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Abstract
Self-cultivation—taking pedagogical action to educate oneself—is an integral part of non-
formal adult education. Ever since Greek antiquity, it has been a central ingredient in the 
western philosophical and educational tradition. However, we argue that the global chal-
lenges that have emerged in the present era of the ecological crisis call for a new kind of 
understanding of this basic educational phenomenon. Based in particular on recent work in 
dark ecology and its central concept of the ‘uncanny’, we outline a few key features of our 
time in relation to the contemporary challenge of self-cultivation. We then review extant 
literature on self-cultivation to ascertain whether the theoretical resources that have been 
used to conceptualise it in the past are capable of addressing these new aspects of self-
cultivation. We conclude that each of the theoretical resources analysed here offer valuable 
insights into the novel challenges facing self-cultivation, though not all important ques-
tions can be answered. By specifying the contributions and limitations of these theoreti-
cal resources, we pave the way for future work on conceptualising self-cultivation for our 
times.
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Introduction

If there was ever a time when our present environmental crisis was the concern of a politi-
cally motivated few, that time is now long past. We live in an era when profound, human-
induced ecological upheavals have become the inevitable backdrop for all human projects 
and actions. Such crises form what Bakhtin (1981) calls the chronotope, or ‘time–space’—
from which our actions draw their orientation. Although the extent and intensity with 
which the chronotope forces itself on those living in the comparative safety and wealth of 
the global North are less than for those in the global South, it affects the whole world. No 
one can escape this chronotope—not even those who spend a lot of their time and energy 
denying its existence.
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As they provide the physical, psychic and social setting for all human action, ecologi-
cal crises present a very real challenge for everyday life. A conscientious adult pondering 
one’s life choices is faced with what could be seen as a Tolkienesque question of what to 
do with the time given to us. It makes little difference whether we understand this in the 
broad sense of what to do with one’s life in general or in the mundane sense of what to do 
tout court. The basic question remains the same in both cases: how do I conduct my life 
in an era of ecological crises? This pressing question invites the self to take a reflexive 
stance—to act on itself. It is not so much about how to act in relation to others, but more 
specifically, about one’s position in relation to others. At stake is thus the relation one has 
with oneself and the possibility of working out how one’s self ‘fits’ in with an environment 
in full-blown crisis.

We understand this relationship the self has with itself to be an inherently pedagogical 
one. The self is no less than cultivating the subject of its existence on Earth. Of course, this 
task by itself is not unique to the present era. It would not be far-fetched to argue that self-
cultivation, as a form of pedagogical action, has been a key ingredient in both the western 
philosophical canon (Foucault 2001; Hadot 2002; Saari 2020) and wisdom traditions of the 
East (Wang and King 2008). However, unique problems for self-cultivation are posed by 
the chronotope of ecological crises, a distinctive aspect of which is that it is at once strange 
yet familiar, in a word, uncanny (Morton 2016). This unsettles some of the basic frame-
works through which culture and nature, human and more-than-human are differentiated 
in broader cultural theses as well as educational imaginaries. Perhaps this has something 
to do with the climate crisis being a ‘hyperobject’ (Morton 2013), which escapes exact 
localisation and temporal specification. This is why we prefer the plural form crises—there 
are always more crises than we can know. Hence, the time–space in which self-cultivation 
orients itself is remote and remains fundamentally ungraspable.

This review provides exploratory groundwork for conceptualising self-cultivation in the 
uncanny environmental context of the Anthropocene. We use ‘Anthropocene’ as a term, on 
the one hand, because it acknowledges that humankind has begun to wreak such devasta-
tion on Earth’s ecosystems to warrant us our own geological epoch (Crutzen 2002) and, on 
the other hand, to the growing awareness of the complexities involved in acknowledging 
the political, ethical and epistemic aspects of such a change (Morton 2010a). We are also 
building on Morton’s (2010b) use of the term ‘uncanny’ in this context to draw attention to 
the ungraspable, strange and uncontrollable elements present in our ecological experience. 
We argue that the uncanniness of the Anthropocene manifests itself as a three-fold chal-
lenge to conceptualisations of self-cultivation: (1) as the unconscious, or unthought, that 
haunts our self-awareness but remains ungraspable; (2) in the strangeness of the changes 
required by the ecological crises; and (3) in the ethical weight of every action implied by 
the interdependence of all life on Earth. To understand the unique challenge of self-culti-
vation presented by the anthropocene, theoretical resources need to be found that allow for 
conceptualisations capable of engaging with these three features.

