
The idea of choosing POWER as the focus of the third PEA—Peda-
gogy, Ecology and the Arts conference in Merano (Italy) stems from an 
interest in exploring power as a relational, educational, ecological, and 
creative force. Rather than understanding power solely as domination, 
authority, or control, the conference invited contributors to investigate 
how power can be exercised responsibly, shared collectively, and trans-
formed through pedagogical, ecological, and artistic practices.

Educational processes—both formal and informal—play a fundamen-
tal role in cultivating critical awareness and enabling more participatory, 
ethical, and sustainable ways of exercising power. Across educational, 
artistic, and community contexts, there is a growing need to rethink pow-
er as a shared and transformative practice that supports coexistence 
among humans and the more-than-human world.

At PEA 2025, we explored the many dimensions of power through 
the lenses of pedagogy, ecology, and the arts. The chapter authors are 
researchers and practitioners from across Europe and beyond, each en-
gaging with two or all three PEA pillars. The book is structured around 
these themes, highlighting the focus of each chapter. The conference 
contributions—keynotes, oral presentations, and workshops—have 
been reworked for this volume and enriched through the dialogue and 
exchange that took place during the conference. We hope readers will 
sense the convivial and interactive spirit that continues to shape the PEA 
community.

           				     
The PEA conference aims to bring together learning and education, eco-

logical thinking, and the visual and performing arts to explore human and more-
than-human conditions in innovative ways, from both individual and societal 
perspectives. The initials of the three core themes—Pedagogy, Ecology, and the 
Arts—form the acronym PEA: a small, round, green legume. The curators ap-
preciate this play on words for its irony and humility—a reminder of the power 
of being small yet united. Like a single pea, an individual can do little alone; it 
is through connection with the others, with community and with the world, that 
meaningful change becomes possible.
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How to Rethink Education and Power in the Age of 
Climate, Ecological and Social Collapse? 
Pietro Corazza 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Abstract. According to collapse theories, contemporary industrial 
societies are destined to collapse in the near future due to 
interconnected and irreversible crises in climate, biodiversity, energy, 
and economy. Against this backdrop, the article outlines three 
possible directions of action, namely the creation of spaces for 
processing difficult emotions, the promotion of a non-dystopian 
collective imagination, and the experimentation with political practices 
based on «power with» rather than «power over». 

 
 

Living in an Age of Climate, Ecological and Social Collapse 
 
The point of view presented in this paper is that of scholars who describe 

the situation of the planet and our societies using the word «collapse», 
referring not only to the collapse of ecosystems on our planet, but also to the 
collapse of industrial societies (Taibo, 2016; Servigne & Stevens, 2020; 
Bendell, 2023). According to this perspective, the dominant form of society 
today, often described as ‹consumer-industrial› or ‹thermo-industrial›, is 
increasingly unstable, as its four foundational pillars (climate, biodiversity, 
energy, and economy) are all undergoing irreversible crises. The different 
crises happening in each of these areas could, on their own, undermine the 
foundations of our societies, but it is mainly the interactions between them 
that, by aggravating each other, create a vicious circle that greatly amplifies 
their destructive effects, leading collapse theorists to conclude that a 
systemic breakdown of industrial societies is inevitable. 

The aim of this article is not to rehearse the arguments in support of this 
thesis (for which the cited sources provide more thorough treatment), but 
rather to explore some of the socio-educational implications of such a 
diagnosis of the state of the planet and of contemporary societies. 
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This is not the first time a social collapse has happened in history, so it is 
possible to draw some insights from the study of the decline of past 
civilisations. Jared Diamond (2005, p. 12) describes a collapse as «a drastic 
decrease in human population size and/or political/economic/social 
complexity, over a considerable area, for an extended time», in which 
famine, disease or war usually play a crucial role in population reduction. 
Yves Cochet (2011, p. 2) proposes another definition: a collapse is «the 
process by which basic needs (water, food, housing, clothing, energy, etc.) 
will no longer be provided (at reasonable cost) to the majority of the 
population through legally regulated services». 

It is likely that the collapse of a society will not happen suddenly (as in 
the asteroid metaphor of the movie Don’t Look Up), but rather that it will last 
for years or decades. However, within this gradual disintegration, there may 
be critical moments when the situation worsens dramatically from one day 
to the next (such as extreme weather events, wars, economic crises, 
pandemics, military coups, etc.) (Servigne & Stevens, 2020). 

