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Abstract 

As the concept of the Anthropocene as an epoch marking humankind’s power as a geophysical 
force gathers momentum, sustainability educators will be confronted by conflicting 
interpretations of its significance. More than a geological epoch, the Anthropocene marks a 
turning point for cultural, spiritual, and political ways of moving forward in confronting and 
framing humankind’s impact on earth systems. In this article, I examine the frames and rhetorics 
surrounding the use of the term the Anthropocene and their implications for sustainability 
education across several disciplines. Through the use of ecolinguistics and critical discourse 
analysis, I argue that analysis of the framing of the Anthropocene provides a critical tool for 
examining interpretations and approaches to what it means to be in the midst of an epoch in 
which humankind’s impact on the planet merits a new geologic time frame. An examination of 
frames across disciplines found that the Anthropocene is characterized both positively and 
negatively, with some scholars embracing the opportunities for continued growth while others 
warn of planetary boundaries and rupture from the previously calm Holocene. 
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Framing the Anthropocene: Educating for Sustainability 

As the concept of the Anthropocene as an epoch marking humankind’s power as a 
geophysical force (Rickards, 2015; Steffen, Grinevald, Crutzen & McNeill, 2011) gathers 
momentum, sustainability educators will be confronted by conflicting interpretations of its 
significance. More than a geological epoch, the Anthropocene marks a turning point for cultural, 
spiritual, and political ways of moving forward in confronting and framing humankind’s impact 
on earth systems. In this article, I examine the frames surrounding the use of the term the 
Anthropocene and their implications for sustainability education across several disciplines. In 
investigating key texts in political science, Earth system science, climate science, and economics, 
several frames emerge, each implying a way forward in meeting the challenges of the 
Anthropocene. Through the use of ecolinguistics (Stibbe, 2015) and critical discourse analysis 
(Machin & Mayr, 2012), I argue that analysis of the framing of the Anthropocene provides a 
critical tool for examining interpretations and approaches to what it means to be in the midst of 
an epoch in which humankind’s impact on the planet merits a new geologic time frame—all of 
which are deeply significant to sustainability education. 

 
One of the fundamental premises of sustainability education is the need to facilitate a shift in 

the societal and cultural consciousness of every stakeholder, from policy makers to energy users 
and everyday consumers, to re-envision the connectedness of those societal and material 
networks that we rely on for our well-being as ultimately interrelated at every level (Coop, 2011; 
Hamilton, 2016; Sterling, 2004).  Sustainability educators aim to shift our students’ awareness, 
inviting them to experience a paradigm shift that conceptualizes the Earth as a dynamic system 
greater than the sum of its parts (Hamilton, 2016). As anthropogenic impacts on our planet 
become increasingly evident, the cognitive frames through which we process and understand our 
impact on the planet must of necessity shift as well. Those frames through which we perceive 
our impact have become a source of discussion and debate, especially following the recent vote 
by the Working Group on the Anthropocene on 29 August 2016 to recognize the Anthropocene 
as a geologic epoch and to forward that recommendation to the International Geological 
Congress (Carrington, 2016).  

Perspectives 

The need to educate students in discerning sustainable pathways, to teach them to reason 
through the many rhetorics circulating around talk of the Anthropocene, is urgent. By giving our 
students a clear understanding of the various arguments for the significance of the emerging age 
of the Anthropocene and the various positions proposed, we will educate them to critically assess 
those arguments, thereby nurturing in them a sense of agency and civic responsibility. They will 
then be able to make deliberate and informed choices and advocate for sustainable solutions. 
While studies of metaphors for the Anthropocene exist (Cohen, 2013; Corlett, 2014; Comstock 
& Hocks, 2016; Larson, 2011; Rickards, 2015; Robbins, 2013), an analysis of the framing 
relevant to educators is largely absent from the literature.  
 