As indicated by an earlier exploration of self-cultivation (Tennant 2012), there are 
numerous ways to conceptualise this phenomenon: self-cultivation (e.g., Heubel 2011; Sta. 
Maria 2017), technologies of the self (e.g., Hattam and Baker 2015), self-formation (e.g., 
Infinito 2003), self-realisation (e.g., Stern and Wałejko 2020), self-education (e.g., Gad-
amer 2001), self-transformation (e.g., Tennant 2005) and self-creation (e.g., Olssen 2006) 
are some of the more well-known examples. Extensive research grounds many of these 
concepts, yet it is unclear how much light they can shed on self-cultivation in the peculiar 
chronotope of the Anthropocene, since all these traditions emerged in socio-historical con-
texts quite unlike the present day.
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Accordingly, our task in this paper is to review the current state-of-the-art of research 
on self-cultivation. We aim to map the theoretical resources available in the existing litera-
ture and to ascertain what are their potentials and limitations for conceptualising self-culti-
vation in the uncanny context of ecological crises. The specific research questions guiding 
our inquiry are as follows:

1. What resources for conceptualising self’s pedagogical action on itself can be found in 
the literature?

2. What are the potentials and limitations of these resources with respect to the specific 
uncanny characteristics of the Anthropocene?

Formulating our task in this way contains background assumptions about the paper 
itself and its broader educational implications, both of which need to be spelled out already 
at this point. Our aim of mapping the current state-of-the-art of research on self-cultivation 
includes pointing out what are the blind alleys where current research is not yet on an ade-
quate conceptual basis with respect to the problems of the Anthropocene. As such, it needs 
to be distinguished from an alternative and equally valid approach that could be taken on 
this topic. It would be possible to try to locate the conceptualisations well-suited to the 
Anthropocene already discoverable in extant research and the classical texts of self-cultiva-
tion in Western and Eastern philosophies. However, in this paper our focus is on providing 
a map of the current state-of-the-art of research so that it would be easier to direct such 
quests in the future.

In educational terms, much is already assumed by taking as a starting point a person for 
whom their coexistence with the world is a question. Some might even argue that the edu-
cational task is precisely to help another human being open themselves to this question (see 
Biesta 2017). It has also been argued (Slote 2016) that the very idea of self-cultivation all 
too eagerly assumes that a self would be able to cultivate itself. Further, in asking questions 
about self’s action on itself, we are deliberately leaving aside deliberation on the differ-
ences in degree concerning the possible influence individuals in different societal positions 
could have. For the present inquiry such assumptions are necessary, for our concern is pre-
cisely the imperative placed on conscientious adults to cultivate themselves, irrespective of 
their particular societal situation.

Our article begins with fleshing out in more detail the distinctive and uncanny features 
of what we understand by the Anthropocene. This is followed by a short description of the 
methods used to conduct the review. Subsequent sections are then reserved for discuss-
ing the various traditions that have been used to conceptualise self-cultivation. We analyse 
how these traditions understand the self’s action on itself and draw conclusions about their 
potential (or lack of it) for conceptualising self-cultivation in the Anthropocene.

The Uncanny Anthropocene

Our focus in this paper is on one particular aspect of ecological awareness we find to be 
central to the Anthropocene—the uncanny. This term has quite recently become the focus 
of interest across a range of disciplines from philosophy of mind to psychoanalysis and 
literary theory (Royle 2003; Trigg 2020, p. 553), A common point of reference is Sigmund 
Freud’s work (1919). Freud’s German das Unheimliche expresses the ‘homely’ (Heimlich), 
the feeling of a comfortable, safe dwelling, which has become permeated with something 
strange and potentially threatening. In this respect, the uncanny represents a ‘return of the 
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repressed’, or the unexpected resurfacing of those aspects of our mind, culture and the 
world that have been silenced and isolated from awareness—a return that temporarily dis-
locates our coordinates of experiencing reality (Dolar 1991).

Another classical reference point is Heidegger, who ontologised the uncanny, suggesting 
that it is an essential feature of human existence (Withy 2015). For Heidegger (1996, §40), 
the uncanny is the human condition of not-being-at-home (unheimlich), of being alienated 
or puzzled by the world—and this is a fundamental aspect of our being-in-the-world (Hei-
degger 1996, §40; 2000, pp. 1–3). Recently, ecopsychoanalytic literature has drawn atten-
tion to the importance of the uncanny in engaging with the more-than-human environment 
which evokes an unsettling mixture of the familiar and the foreboding, the beautiful and 
repulsive, the human and the non-human (see e.g. Seppänen 2011; Saari 2018). Timothy 
Morton (2010a, pp. 16–17, 2012a) has connected the term to the fundamental weirdness of 
existence in the Anthropocene.

We take uncanny to be aporetic—both in the sense of indicating the fundamentally para-
doxical nature of being, and in terms of losing direction. In Greek, aporos means literally 
‘to be without means’—and this is what one feels when faced with such aporias (Withy 
2015). Uncanny indexes the tensions and symptoms, the disjointedness and untimeliness 
operating in human experience both private and collective, with historically and culturally 
changing contents and contexts (Masschelein 2011). We use the concept to underline three 
features of the relationship between the self and Anthropocene.

