the strangeness of the humorous experience of irony as signalling that 
we do not have access through rational thought (i.e. thought relying on the classical laws of 
identity) to that educative substance in the content that contaminates us. By acknowledging 
this contamination of the learner by the content when regarding the strangeness of humorous 
experience of irony as educative, we are suggesting that environmental and sustainability edu-
cational thought and the Didaktik tradition should break with the logic of non-contradiction 
when constituting the identity of the learner as self as they (intentional plural to signify a 
singular) are both the self and not the self. Thus, we are proposing to environmental and sus-
tainability education thought that there is a Kopnina/Tiger. The learner as they, or the Kopnina/
Tiger, are not reducible to relationally (wink wink: danger of anthropocentrism) as asymmetric 
contaminations of the self by other non-selves (the substance in the content of education) is 
the premise for our process of self-formation (Bildung).

As a result, we propose a reconceptualization of the understanding of the role or position 
of the content of education in environmental and sustainability education as something that 
contaminates the leaner as self in its inextricable significance for the self. We propose that irony 
as method’s engagement with the content of education might be approached as facilitating a 
contamination where the learner becomes aware that they are both the self and not the self. 
Our amendment to an outlook on environmental and sustainability education that builds on 
the Didaktik tradition acknowledges that the educative substance of that content forms us as 
human learners (Bildung meaning formation in German), yet, it is also not-us. As we have sought 
to highlight in this paper, we see the humorous experience of irony as pointing to the onto-
logical dimension of a third perspective, where educative substance might not even be apparent 
to the content of education. Accordingly, even a tiger or a potato might have something as 
akin to an existential crisis, experiencing that they are not what they thought they were.

Conclusion

In this paper, we have argued that irony as method in environmental and sustainability edu-
cation should be seen as a central practice that can facilitate experiences of ironic tension 
between the essence in educational content and its relevance for the process of self-formation 
that aims to render it into an essence for the self. Through the facilitation of this experience 
of tension, a third position can be established where it is possible to de(con)struct epistemo-
logical foundations that can be seen as maintaining or reproducing borders and contexts, 
especially problematic ones that perpetuate a distance between human subjects in education 
and the objects, things and contents that are addressed.

We see irony as method as a way to reconceive of (environmental) education (Bildung) as 
something that can engage with the overcom(b)ing of anthropocentrism and relapses into it 
by reopening a third perspective. However, as we pointed out, irony as method has an uncanny 
and dark side. In the best case scenario, it facilitates an engagement with a unified humanness 
as a form of self-alienation—an experience that can lead to a sense of discomfort. When using 
irony as method, environmental and sustainability education might lead to a sense of loss of 
essence (‘once upon a time, I was a potato’) but we argue that this should not render education 
a ‘safe zone of schooling’, a form of comfort food of self-idealization.

To reiterate, Bildung, as the equivalent to the idea of education, refers to self-formation, where 
formation requires an abandonment of self rather than a development that maintains, builds on 
or celebrates the self as it was. We highlighted this with the notion of contamination by the 
content of education, where the formation of the humanness of the self can be seen as requiring 
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a contamination of the self by that it was not. There would be no overcom(b)ing of anthropo-
centrism without the tiger in its uncanniness and strangeness. With regard to the use of irony 
in environmental education as a tool we would here suggest refraining from sarcasm, that is to 
undermine knowledge claims in order to demonstrate that onés own position is superior or 
beyond critique. Further, irony as requiring an abandonment requires a certain form of openness 
or willingness to engage with what is at stake for oneself. Our initial recommendation for exper-
imentation is to engage with irony that is close to what one holds dear as the humorous aspect 
can easily get lost when turned to a group or social beliefs that one and others might not 
identify with. When turned against such beliefs and positions irony might easily lead to resent-
ment given that others might not be as willing to engage with the formation of the self.

As this paper’s argument for considering irony as method in environmental and sustainability 
education is targeted at a research audience, we think that a key question for future research 
is the possible applications of irony as method in educational settings. Moreover, given our 
limited abilities as armchair academics to actually embody a humorous experience in this paper, 
we see a need for cooperation between comedians as educators, educators as comedians, and 
researchers to explore how irony as method could be developed and under what conditions it 
operates in order to maximize the tension between thought and feeling.

Notes

 1. By ontological and ontology we refer to how things are. Ontology, as an area of philosophy of knowledge 
and metaphysics, relates to two central questions concerning the being and existence of things. The first 
relates to “what” is (e.g. that some things are and others are not). We do not engage with this question 
as we see it as a trap because answering this question from a specific perspective (e.g. human) would 
not exhaust what still might remain hidden in its being. The second, relates to “how” things are. In this 
paper we argue that a somewhat hidden, or twilight status, of how things are relates to irony that becomes 
both a possibility and necessity when making truth/knowledge claims.

 2. By epistemic foundation we refer to the basis or axiomatic ground of making truth claims.
Epistemology as an area of philosophy relates to knowledge and the premises of knowledge and knowledge 

claims. An epistemic foundation of, for example, an argument entails in this sense also an ontological 
assumption. Accordingly, a truth claim or a claim of knowledge about something relates to assumptions 
about how things are and, depending on the claim, also claims of what is.

 3. Please note that “Didaktik” refers in this paper to a historically specific approach to curriculum and instruc-
tion theory and praxis, whereas we use “didactic” to highlight the patronizing aspect of didactic posturing, 
whether within or outside education, which claims to have access to absolute knowledge or truth.

 4. We introduce the terminology of “overcom(b)ing anthropocentrism” to highlight the potential or danger 
of relapse into anthropocentrism in efforts to overcome it. Like middle-aged men (perhaps including the 
authors of this paper) seeking to salvage their damaged pride and idealized self-image by adjusting their 
hairstyle, over-com(b)ing anthropocentrism can be seen as a committed effort to alter the perception of 
reality, like turning a head half-empty of hair into a head half-full of it.
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