Defining the Anthropocene 

The proposal to mark the current epoch as one best characterized by humankind’s impact 
on the environment was initially suggested by biologist Eugene Stoermer in the 1980s 
(Grinevald, 2007). In 2000, atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen and Stoermer (2000) made a more 
elaborated case. As McNeill (2014) explains in The Great Acceleration,  
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The changing composition of the atmosphere, especially the well-documented increase in 
carbon dioxide, seemed to Crutzen so dramatic and so potentially consequential for life 
on Earth that he concluded that a new stage had begun in Earth’s history, one in which 
humankind had emerged as the most powerful influence on global ecology. The crux of 
the Anthropocene concept is just that: a new period (whether epoch, period, or era in 
geologists’ parlance) in which human actions overshadow the quiet persistence of 
microbes and the endless wobbles and eccentricities in the Earth’s orbit, affecting the 
governing systems of the Earth, and therefore define the age. (pp. 1-2) 
 

Some have initially dated the start of the Anthropocene to the start of human agriculture, some 
7,000 years ago (Corlett, 2015), or to when humans mastered fire, 12,000 to 15,000 years ago 
(McNeill, 2014; Crutzen, 2000). A more widely accepted start date for the Anthropocene has 
been set in the years following World War II, after 1945 CE, a period otherwise known as The 
Great Acceleration (McNeill, 2014; Steffen, 2015). It was at that time that human impacts could 
be empirically documented as “the most important factor governing crucial biogeochemical 
cycles, to wit, the carbon cycle, the sulfur cycle, and the nitrogen cycle” (McNeill, 2014, p. 4). 
The “golden spike” (Corlett, 2015, p. 37 ) that characterizes a distinct starting point for 
geological epochs can be readily discerned in the work of Steffen et al. (2004), whose graphs of 
accelerated consumption and resource use illustrate increased change. Charts documenting these 
changes can be seen at the website for the Global International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme 
Change (Steffen et al., 2015) and in Figures 1 and 2 below. 

 
Theoretical Framework 

 
When we consider the various frames and metaphors used to characterize the Anthropocene 

through the lens of ecolinguistics, we avail ourselves of valuable tools for unmasking the key 
assumptions embedded in those representations.  Understanding those frames enables us to 
approach the issues surrounding the emergence of the Anthropocene and the rhetoric surrounding 
it as tools for education, for making choices, for critical reflection, and for evading and resisting 
those frames that fail to serve a life-affirming ecologically-grounded life philosophy or 
ecosphophy (Stibbe, 2015).  

 
The ecosophy invoked in this paper and by ecolinguists in general is informed by ecological 

science and a concomitant acceptance of the insights offered by climate scientists (Stibbe, 2015). 
While climate change deniers frequently invoke the science-is-always-uncertain argument, along 
with the assertion that we don’t know enough to argue for a specific course of action because the 
data are not conclusive (Dunlap & McCright, 2010), these arguments are not sufficient, 
especially in light of the need to act to preserve biodiversity and mitigate and adapt to other 
impacts of climate change, such as ocean acidification, desertification, loss of water aquifers and 
albedo, and so on. Instead, we must engage a broad-based understanding and support for 
policies, what Larson refers to as “stakeholder-based quality control [broader] than normal 
science” (Larson, 2011, p. 12). As Larson points out,  

Science alone cannot decide how we want to live. Instead, we need to recognize the 
contributions of science as a way of knowing, while simultaneously placing it in the context 
of more democratic decision-making. Such democracy is particularly necessary for 
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environmental and other sciences whose results tend to be uncertain from the perspective of 
both facts and values (2011, p. 12). 
 

Indeed, scientists and social science and humanities scholars recognize that policy-making must 
go beyond the authoritarian top-down decision-making consistent with technocratic, expert-
driven policy planning (Funtowicz & Ravetz, 1993; Funtowicz & Ravetz, 2003; Larson, 2011), 
to what Funtowicz and Ravetz (1993; 2003) refer to as post-normal science. 
 

An essential part of that framing involves mapping out how we imagine and conceptualize 
nature and its roles. As such, ecolinguistics acknowledges the normative role that the analysis of 
frames and metaphors can play in advancing orientations and philosophies that honor an 
ecological appreciation for life systems, “encourage[ing] behavior that protects the ecosystems 
that support life, and promoting those metaphors so that they can become new metaphors we live 
by” (Stibbe, 2015, p. 81).  