The first is that the unconscious, or unthought, haunts our self-awareness but remains 
ungraspable. The pedagogical relationship of the self to itself is inextricably enveloped by 
an ‘unthought’ insofar as what is most immediate and familiar to us (our selves) is uncom-
fortably mixed up with something irreducibly foreign. Our thinking as ‘rational’ beings is 
governed by an unthought that is not only our language and ideology, but also Life in its 
many forms, from the evolutionary past that structures our nervous system, to the count-
less microbes that form most of our body mass. Yet at the same time, it is clear that it is 
only by virtue of us being rational creatures that we are able to practice science and talk 
about evolution and life in the first place. ‘Thinking goes into a loop […] what appears to 
be the nearest—my existence qua this actual entity, the shorthand for which is human—is 
phenomenologically the most distant thing in the universe’ (Morton 2016, p. 19). Thus, 
focus in human-non-human relations in our uncanny ecological awareness is not so much 
on how thinking succeeds in capturing its object as on a”thought that undermines thought” 
(Thacker 2015, p. 34), thought that encounters its own impossibility.

The second uncanny feature is the strangeness of the changes required by the ecologi-
cal crises. If we are to avoid the worst consequences of our past crimes, we need to change 
our everyday habits in very specific and fundamental ways. However, there is an inher-
ent ambiguity in this ‘we’. After all, the present state of affairs is both the fault of all of 
us and no single person. By the same token, no single person, corporation or nation state 
can, by themselves, resolve the matter either—the actions of any person acting unilaterally 
are, to borrow again from Morton, ‘statistically meaningless’ (Morton 2016, p. 8). To find 
more sustainable ways of living, personal habits need to be transformed in a very profound 
fashion. At the same time, this transformation is impersonal, since it is societal order as a 
whole which is inherently unsustainable. There is thus a certain ‘weirding’ of the relation-
ship between the self and the actions it needs to take with regard to the ecological crises. 
As Morton (2016, p. 9) puts it, we find ourselves to be both the detective and criminal.

Underlying this need to change is the third uncanny feature of the Anthropocene: the 
ethical weight of every action implied by the interdependence of all life on Earth. On the 
global level, the interconnectedness of all life has become apparent. The raw relationality 



349The Uncanny Challenge of Self-Cultivation in the Anthropocene  

1 3

of existence and the imperceptible yet persistent traces left on things by other things have 
been brought to the fore (Næss 2016; Bennett 2010). The persistent dualisms of the puta-
tive west such as nature/culture, mind/body have been found to encourage instrumental and 
anthropocentric relations with the more-than-human world (Latour 1993; Bai et al. 2009). 
As these dichotomies have been the very grid of intelligibility for framing collective real-
ity, the increasingly uncomfortable mixes of what precisely is ‘nature’ and ‘culture’ may 
also produce aporetic moments where a person’s ethical orientation becomes unsettled.

As a result of this interconnectedness, any act creates ‘ripples’ in the sense that it affects 
everything else on the planet—in one way or another. These ripples put a certain normative 
weight on each action. Whenever one of us chooses to act in a certain way, we commit to a 
plethora of consequences—both societal and ecological in nature. In this sense, the ripples 
form the ethical horizon in each of our lives—whether we lead a good life or not increas-
ingly depends, at least in part, on what kinds of ripples our actions create.

As an index of the unholy mixtures of the familiar and the strange, the uncanny points 
to the futility of any attempt to fully understand the ripples of our individual actions. 
Thus, experiencing interconnectedness does not mean that we can intellectually overview 
and master our imbuement with the more-than-human. Instead, this interconnectedness 
remains weird, withdrawn, aporetic, and impossible to pin down. As a result, any ‘return’ 
from alienation to a state of balance or undifferentiated unity with ‘nature’ or ‘Gaia’ is thus 
revealed to be no more than a fantasy. (Saari and Mullen 2020.) Instead, we should perhaps 
cultivate a relationship between the self and the world that is attuned to the inextricably 
weird, unknown, and enchanting.

An Interdisciplinary Perspective on Review

Before looking more closely at the literature, a few words on how we conducted our review 
are in order. We synthesise some of the key features of the method of systematic review 
while at the same time taking heed of MacLure’s (2005) scathing critique of it. Our review 
is informed by the former in that it is built around a specific research problem—conceptu-
alising self-cultivation in the Anthropocene. In accordance with our aim of mapping the 
current state of research, it also aims for a rigorous analysis of as broad a selection as pos-
sible of literature published on the subject. (Tranfield et al. 2003; Oakley 2003; Sigahi et al. 
2020; Figueiró and Raufflet 2015.) However, particularly inspired by MacLure’s (2005) 
emphasis on reading, analysing, and writing, we take rigorous analysis to mean carefully 
reading and interpreting all available material in the light of our research problem—not 
applying the kind of exclusion criteria characteristic of a systematic review. Our approach 
is thus interdisciplinary in combining the ability of broad empirical reviews to cover a wide 
spectrum of studies with the ability of philosophical investigations to reveal conceptual 
details from the papers reviewed.