Collapse theorists invite us to change our perspective: they invite us to 
consider the various crises we are experiencing not as problems we can solve, 
but as conditions we must learn to live with. Collapse is a predicament: an 
inextricable situation that cannot be eliminated, like death or an incurable 
disease. According to this perspective, the industrial civilisation that has 
developed on the basis of fossil fuels is now approaching its end, and no 
technological solutions appear capable of averting this trajectory. 

Acknowledging the likelihood of collapse does not imply a resigned or 
fatalistic stance, nor does it suggest that resistance to the trends described 
above should be abandoned. Even amid social and ecological breakdown, 
hope may be cultivated—that is, the conviction that creative ways of living 
fully, rather than merely surviving, remain possible within this new context. 
To do so, however, requires the courage to remain for a time in a state of 
uncertainty and turmoil, maintaining awareness of the situation and the 
emotions it elicits, without prematurely seeking reassuring solutions. This 
disposition is what Donna Haraway (2016) terms «staying with the trouble». 

Questions arise regarding how these challenges can be addressed and 
what role the world of education might play. In this contribution I would like 
to briefly outline three possible directions for action, related to emotional 
elaboration, collective imagination and political practices (Corazza, 2025). 
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Create Spaces for Sharing and Processing Difficult 
Emotions Connected with the Collapse 

 
The prospect of eco-climatic and social collapse can generate powerful 

emotional reactions (such as fear, grief, guilt, anger, despair, sense of 
powerlessness and others) that vary among individuals. These are often 
associated with powerful psychological defence mechanisms and entrenched 
cultural tendencies that block our awareness of the systemic breakdown and 
compromise our ability to deal with it (Dodds, 2011; Clayton, 2020). It is 
therefore essential to create spaces where it is possible to express and process 
these emotions: when people allow themselves to be in touch with difficult 
emotions and the pain they feel for the state of the planet, unexpected 
transformative potential can unfold. 

The emotional processing of collapse has been likened to a grieving 
process, involving the mourning of a familiar societal model and the 
confrontation of fears associated with its dissolution (Servigne et al., 2020; 
Machado de Oliveira, 2021). At a deeper level, the prospect of collapse calls 
for an engagement with finitude and mortality—realities that tend to be 
repressed in contemporary culture, yet remain an inevitable dimension of 
every living being, society, and ecosystem. 

One approach that can sustain a process of collective elaboration of 
collapse is the workshop The Work that Reconnects, created by eco-
psychologist, scholar and activist Joanna Macy (Macy & Brown, 2014; 
Hollis-Walker, 2012; Hathaway, 2017). The Work That Reconnects aims to 
«help people around the world to discover and experience their innate 
connections with each other and the self-healing powers of the web of life, 
transforming despair and overwhelm into inspired, collaborative action» 
(Macy, n.d.). It is a workshop process that can be represented as a spiral, 
composed of four steps, in which different interactive activities are proposed 
in each step (such as emotional processing, reflection, dialogue, mindfulness 
and outdoor activities): 
1. Coming from gratitude. Macy identifies gratitude for the gift of life as a 

foundational impulse across many religious and spiritual traditions, 
arguing that it provides grounding and stability in times of turmoil. It can 
also be considered as politically subversive in relation to the economic 
paradigm of infinite growth, insofar as it counteracts the chronic 
dissatisfaction on which consumerism relies. 

2. Honouring our pain for the world. This step aims to bring to awareness 
inner responses to collective suffering and environmental destruction—
including dread, rage, sorrow, guilt—and to allow their expression 
without shame. Such emotions may serve important adaptive functions, 
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signalling harmful social patterns and motivating behaviours oriented 
toward environmental and social well-being. 

3. Seeing with new eyes. This step rests on the premise that the current 
ecological and social crises are, at their root, a crisis of perception, 
requiring a fundamental shift toward recognising the interdependence of 
all things. This entails fostering a systemic vision of reality as relational 
flows and processes, alongside an expanded conception of time—what 
Macy terms «Deep Time»—encompassing connections with past and 
future generations, both human and non-human. 