 
Methods  

 
The struggle to define what we understand by the Anthropocene contains a spectrum of 

possible interpretations. This paper focuses on several dominant frames given to the 
Anthropocene using the analytical tools of ecolinguistics. Ecolinguistics critiques those forms of 
language used to characterize and/or justify ecological destruction and seeks out and proposes 
language that guides humankind toward more respectful, life-affirming positions (Naess, 1995; 
Stibbe, 2015). It concerns itself with human ecology, as defined by Gare (2002), as “the 
interaction of humans with other humans, other organisms and the physical environment” (cited 
in Stibbe, 2015, p. 8) and encompasses “language, culture, human cognition, stories and texts” 
(Stibbe, 2015, p. 8). As explained by Stibbe (2015),  

 
Ecolinguistic studies . . . have normative goals. . . . [that seek to affirm] the life-sustaining 
relationships of humans with other humans, other organisms and the physical environment, 
with a normative orientation towards protecting the systems that humans and other forms of 
life depend on for their wellbeing and survival. (p. 9, emphasis in text). 
 

This study will focus on frames used to characterize the Anthropocene. As explained by George 
Lakoff (2006), “Frames are the mental structures that allow human beings to understand reality – 
and sometimes to create what we take to be reality” (p. 25). Frames are constructed using 
metaphors, cognitive structures that build on similarities but also cause us to accept ideologies 
that attend those metaphors uncritically. Framing involves the use of a conceptual narrative 
structure from one context or story applied to another context. Frames organize actors, actions, 
and how actors relate to one another in a coherent story line (Stibbe, 2015, p. 47). Within 
ecolinguistic practice,  
 

Analysing framing from an ecolinguistic perspective firstly requires identification of the 
source frame and the target domain. The target domain is the general area being talked 
about, while the source frame is a different area of life that is brought to mind through 
trigger words (Stibbe, 2015, p. 52). 
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 Thus the source frame structures relationships, actions, and participants for the target domain 
(Stibbe, 2015).  
 

The artifacts selected for this analysis are representative of a range of discourses 
surrounding the Anthropocene, from the Promethean (Dryzek, 2013) beliefs of ecomodernists 
such as Rasmus Karlsson (2016) and the democratic pragmatism of Jedidiah Purdy (2015) to the 
green radicalism of Richard Smith (2016), whose ecosocialist economic advocacy places him 
firmly to the left of the discussion.  They span the range of political discourses on the 
environment, and in doing so illustrate the variety of frames or cognitive road maps (Lakoff, 
2012) for understanding the Anthropocene and the subsequent agency given to specific actors in 
each proposed scenario. These provide various perspectives on the promise and peril that this 
new geological epoch holds —whether we will emerge with the power to respond effectively to 
the dawn of humankind’s impact on the Earth or to simply capitulate to administrative 
rationalists (Dryzek, 2013) whose solutions inevitably follow the lines of power and the 
prevailing politics of an increasingly inequitable, technocratic, and most likely autocratic 
philosophy of governance. The implications for education are substantial. As we become 
increasingly conscious of the ways in which our fates, locally and nationally, are linked to a 
global interdependence, we will need to shape a politics of cooperation and coexistence. And for 
that, we must have an educational system that explicitly teaches about the interconnectedness of 
global systems, linking ecology, economics, and politics with the need to come together to solve 
the problems facing humankind as a result of anthropogenic climate change.  

 
The corpus for this analysis has been taken from the following texts: 
• Richard T. Corlett’s “The Anthropocene Concept in Ecology and Conservation” 

(2015); 
• Clive Hamilton’s “The Anthropocene as Rupture” (2016); 
• Rasmus Karlsson’s “Three Metaphors for Sustainability in the Anthropocene” (2015); 
• Jedidiah Purdy’s After Nature: A Politics for the Anthropocene (2015); 
• Richard Smith’s Green Capitalism: The God that Failed (2016); and  
• Will Steffen, Wendy Broadgate, Lisa Deutsch, Owen Gaffney, and Cornelia 

Ludwig’s  “The Trajectory of the Anthropocene: The Great Acceleration” (2015). 
 

These works capture current trends in shaping our perception of the Anthropocene and its 
implications for action. 
 
Research Questions 
This paper focuses on the following research questions:  

• What do the frames surrounding discussions of the emergence of the Anthropocene tell 
us about the agency given to readers/participants in the shaping of the Anthropocene?  