We also employ the concept of ‘theoretical resource’ (Varpanen 2019) as a tool for 
interpreting the literature. By theoretical resource, we mean a specific way of conceptualis-
ing self-cultivation. A theoretical resource is distinguished from the familiar notion of a 
theoretical tradition by its singularity in relation to the problem being addressed. A theo-
retical resource is a specific way of framing the phenomenon under scrutiny. In this respect 
it is a sub-section of the theoretical tradition underlying the resource. It can also be a cross-
section of several traditions, however, if the same resource features in more than one tradi-
tion. Several traditions might frame the phenomenon in similar terms, indicating that they 
are using the same theoretical resource.



350 J. Varpanen et al.

1 3

Using the concept of a theoretical resource indicates that we do not aim for an exhaus-
tive description of any theoretical tradition and its variants. Rather, we want to discuss the 
resources offered by current research for conceptualising self-cultivation in the Anthropo-
cene. It should also be emphasised that the theoretical resources we present are analytic 
constructs we created when reviewing the literature. Thus, when we indicate that a particu-
lar resource is found in several traditions, we are basing this claim on our interpretation of 
the literature rather than any similarity acknowledged in the papers themselves. Further-
more, the theoretical resources we construct inevitably hide some of the multiplicity inher-
ent in the literature. This is a limitation peculiar to literature reviews, indeed to research 
in general. Every review leaves something unsaid—the literature always has more to say 
than can be included in a review, just as the world always has more to say than research can 
grasp. Thus, the analytical unity we impose on the reviewed literature with respect to our 
specific questions and methods should not be taken as indicating any claim on our part to 
the unity of these theoretical traditions with respect to other questions and issues.

To select the relevant literature, we proceeded in iterative search cycles where the find-
ings of each cycle informed the next, with a total of three search cycles. In the first, we used 
several search terms (self-education, self-cultivation, self-formation, self-transformation 
self-reflection, self-reflexivity, self-realisation, practises of self, technologies of the self) 
across several databases (ERIC, Education Database, Education Research Complete, Aca-
demic Search Ultimate, Taylor & Francis Online, ProQuest Central) to get as broad a pic-
ture as possible of what is going on in the field. At this point we limited ourselves to exam-
ining the abstracts of the works found, to get an initial idea of what theoretical resources 
were available in the existing literature. We then used this to structure our results—to get an 
overall ‘map’ of the field, if you will. In the second cycle we delved deeper into each theo-
retical resource, reading the material found in the first cycle in greater detail and searching 
for new material specifically related to that particular theoretical resource. At this point, we 
employed the further search terms of ‘Foucault’, ‘Hadot’, ‘Bildung’, and ‘subject’ which 
we paired with each of the terms used in the first cycle. In the third cycle we employed 
search terms derived from the three uncanny features of the Anthropocene (see previous 
section), such as ‘psychoanalysis’ and ‘deep ecology’. We also consulted our colleagues 
with the aim of finding any studies that might have escaped our gaze in the previous cycles.

Our analysis is limited to papers and books that directly address self’s action upon itself. 
This means we leave out more general discussions regarding the significance of the self in 
education. In the case of papers in which the main focus was elsewhere and self’s action 
upon itself was only discussed as part of a larger argument (e.g., Tan 2019), we included 
papers offering details of a theoretical resource not found anywhere else. Another impor-
tant selection criterion in our choice of literature concerns the various classical texts which 
often play a major role in research on self-cultivation. In accordance with our aim of pro-
viding a map of the state-of-the-art of current research, our review is limited to contempo-
rary research. Thus, we do not try to ascertain what kind of material relevant to the Anthro-
pocene could be found in classical texts—a task that would take several books to even 
begin—but to show what has been found to date.

When analysing the literature, we focused on the twin issues of (a) what the self 
is thought to be; and (b) the kinds of activity enacted by the self upon itself. These loci 
of analysis were inspired by earlier work on self-cultivation (Tennant 2012). However, 
throughout our analysis—and in line with our second research question—we compared (a) 
and (b) above to the three features that are in our view characteristic of self-cultivation in 
the Anthropocene: (1) the unconscious, or unthought, that haunts our self-awareness but 
remains ungraspable; (2) the strangeness of the changes required by the ecological crises; 
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and (3) the ethical weight of every action implied by the interdependence of all life on 
Earth. In the results that follow, we focus on the potential and limitations that these theo-
retical resources have for conceptualising self-cultivation in relation to these three features.

Conceptualisations of Self‑Cultivation

Four distinct theoretical resources were identified in the literature reviewed. We call these 
four (i) self-education, (ii) self-transformation, (iii) self-formation, and (iv) care of the self; 
with the last two proving the most prominent. In what follows, we will discuss all four the-
oretical resources in some detail. For ease of reading, we will use the term self-cultivation 
to refer to the overall phenomenon being studied, and the four distinct terms above (i–iv) to 
refer to the way that particular resource conceptualises it.