4. Going forth. The final step serves as a bridge toward participants’ 
everyday lives, supporting the discernment of each individual’s role in 
sustaining the web of life. The underlying assumption is that genuine 
motivation to act arises not from abstract moral imperatives, but from 
experiences of emotional or spiritual reconnection: care for nature flows 
naturally when the protection of the natural world is felt as the protection 
of oneself (Seed et al., 1988). 
 
The temporal length of the WTR workshop can vary from one day to one 

month, and it can be practised in one multi-day session or in separate 
meetings. The handbook written by Macy and Brown (2014) offers 
theoretical foundations and many different practical proposals that can be 
adapted to different contexts and age groups (adults, adolescents, children, 
activist groups, racialised communities, etc.). 

 
 

Promote a Non-Dystopian Collective Imagination of 
Collapse 

 
To live amid a climate and social collapse it is essential to imagine and 

experiment with sustainable social, economic and political models aimed 
towards climate and social justice. But currently our capacity for imagination 
is extremely limited. Mark Fisher (2009) called it «capitalist realism»: «it is 
easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism». It is 
therefore crucial to examine the ways in which we imagine collapse. 

Collective imagination is influenced by prevailing conceptions and 
expectations about human behaviour. In catastrophic situations, research 
asks whether individuals are more likely to behave selfishly and aggressively 
or collaboratively and supportively (Servigne et al., 2020). 

Discussions of eco-climatic crisis or social breakdown tend at times to 
evoke dystopian imagery—wastelands, violence, and mutual distrust—
reminiscent of the post-apocalyptic scenarios popularised by mainstream 
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cinema, in which isolated individuals or small groups struggle to survive in 
a context of generalised conflict. But such dystopic Far West scenarios are 
problematic for at least two reasons. Firstly, they depict human reactions to 
disasters in ways that are not very realistic: in fact, several studies show that 
after a catastrophic event most people tend to organise themselves 
spontaneously into solidarity networks, rather than showing selfish or 
aggressive behaviours (Bregman, 2019; Servigne & Chapelle, 2017; 
Greenfield, 2024). Secondly, they risk becoming self-fulfilling prophecies: 
if I think my neighbour is a threat, I will tend to be defensive and prepare for 
possible conflict, rather than nurture collaboration. On the contrary, 
navigating difficult times makes the active cultivation of bonds and networks 
of collaboration all the more crucial. 

Industrial society is often perceived as the sole system capable of 
guaranteeing security, prosperity, and well-being, making the prospect of 
living outside it seem deeply unsettling. The assumption that its absence 
would inevitably give way to «barbarism», misery, and violence, however, 
warrants critical scrutiny. 

Historical and anthropological research shows that, throughout human 
history, social models other than the contemporary Western one have often 
proved capable of developing political and economic structures which are in 
some cases less oppressive than ours (Graeber & Wengrow, 2021). Two 
myths appear crucial to deconstruct: on one side, the myth of progress 
celebrating infinite growth, and, on the other, the assumption of humans as a 
destructive virus, naturally inclined to exploit their surroundings without 
restraint. Although these two myths seem opposed, they ultimately support 
the same conclusion: human beings are perceived as unable to develop 
alternative models to infinite growth, that they are naturally destined to 
consume and exploit everything they can get their hands on. Contrary to this 
conclusion, historical and anthropological research demonstrates that 
humans have been able to live sustainably: indeed, most human 
communities, for most of the time that our species has existed on this planet, 
lived in a balanced relationship with their ecosystems. This means that there 
is a lot to learn, to re-discover and to experiment, in dialogue with historical 
and contemporary communities and societies living according to non-
modern and non-Western paradigms. 

From an educational point of view, it is therefore crucial to develop 
spaces to cultivate forms of political imagination, in particular aimed at 
imagining non-dystopian scenarios of collapse. This involves imagining 
different kinds of social relations, for example focusing on solidarity 
networks, forms of resistance and struggle against the destruction of the 
planet, alternative communities that experiment with egalitarian and 
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democratic forms of organisation. It also involves imagining new ways of 
coexisting with non-human life forms. 

 
 

Experiment with Political Practices Based on «Power with» 
Rather than «Power over» 

 
According to collapse theorists, as ecological and social breakdown 

progresses, nation states, even in the most industrialised countries, may be 
expected to become increasingly unable to guarantee essential services to 
their populations (Servigne et al., 2020; Bendell, 2023). Therefore, «if the 
state withdraws from [the provision of public goods] then there is only one 
possible response, which is for populations to self-organize to provide their 
own commons» (Harvey, 2012). 