• What ecosophy (Stibbe, 2015) does this discourse communicate to readers? 
• How do the discourses surrounding the Anthropocene educate readers about humankind’s 

role in shaping and changing outcomes?  
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Complicated versus Complex Systems 
Frames provided by metaphors are by their nature incomplete, especially when providing 

conceptual frameworks for ecological issues. In confronting the limitations of metaphors, we 
need to distinguish between complicated and complex issues. Complicated problems are tame 
and able to be solved in a linear fashion. Complex issues, on the other hand, “have emergent 
properties” (Larson, 2011, p. 209) and are nonlinear in their manifestations. Paul Cilliers notes 
that “metaphors both highlight and hide, and what they hide may be critical” (cited in Larson, 
2011, p. 209) because they cannot capture complex systems that by their nature are nonlinear and 
continually emerging.  

 
We must therefore learn to draw on multiple metaphors in order to articulate the complex 

nature of nonlinear systems at play, so characteristic of the ecological realities around us. 
Because metaphors are continually in play in the world around us, we cannot constrain the use of 
metaphors in their value-laden social spheres. Instead, we need to understand how values and 
empirical observations and facts combine to create metaphors as conceptual constructs for 
understanding and action.  

 
Findings 

 
 An analysis of the ways in which authors of the texts listed above framed the 
Anthropocene illustrated a wide range of interpretations, from alarm and dismay to an open 
embrace of this new era of humankind’s dominance as a species on the Earth system.  
 

The Anthropocene as era of the Great Acceleration. This frame has been proposed by 
Paul Crutzen, Paul Steffen, and various co-authors (Crutzen, 2002; Crutzen & Stoermer, 2002; 
Steffen, Broadgate, Deutsch, Gaffney, & Ludwig, 2015; Steffen et al., 2015) to characterize this 
epoch as a time of accelerating impacts from industrial activity. As Steffen et al. (2015) explain, 
the term, “the ‘Great Acceleration’ aims to capture the holistic, comprehensive and interlinked 
nature of the post-1950 changes simultaneously sweeping across the socio-ecocnomic and 
biophysical spheres of the Earth, encompassing far more than climate change” (p. 2). The 
collective efforts of the International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme (IGBP), headed by Paul 
Crutzen and Will Steffen (Steffen et al., 2016), culminated in the ‘Great Acceleration’ graphs, 
quantifiable audits for each category from 1750 to 2000, originally captured in 24 graphs, with 
12 focusing on socio-economic trends (p. 4), including among others population, water use, 
primary energy use, and transportation (see Figure 1). The second group documents 12 charted 
Earth system trends (p. 7), such as carbon dioxide emissions, stratospheric ozone, marine fish 
capture, and terrestrial biosphere degradation (see Figure 2). Each of these graphs was 
subsequently updated to reflect data inputs up to 2010. Both sets of graphs show significant 
growth from the years 1950 to 2010, similar to the image of a hockey stick, in every area of 
human activity, from economic growth to resource depletion to carbon emissions (Steffen et al., 
2016, p. 12), “mak[ing] it possible to specify the onset of the Anthropocene with a high degree of 
precision” (p. 13). Steffen et al. place the beginning of the Anthropocene at “Monday 16 July 
1945, about the time that the Great Acceleration began, [when] the first atomic bomb was 
detonated in the New Mexico desert. Radioactive isotopes from this detonation were emitted to 
the atmosphere and spread worldwide entering the sedimentary record” (p. 13), thus providing 
the ‘golden spike’ for geologists to mark the new epoch. 
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Figure 1. Socio-economic trends calculated from 1750 to 2010 taken from the International 
Geosphere-Biosphere Programme’s assessment of globally aggregated indicators for socio-
economic development. (Steffen et al., 2016, p. 4.) 
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 Figure 2. Earth system trends calculated from 1750 to 2010 taken from the International 
Geosphere-Biosphere Programme’s assessment of the various indicators for the structure and 
functioning of the Earth system. (Steffen et al., 2016, p. 7.) 

 

What separate the Anthropocene from other geological epochs are the quantifiable 
impacts of human activities on the Earth system. We are, as Will Steffen and his co-authors 
(2016) point out, “living in a no-analogue world” (p. 14), a geological epoch without comparison 
due to the anthropogenic nature of the changes to the Earth system. Yet the term “The Great 
Acceleration” highlights the human agency implied in the rapidly unfolding evidence of system 
wide change. With that agency comes choice and action, with the agency for the Great 
Acceleration evident in the heightened pace of growth and movement to an unknown destination.  