One particular aspect that should be mentioned before moving on is how theories of 
self-cultivation from western and eastern traditions of thought have converged in the litera-
ture (Reichenbach 2016; He 2013, 2016; Slote 2016; Wu and Wenning 2016; Tan 2018). 
Three of the four theoretical resources (except for self-education) found expression in both 
western and eastern traditions with the convergence being particularly striking in self-for-
mation. This reflects a more general recent increase of interest in eastern philosophical 
perspectives in adult education (Ryu 2010). Our focus on the similarities between eastern 
and western thought evidently glosses over many of the differences that undoubtedly exist 
between them (e.g., Ryu 2010). However, enlarging the focus in the present paper’s neces-
sarily general analysis would run the risk of reproducing simple dichotomies (Reichenbech 
2016). Furthermore, we maintain that drawing attention to the strong connections between 
these traditions is the more fruitful approach given the global nature of the Anthropocene.

Self‑Education

The first distinctive theoretical resource identified in the review was self-education. The 
focus of this resource is on the acquisition of specific skills or knowledge often aiming to 
increase the person’s work-related competencies (e.g., Boggs 1991; Podkalicka and Milne 
2017; Griffiths 2014). Not that all self-cultivation in professional contexts is necessarily 
self-education (cf. Hufford 2007; Yagata 2018), but it is often tightly connected to the dis-
course of lifelong learning (Johnson 2014). Even though this resource was found to be pre-
sent in most of the studies in this review, it seems ill-suited to the specific problem of self-
cultivation we are trying to address. We therefore limit ourselves to clearly articulating the 
limitations we perceive in this theoretical resource.

The limitations in self-education become evident when its main features are placed in 
the time–space of the present ecological crises. First, acquiring skills or knowledge sus-
pends questions about precisely which skills and knowledge are important to acquire 
and why. In this way, it has some of the same characteristics as ‘learnification’—where 
it is argued that educational problems have been reduced to problems of learning (Biesta 
2009; Stojanov 2017). When education is seen purely as a process of learning, atten-
tion is directed at the means of achieving the learning goals rather than questions about 
which ends are worthy of achieving (e.g., Biesta 2009, p. 39). The same applies to the 
notion of acquiring skills. Skills are instrumental by nature—having skills makes it pos-
sible to achieve particular ends. When self-cultivation is conceived in terms of acquiring 
skills, it narrows down the parts of the self that are the object of self’s action upon itself. 
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Self-education thus obscures the questioning of the values, desires and thoughts that form 
the ends towards which self’s actions on itself are directed.

This limitation of self-education becomes even more pronounced when the labour mar-
ket dictates which skills and knowledge are required (Johnson 2014; Plumb 2014). Seeking 
a competitive edge presupposes that one adapts to the playing field and rules of play (e.g., 
Kordaczuk-Wąs and Sosnowski 2011), in which case education becomes a reproductive 
activity that simply reinforces existing ways of doing and being. As a result, self-education 
lacks the critical potential for change necessitated by the Anthropocene.

A second limitation is that this resource seems implicitly to convey the idea of human 
intellectual supremacy for understanding and leading one’s self. Yet, as Morton (2010b) 
has noted, the uncanniness of the Anthropocene is the ultimate narcissistic insult to human 
intellectual mastery. Common ways of localising events in space and time, of differenti-
ating between human and more-than-human agency, and the possibilities of predicting 
and realizing our collective future become increasingly problematic. As such, the present 
time–space does not easily admit of being controlled via relevant skills or knowledge. We 
can conclude from these limitations that Self-education is ill-suited to conceptualising the 
challenges peculiar to self-cultivation in the present ecological context. In particular, it 
falls short of acknowledging the ethical imperatives and experiences of disorientation we 
face in the uncanny Anthropocene.

Self‑Transformation

The second theoretical resource identified was self-transformation. In part, the notion of 
transformation can be seen as a critical response to the kinds of approaches to education 
we labelled self-education in the last section: self-transformation indicates that educa-
tion should lead to changes to the self that are more substantive than gaining new skills or 
knowledge (Tennant 2005; Yacek and Ijaz 2020; Taylor and Snyder 2012a, b; Tan 2020). In 
the past three decades, this idea has been connected to theories of transformative learning 
and education (e.g. Dirkx 1997; English 2014; Mezirow 2000; McWhinney and Markos 
2003; for a review, Taylor and Snyder 2012a, b, Yacek and Ijaz 2020), and has been used 
to outline adult education responses to the Anthropocene (e.g., Wals 2015). However, the 
notion of education as a substantive personal transformation is much older and is argued 
to be present in some of the earliest eastern (Wang and King 2008) and western (Foucault 
2001) texts on education.