This raises a question: how educational pathways might be developed to 
foster attitudes and methods capable of facilitating decision-making 
processes and the co-creation of organisational structures? 

On a theoretical level, a key issue concerns the promotion of a conception 
of power understood not as «power over» but as «power with» (Pansardi & 
Bindi, 2021). The former refers to the dominant notion of power in collective 
imagination: linked to oppression, the imposition of will, and domination 
over resources and territories, sustained through physical, structural, and 
symbolic violence. «Power with», by contrast, is not a possession but a 
process—a mode of interaction grounded not in the imposition of will but in 
collaboration, valuing the contributions of others toward shared goals. This 
conception rests on the recognition of the fundamental interconnection 
binding humans to one another and to other living species, and on an 
understanding of the cooperative and mutualistic dynamics that underpin 
both ecosystems and societies. 

At the educational level, a further question concerns how these concepts 
may be translated into practice: how decision-making processes and political 
structures grounded in «power with» rather than «power over» might be 
cultivated and learned? 

A rethinking of educational contexts appears crucial to enable both 
learners and educators to experiment with alternative models of collective 
decision-making. Since the most suitable model varies depending on the 
situation, education should provide opportunities to engage with a plurality 
of approaches through direct experience, lest individuals reproduce the 
models they have been socialised into, mistaking them for the only ones 
available. In this regard, educational contexts can play a significant role in 
fostering the capacity to observe, question, and improve the decision-making 
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processes and power structures that underpin community life—functioning 
as spaces where collective decision-making can be concretely practised and 
shared methods developed. 

A common assumption holds that effectiveness and participant 
involvement in decision-making are largely incompatible objectives—that 
gains in one necessarily entail losses in the other. While some tension 
between these dimensions does exist, various decision-making methods and 
organisational structures have been developed that seek to reconcile the two. 

In this regard, two notable examples of decision-making methods are the 
consent method and the consensum method (Seeds for Change, 2013; Priest 
et al., 2024). The former favours fluidity over perfection, seeking a proposal 
that is «good enough» to be tested and refined through experience, making it 
particularly suited to operational and day-to-day decisions. The latter 
requires greater investment of time but yields solutions that are more 
inclusive of diverse perspectives and more broadly accepted by group 
members, making it appropriate for fundamental decisions that define the 
identity and direction of a group. 

With regard to governance structures, the sociocracy model (Rau & 
Koch-Gonzalez, 2018) offers one example of an approach seeking to balance 
equality with effectiveness, and autonomy with collaboration. A sociocratic 
organisation consists of interconnected working circles operating across 
multiple levels, with no single overarching hierarchy. Each circle retains a 
degree of autonomy in determining how to fulfil its mandate, while dedicated 
roles and coordination circles ensure sufficient coherence and integration 
across the various parts. 

Knowing and having experience of different decision-making and 
political-organisational models can also allow these models to be alternated 
depending on changing situations. Indeed, having as many alternatives as 
possible can be a great advantage in dealing with periods of change and 
uncertainty. Historical and anthropological research shows that for thousands 
of years, human beings have experimented with different socio-political 
structures, often alternating them according to seasonal needs. For example, 
Graeber and Wengrow (2021) cite the case of some Native American 
communities that gathered in large groups with a strong hierarchical 
structure during the hunting season, while living in smaller, anarchic 
communities for the rest of the year. 

A further dimension, still largely underexplored in the field of decision-
making and governance, concerns the relationship with the non-human 
world. While space constraints preclude a thorough treatment here, it is 
worth mentioning Claudia Chwalisz’s research, which points to the need, for 
those seeking to rethink the foundations of democracy along non-
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anthropocentric lines, to address the question of how the «more-than-
human» world might be incorporated into political and deliberative 
processes: 

 
At a time when there is widespread consensus on the «crisis of democracy» around 
the world, it is essential to return to the fundamentals of agency, trust, connection, 
belonging, curiosity and other relational elements. It is equally essential to expand 
this concept beyond the human-centric lens, to recognise that we are not only 
connected to each other, but also to the living world – that we are not separate from 
it, but part of it. […] What does this mean for innovations in governance? What 
would it mean to govern with the living world, not just for it? (Chwalisz, 2024) 
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