 



Language & Ecology 2018 http://ecolinguistics-association.org/journal 
	

	

When Steffen and his co-authors (2016) pose the question of whether the Great 
Acceleration will play out as overshoot and collapse or be recognized and reversed, they note 
those actions that point to collective agency—the regulation of chlorofluorocarbons and the 
anticipated subsequent recovery of the stratosphere, a slowing of exponential population growth, 
and the emergence of leapfrog technologies with the potential for “decoupling development from 
environmental impacts” (p. 14). And yet, greenhouse gas emissions continue unabated, reaching 
408.84 CO2 parts per million (ppm) in the summer of 2017 (McGee, 2017), according to Mauna 
Loa Observatory’s measurements, well beyond the 350 CO2 ppm recognized as the safe limit for 
CO2 ppm (McKibben, 2011). These contradictory trends underscore a failure of agency in 
addressing the situation as we know it. As Steffen et al. point out, “Planetary stewardship has yet 
to emerge” (p. 14). The agency to address the emerging Anthropocene resides at every level, 
from the technocrat crafting public policy to the citizen supporting environmentally responsible 
representatives. Steffen and his co-authors (2016) pose the question, “Will the next 50 years 
bring the Great Decoupling or the Great Collapse?” (p. 14). The resolution to our dilemma, they 
note, lies within multiple sites of civic responsibility and scientific and technical expertise and 
will be evident to all by 2050.  

 
The Great Acceleration complements the historian and economist Richard Smith’s (2016) 

metaphorical representation of the economic system in the Anthropocene as a train racing along 
its predetermined tracks that lead to an abyss. The source frame of the train underscores the 
mechanistic nature of the vehicle hurtling toward a fateful destination and raises the questions 
that Smith implies. Who is in control of the train? Who set us on a journey headed toward the 
edge of an abyss, only to plunge over the side? Who is in control? In Smith’s scenario, the 
captains of industry, instead of slowing down the progress of the train, urge us on: “Go faster! 
Grow larger!” Smith proposed this metaphor to call attention to the many ways in which 
democratically determined self-governance is circumvented by the trajectory implicit in 
capitalism as an economic system. Smith’s solution, to strengthen the forces of democracy and 
overturn the plutocracy, involve either getting off the train altogether—abandoning capitalism as 
a global system—or by changing course, slowing down, or stopping a destructive economic 
system as it ravages the planet. The question remains: Whose hands control the brake? By what 
means can we stop a vehicle caught up in its own momentum?  

 
Smith’s (2015) reply to the questions posed here is to recognize capitalism as the chief 

mechanism causing out-of-control growth and its cancerous consumption of our planet. He 
proposes instead a radical departure from the path we’re on—that of shared democratic planning. 
As he points out,  

 
[I]f we are, after all, just ‘one people on one planet,’ it’s time we begin to make conscious 
and collective decisions about how our economic activity affects the natural world . . . . 
The problems we face with respect to the planetary environment and ecology can’t be 
solved by individual choice in the marketplace. They require collective democratic 
control over the economy to prioritize the needs of society, the environment, other 
species, and future generations. This requires local, national and global economic 
planning to reorganize the world economy and redeploy labor and resources to these 
ends. (pp. 104-105, emphasis in text) 
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Moreover, he argues that privatization and individualism as solutions to our ecological crisis 
ensure that unconstrained runaway growth will continue unabated. Struggles against corporate 
oligarchies and plutocratic control are evident in any number of movements today, from the 
rising popularity of collectives, cooperatives, and worker-owned industries (Kelly, 2012) to 
democratic uprisings throughout the world that seek to wrest power from autocrats working on 
behalf of corporate interests (Klein and Archer, 2014). Such a frame provides a hopeful sense of 
agency to those awake enough to see the dangers of an ideology of growth and expansion on a 
finite planet. The appeal of a democratic solution to the challenges confronting us in the 
Anthropocene is undeniable, and the potential for deeply democratic wellsprings of resistance to 
corporate autocracy and runaway growth has begun to emerge, even as the extremely wealthy 
seek to silence and outmaneuver the 99% beneath them.  
 