Contemporary (western) theories of transformative learning have developed in phases, 
from a Mezirowian focus on the change in an adult’s ‘perspective’ or ‘frame of reference’ 
to a more heterogeneous field covering interpersonal relationships, affects, power struc-
tures, and unconscious dynamics. (Taylor 2000, 2007; Taylor and Snyder , 2012a, b). 
Despite the prevalence of these theories in adult education, only a few of the papers in 
our review employed them as an explicit theoretical framework for conceptualising self-
cultivation (Bainbridge and Negro 2020; Tennant 2005, 2012). However, transformation 
was highlighted as important in several texts that do not take the contemporary theories of 
transformative learning as an explicit theoretical framework (e.g., DeMarzio 2012; Moon 
2017; Reichenbech 2016).

Apart from the general imperative for change inherent in the Anthropocene, we can 
identify two very clear reasons why the emphasis on substantive transformations as a key 
element of education could be potentially useful for studying self-cultivation in the present 
chronotope. First, the notion of transformation accurately captures the overarching need 
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to transform the very foundations of human society (Tennant 2005, 2012), so that we can 
overcome the various social and personal mechanisms that continue to encourage unsus-
tainable habits. Second, by framing self-cultivation as an activity that works on the indi-
vidual as a whole, the idea of transformation allows for exploration of the first aspect of 
the uncanny—the unconscious and unthought (Bainbridge and Negro 2020; Semetsky and 
Delpech-Ramey 2019; see also Tennant 2012, pp. 55–72). As this aspect is usually mar-
ginalised in educational theory (Taubman 2012), the transformative approach is uniquely 
important in this respect. As transformative education theories have already engaged with 
the ‘desire not to know’ (Alcorn 2010; Saari 2020), the path is open for developing ways of 
being able to endure, be with and engage with traumatic truths, for instance with the help 
of the concept of ‘working through’ (Saari and Mullen 2018).

There are, however, also limitations to the way in which this resource conceptualises 
self-cultivation. Even if the notion of transformation makes it possible to explore the 
unconscious and extra-rational aspects of the self, the majority of studies drawing on this 
resource have had a narrower focus on the rational and cognitive aspects of the self. This 
is true even of those studies that are critical of the excessively cognitive take on transfor-
mation exemplified by Mezirow’s influential view (Dirkx 1997; Taylor 2000). Addition-
ally, some of the studies reviewed (that address the unconscious, for example) limit them-
selves to the tension between unconscious drives and societal structures (Tennant 2012). 
Although this acknowledges the second aspect of the uncanny in self-cultivation, focus-
ing on the tension between individual and society may nevertheless fail to address broader 
issues of environmental psychoanalysis, such as the internalisation and transformation of 
ideologies and power structures into psychic attachments, tensions, and pathologies, not to 
mention the role of psychic investment in the more-than-human world (Dodds 2012). Con-
sequently, much of the potential inherent in the notion of transformation for addressing the 
specific challenges of the Anthropocene has not yet been explored in sufficient theoretical 
detail.

Another limitation is that self-transformation actually has some of the same problems 
as self-education. Although there is clearly a tight connection between personal and social 
(or societal) transformation in the literature (Cheng 2016; Yacek and Ijaz 2020), self-trans-
formation might be seen as granting a privileged position for achieving that change at the 
expense of addressing questions about the direction of the change. This makes the resource 
susceptible to appropriation by forces that seek to maintain an ecologically destructive sta-
tus quo rather than transform it. As a result, self-transformation has the potential not only 
to help us adapt to more sustainable ways of living but also to adapt to those which are 
unsustainable. It thus lacks the means to address the ethical weight of one’s actions and 
therefore falls short of addressing the third uncanny aspect of the Anthropocene.

Self‑Formation

We call our third theoretical resource self-formation—although it was usually referred to 
as ‘self-cultivation’ in the literature—to distinguish it from our usage of ‘self-cultivation’ 
as a term describing the overall phenomenon. We found Self-formation to be tightly con-
nected to two theoretical traditions: the Bildung tradition in the west and Confucianism in 
the east. It took on a remarkably similar form in both, highlighting two aspects of the self’s 
pedagogical action upon itself.
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The first is the general potential for humanity found in everyone which the process of 
self-formation is to fully develop (Alves 2019; Kidd 2019; Hufford 2007; Ryu 2010). Vari-
ous understandings of the hidden potential and its cultivation can be discerned in the litera-
ture. In the Bildung tradition, a historically important thread is the Christian interpretation 
of the human soul—if properly nurtured, this could develop into an image of God (Alves 
2019); while in Confucianism, finding one’s place in the cosmic harmony of the Tao is 
central (Sta. Maria 2017; Wang 2020). Contemporary formulations in the Bildung tradition 
are—arguably (see Tröhler 2011)—made in more secular terms such as with reference to 
the latent self (Forsberg 2019), a hidden self that has already formed itself (Gadamer 2001) 
or, more generally, simply as the potential for human flourishing inherent in each person 
(Lovlie and Standish 2002; Huajun 2013; Ryu 2010; Cheng 2016; He 2013; 2016). In each 
of these cases, however, the human potential is thought to already exist inside the person 
and only needs due attention to reach its optimal state.

The second aspect this theoretical resource highlights is that the hidden potential can 
only develop in engagement with culture. The uniqueness of the human self is perceived to 
lie in its ability to communicate (Gadamer 2001; Johnson 2014) and be part of a commu-
nity (Lovlie and Standish 2002). Hence, formation is a process in which humans establish 
themselves in relation to greater external forces (Yagata 2018; Cheng 2016)—the self is 
defined and grasped in otherness (Schneider 2012). Even if self-formation involves self-
criticism, and some would argue that it must always do so, the purpose is to find ‘oneself 
in one’s culture’ (Forsberg 2019; see also Reichenbach 2016), or cultures (Simon-Martin 
2016; Stephens 2014). This task of connecting the personal with the universally valued—
the anecdotal to the theoretical (Loia 2019)—is at the heart of our third theoretical resource 
(Stojanov 2017; Deimann and Farrow 2013; Kidd 2019).

Self-formation thus interprets the self’s action upon itself as a process in which the self 
turns itself into something universally valued. This indicates that self-formation has a built-
in normative anchor which the first two theoretical resources lack. It is possible to give this 
anchor an ecological tone by considering the broader forces here in terms that include the 
more-than-human in it (see e.g. Johansson 2019; He 2013; 2016)—making it a potentially 
very useful resource for understanding self-cultivation in the Anthropocene. This is further 
emphasised by the newer concept of ecosocial Bildung (Salonen and Brady 2015), not to 
mention older strains of ecological awareness found already in some twentieth-century Bil-
dung classics in the Nordic countries (see e.g. Hollo 1931; Salomaa 1950; Harva 1955).

Unfortunately, the relationship between self-formation and our present environmental 
crises is not as clear-cut as these connections and developments would indicate. Self-for-
mation is inherently anthropocentric in the sense that its starting-point is the ‘humanity’ 
within each of us (He 2013, 2016; Reichenbach 2016; Forsberg 2019; Kidd 2019; Hufford 
2007; Ryu 2010). As a result, despite its potential for situating the human in an ecological 
whole, it lacks the conceptual means of speaking about the non-human within each of us—
the first feature of the Uncanny Anthropocene. There is also the danger of an ambiguity 
between ‘humanity’ and ‘nation’ which might lead to self-cultivation becoming an instru-
ment of conservative power (Wu and Devine 2018). Of course, an entirely valid counter to 
such arguments is that human action necessarily presumes an anthropocentric perspective. 
Nevertheless, we cannot help asking if theoretical resources better able to attune to the 
value of the more-than-human could not be found elsewhere.

In the literature on self-formation, the self that acts on itself is invariably conceived 
of as a rational self (e.g., Alves 2019; Forsberg 2019; Maskivker 2014; Stojanov 2017). 
While the case is less clear cut in eastern traditions, with some authors (e.g., Yi 2017; 
Sta. Maria 2017) exploring the boundaries of what can be thought, there is also little 
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acknowledgement of the unconscious aspects of the self in the reviewed literature. The 
historical ties the Bildung tradition has with Romantic philosophy and its appreciation of 
creative, artistic and extra-rational aspects of subjectivity are rarely probed in approaching 
self-cultivation and ecological awareness as to its uncanny aspect. These avenues might 
aid in appreciating the ethical and political value of those aporous and emotional personal 
experiences of the environment difficult to pin down in rational discourses (Saari 2018; 
Lysgaard et al. 2019). In this respect, we suggest that self-formation lacks nuance in differ-
entiating between various elements of the self’s action upon itself (cf. care of the self). This 
is especially relevant for understanding how political ecological issues also have psycho-
dynamic dimensions—the second and third aspects of the uncanny Anthropocene.

To summarise, self-formation offers a long-standing and robust framework for concep-
tualising self-cultivation. However, this framework perhaps implicitly places too much of 
an emphasis on all things human. Self-cultivation in the present day is more likely to need 
a form of post-humanism, or perhaps eco-humanism—approaches that take ecology as a 
starting point in trying to understand the actions of humanity. Further, this resource has 
an inherent focus on the rational self. Taken together, these limitations make it difficult for 
self-formation to address the intertwinement of human and non-human as well as the psy-
chodynamic phenomena characteristic of the uncanniness of the Anthropocene.

Care of the Self

The fourth and final theoretical resource identified in the reviewed literature was care of 
the self. Its origins go right back to Ancient Greece, although in the literature reviewed 
here, this history has usually been received via twentieth-century authors—Michel Fou-
cault in particular. Strangely, only a few isolated papers reference similar works by Pierre 
Hadot (Hadot 2002; Heubel 2011; Dennis 2021) and Martha Nussbaum (2018). All three—
Hadot, Foucault, and Nussbaum—have studied, albeit from slightly different conceptual 
vantage points, the ‘practices of the self (pratiques de soi)’. These practices (of the self) 
became widespread in Greco-Roman antiquity during the first couple of centuries before 
and after the beginning of the Common Era. They amounted to a systematic cultivation 
of various facets of one’s self and have found many followers in contemporary literature 
on self-cultivation (e.g., Dennis 2020; DeMarzio 2012; Hattam and Baker 2015; Infinito 
2003; Tennant 1998). Although there are evident similarities with certain Eastern practices 
(see e.g., Hattam and Baker 2015; Lin 2018), this resource is more tightly connected to the 
Western philosophical tradition than the previous ones.