The Anthropocene as rupture. The frame of the Anthropocene as rupture, as argued by 
Clive Hamilton (2016), Earth System scientist, identifies the Anthropocene “as the very recent 
rupture in Earth history arising from the impact of human activity on the Earth System as a 
whole” (p. 93). The Anthropocene as a sharp departure from the relative stability of the 
Holocene, as identified by Hamilton and other Earth System scientists, signals a paradigm shift 
in conceptualizing the Earth as a dynamic system greater than the sum of its parts. Earth System 
science is the culmination of a steady stream of methodological and conceptual breakthroughs, 
including systems thinking (Meadows, Meadows, Randers & Behrens, 1972), computer 
modeling, and global systems tracking via satellite, among others (Hamilton, 2016, p. 94).  

 
Hamilton (2016) explains that “Earth System thinking, which emerged in the 1990s, [is]  

… the integrative meta-science of the whole planet as a unified, complex, evolving system 
beyond the sum of its parts. It is a transdisciplinary and holistic approach integrating earth 
sciences and life sciences, as well as the ‘industrial metabolism’ of humankind, all within a 
systems way of thinking, with special focus on the non-linear dynamics of a system.” (p. 94). 
Only by conceptualizing the changes wrought by humankind through the insights gained from 
understanding the Earth as a dynamic system can we appreciate the current dilemma posed by 
anthropogenic climate disruption (ACD) (Jamail, 2016).  

 
Global systems thinking has emerged in every discipline as a result of our capacity to 

visualize and witness, via satellite imaging and global communications via the Internet 
(Hamilton, 2016), the Earth as a whole. As such, recognition of the Anthropocene signals the 
need to understand the Earth as a dynamic system. The urgency to act has the potential to shatter 
boundaries, among disciplines, nations, and economies. Fully grasping and exploring the impacts 
of the Anthropocene has revolutionary implications in every area of study, but most especially 
for education. A clear understanding of our interconnectedness that the Anthropocene seen 
through the lens of Earth System science provides calls for the integration of the principles of 
sustainability throughout the curriculum. Doing so would transform our conceptualization of 
every discipline, from economics to political science to education itself. 

 
The Anthropocene as an epoch ruled by humankind. This frame for the Anthropocene is 

voiced in political scientist Jedidiah Purdy’s After Nature (2015). No longer relegated to the role 
of hapless recipient of natural processes, this argument runs, humankind now possesses the 
potential capability to rule over those processes. As Purdy (2015) puts it,  
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. . . there is no more nature that stands apart from human beings. . . . It makes no sense 
now to honor and preserve a nature that is defined by being not human, that is purest in 
wilderness, rain forest and the oceans. Instead, in a world we can’t help shaping, the 
question is what we will shape. (pp. 2-3) 
 

This frame asserts humankind’s dominion over all systems and processes and ignores those 
forces driving climate change, ocean acidification, and other changes to the biosphere.  Similar 
to management as a frame, this lacks a grounding in Earth system science.  Similar to other 
Promethean models of industrialism that champion growth and see humankind’s mastery of the 
environment as inevitable (Dryzek, 2013), Purdy’s framing of the Anthropocene conflates 
humankind’s impact with dominance and control.  
 

The Anthropocene as a rocket set to take off, transporting humankind to another state. 
This frame has been proposed by the ecomodernists (Asafu-Adjaye et al, 2015; Karlsson, 2016), 
political scientists who argue that our future sustainability can only be achieved through an 
increase in carbon emissions and resource use “in order to achieve an accelerated rate of 
innovation and a more complete separation of humanity from nature” (Karlsson, 2015, p. 24, 
emphasis added). This frame relies on techno-utopianism as a means of transcending and 
breaking away from the constraints of nature. Actors include technocrats, politicians, policy 
makers, and scientists. Actions imply geoengineering, tampering with atmospheric systems, and 
sequestering carbon.  

 
 In his explanation of the fault lines defining those who favor purposeful large-scale 
technological interventions and those who oppose them as up-wingers and down-wingers (p. 24), 
respectively, Karlsson outlines “the divide between down-wingers who automatically assume the 
economic convergence around OECD levels is ecologically impossible (Baker, 2006: 4) and up-
wingers who see the same globalisation processes as necessary for financing breakthrough 
innovations” (p. 24). 
 
 The frame of up-wingers evokes the positive image of striving and upward effort.   The 
term down-wingers implies defeat and despair. Up-wingers support “a fully-globalized high-
energy planet . . . [,] advanced nuclear technologies . . . [and] space colonization in order to 
transcend remaining ecological limits (Fuller and Lipenska, 2014)” (Karlsson, 2016, p. 24). The 
metaphor of up-wingers, Karlsson (2016) asserts, “introduces a dynamic perspective on human 
development and socio-technological evolution” putting humankind on “a sustainable long-term 
trajectory through the Anthropocene” (p. 27).  
 
 The metaphorical frame of the Earth as a rocket ship promotes a mechanistic and 
technocratic worldview. It concedes control of humankind’s fate to technocrats. Issues such as 
global warming and biodiversity loss are reduced to technical problems to be solved by technical 
experts. This promotes a mechanistic worldview whereby technicians need only tinker with the 
bothersome faulty parts. This frame also ignores limits to growth (Meadows et al., 1972), 
overshoot (Catton, 1980), and the ecological basis of sustainability as dependent on ecological 
constraints (Naess, 1995). Ecological boundaries, necessary to life, are characterized as 
“remaining ecological limits.” As such, the Anthropocene as a rocket set to go off can be 
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evaluated as being ungrounded in the environmental realities of the biosphere (Assessment 2003, 
2005a, 2005b, 2005c). 
 

The Anthropocene as the age of planetary stewardship places the target domain of the 
Anthropocene with the source frame of stewardship. This implies ownership and management of 
a resource. Stewardship embraces the frame of ecosystem management (Schackelford, 2013; 
Stanturf, 2014), with “active intervention, adaptive management, and experimentation” (Corlett, 
2015, p. 38) as key. These imply the Anthropocene as a time of management, with assumptions 
of sufficient knowledge and resources to control the planet’s biosystems.  

 
Such assumptions are contradicted by those who argue for the complex and nonlinear 

nature of geophysical forces (Bekoff, 2014; Butler, 2014; Wuerthner, Crist, & Bulter, 2015). 
Conservationists like Tom Butler in Keeping the Wild: Against the Domestication of Earth 
(2014), argue for resisting the frame of the stewardship of “Lord Man” (p. xii). Instead, 
conserving biosystems in their most untouched states and rewilding those landscapes negatively 
impacted are called for (Bekoff, 2014; Wuerthner, Crist, & Butler, 2015). Stewardship requires 
public policy initiatives and technocratic oversight, with civic agency undecided. Another key 
oversight in the rhetoric of management is its ambiguity, with the tendency toward objectivism 
and reductivist formulations of nature.   

 
The Anthropocene as a call to recognize planetary boundaries. Guided by scientific data 

concerning nine planetary boundaries (Lewis, 2012; Steffen & Smith, 2013), planetary boundary 
setting as a frame recognizes “the need for interdisciplinarity, synthesis, and theory building” 
(Corlett, 2015, p. 38) to address the fundamental shifts that have occurred. Assumptions of 
steady-state planetary systems driving environmental science and ecology will need to be 
significantly revised or abandoned (Corlett, 2015), now that critical boundaries common to the 
Holocene have already been exceeded (Steffen, 2015; Steffen et al, 2004). This frame provides 
agency to multiple actors—citizens, public policy makers, and technocrats—who would follow 
the recommendations derived from these studies. The potential for democratic agency in this 
frame is possible but not guaranteed. The ecosophy embodied in this frame is life-affirming and 
consistent with the goals of sustainability education.  

 
Limitations 
 In limiting this study to these texts, this analysis is constrained in the conclusions that can 
be drawn from these few examples of framing given to the Anthropocene. Still, the ways in 
which various authors from distinct disciplines chose to approach the Anthropocene speaks to 
differences in interpretation across disciplines. As Richard Corlett (2015) notes, interpretations 
of the emerging Anthropocene are evident even within conservation biology, where “[t]he 
planetary boundaries hypothesis has . . . been criticized as negative and nostalgic” (p. 38), with 
too much emphasis given to crisis and not enough attention paid to the opportunities for the 
continued expansion and possible ingenuity of humankind. What remains clear, however, are the 
material limitations of our finite planet and the results that will inevitably manifest in ignoring 
the requirements of life. Any interpretation of those limitations that ignores the ongoing 
extinctions of species (Kolbert, 2015) and the threat to life should be met with skepticism.  
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Scholarly Significance: On Going Beyond Ecological Sustainability 
 

“We seek not just ecological sustainability, but more encompassing socioecological 
sustainability. We want a sustainable relationship between humans and the natural world 
rather than sustained ecological systems without humans.” (Larson, 2011, p. 17)  
 
The preceding are just a few frames characterizing action in the Anthropocene. Those of 

us in sustainability education, in embracing an ecosophy (Stibbe, 2015) that affirms the 
interdependence of all life, have in these schema a means of distinguishing from among those 
frames that honor the complexity of life and those that dismiss or reduce it.  If we are to educate 
for sustainability, we need to be able to identify the frames used to characterize the emergence of 
the Anthropocene as critical to our understanding and our ability to analyze the many choices 
that lie ahead. We can ensure the relevance of the study of the rhetorics of the Anthropocene by 
relating these rhetorics to possible pathways to sustainability. The agency that positive 
approaches to sustainability promote can be achieved through a multidisciplinary study of the 
various frames, discourses, and metaphors surrounding the characterization of the Anthropocene. 
Every discipline, whether it be political science, economics, biology, or Earth system science, to 
name just a few, contributes to the understanding that decisions about our common fate need to 
be made democratically, by an informed citizenry, and not by private corporations intent on 
greenwashing and devising technofixes to hide the symptoms of anthropogenic climate change. 
To the extent that we have control over our actions, our choices and their consequences, 
metaphors that focus on humankind’s agency have a critical role to play in encouraging moral 
ownership of the consequences of our actions and may thereby produce an entirely different 
metaphorical perspective or frame—one of shared well-being and interdependent lives—reliant 
on trees, animals, plants and numerous unknown, unnamed species outside our awareness.  

 
Sustainability as a way of life requires a shift in consciousness, a reevaluation of how we 

choose to live on the earth and use its resources. The frames we choose to understand the 
Anthropocene will shape our responses to the unfolding and emerging realities of this age. 
Recognizing planetary boundaries, embracing the responsibilities of humankind’s place in the 
hierarchy of species, as the animal whose consciousness allows it to assess, evaluate, and plan 
for future actions, places specific burdens on us. That awareness is also a call to withdraw from 
previous denials of the consequences of our actions and to embrace wisdom and constraint. 
Some frames, notably those that ask us to ignore the consequences of our actions, come across as 
reckless, and yet there are those who echo their advice. Stephen Hawking’s recent admonition to 
begin active planning for space colonization in order to save humankind as a species (Bardi, 
2008; Chernela, 2012; Overbye, 2007) may begin to sound reasonable as various tipping points 
in the Earth’s systems are reached.   Other ways of conceptualizing survival, of the “bottleneck” 
that humankind may need to pass through in surviving anticipated catastrophes (Catton, 2009; 
Hansen, 2010) suggest more realistic scenarios of visionaries able to anticipate and avoid those 
catastrophic outcomes and thus survive. 

 
 Understanding the Anthropocene as a new emerging geological epoch provides 
significant incentive for radically revising our system of education. Mass extinctions, rising sea 
levels, ocean acidification and its impact on life—these are just a few of the factors that belie the 
argument that actions taken to mitigate climate change have little value to us today. It is the 
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larger understanding of the impacts of anthropogenic climate disruption that must be 
communicated and taught to emerging generations, in schools from kindergarten to college. With 
the recent emergence of empirical data regarding anthropogenic climate disruption coming into 
conflict with “business-as-usual” scenarios promoted by economists, business people, and 
governments (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2015; Stocker, 2014), the choices 
must be clearly described. How we as educators frame these choices, as a call to planetary 
stewardship or as a justification for continued economic expansion as a route to space 
colonization and the search for the ultimate technological fix, will communicate humankind’s 
options to this generation. Only then can an informed democratic decision be taken by the people 
(Smith, 2015). With the rise of discussions focusing on the emergence of the Anthropocene, a 
rhetorical contest awaits us all. How we respond to that challenge will mean the difference 
between a well-informed electorate and an easily frightened and manipulated populace unable to 
differentiate between the solipsistic arguments for continued prosperity at the cost of future 
generations and the realities of increased climate change and the need to act now.  
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