Before delving any deeper into care of the self, let us first take a step back and con-
sider an aspect that has been lurking in the background of each of the theoretical resources 
reviewed so far—‘self-knowledge’ (e.g., DeMarzio 2012; Forsberg 2019; Johnson 2014; 
Neiman 2000; Semetsky and Delpech-Ramey 2012; Tennant 2012). Knowing oneself is, in 
a way, the most obvious preliminary step for the self before it can take any action on itself. 
Whether it is in terms of asking oneself about the skills one currently possesses as a frame 
of reference (e.g., DeMarzio 2012; Tennant 2005), or seeing it as the motor of self-cultiva-
tion (e.g., Bohlin 2008), self-knowledge always seems to carry a certain weight.

However, care of the self has since Ancient Greek times (as epimeleia heautou) had an 
even more intimate contact with self-knowledge. It is often introduced in the literature as a 
holistic practice in which the more specific aim of self-knowledge (‘know thyself’, gnothi 
seauton) is embedded (Foucault 2001). As well as these aspects of self-knowledge, care of the 
self also includes connotations of healing (e.g., Burns 2020) and practices that aim to bring 
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about personal transformation. In Plato’s dialogue Alcibiades, which Foucault cites as the first 
example of care of the self being philosophically discussed, Socrates notes that Alcibiades 
needs to know the limitations in his education and in his capacity to conduct himself so that he 
can properly take care of himself (Foucault 2001).

Besides its relationship with self-knowledge, another crucial observation of Foucault’s 
relates to the context in which care of the self is introduced. Socrates suggests that, if Alcibi-
ades ever hopes to become a ruler of others, he must first learn how to govern himself, and 
governing himself will only be possible once he has learnt to take care of himself. Care of the 
self is thus a form of self-governance, which in turn makes governing others possible (Fou-
cault 2001); or, to look at it another way, caring for oneself allows you to care for others (Fur-
man 2019; Higgins 2010). Practices of the self thus fit seamlessly with Foucault’s analyses of 
power as the ‘conduct of conduct’ (Foucault 2000, 341; also Infinito 2003).

It is precisely at this juncture that many contemporary researchers have found care of the 
self to be helpful. With the possibility to place self-cultivation within societal power relations, 
practices of the self open a path for a nuanced analysis of the interplay between resistance and 
submission. On the one hand, work on the self is ‘an inside operation of the outside’, where 
the external relationships between forces are internalised and transformed into self-mastery; 
while on the other, practices of the self offer a means to resist such internalisation by making 
self-creation possible. Both these movements are apparent throughout the literature (Olssen 
2006; Niesche and Haase 2012; Leask 2012; Infinito 2003; Hattam and Baker 2015; Tennant 
1998; Bagger et al. 2018; Ball and Olmedo 2013).

Focusing on this movement also situates the self in action. Instead of a fixed self posited as 
both the subject and object of self-cultivation (as we saw to be the case with self-formation), 
there are practices directed at cultivating specific activities. Perhaps one could therefore say 
that instead of the self acting upon itself, it is more the case of an action being performed upon 
another action. Shifting the focus in this way allows for a very detailed analysis of the self’s 
actions on itself, as shown by some of the existing literature (e.g., DeMarzio 2012; Dennis 
2020). Care of the self thus goes some considerable way towards conceptualising self-cul-
tivation in the Anthropocene, especially as it effectively addresses the last two of the three 
uncanny features of the Anthropocene that we outlined in the introduction: the self’s need to 
change its relationship with the environment, and the ethical weight of one’s actions.

This being said, these achievements come at the cost of avoiding some of the key meta-
physical questions regarding the self. This, in turn, makes it difficult to extend practices of the 
self to address the unconscious dimensions of self-cultivation in the Anthropocene (the first of 
its uncanny features). The difficulty is emphasised when we take into account that Foucauldian 
approaches have tended to be suspicious of the power effects of psy knowledges (Rose 1996), 
and that Foucault’s own relation to psychoanalysis was at times dismissive (see e.g. Foucault 
2019), although the issue is certainly contentious. If care of the self were to be the framework 
used to conceptualise self-cultivation in the present chronotope, it would need to be comple-
mented by a robust account of the psychodynamic undercurrents also present.

Conclusion

Despite their various merits, none of the conceptualisations covered here seem fully able 
to meet the uncanny challenge of the Anthropocene. Of the three uncanny features of the 
Anthropocene, it is the unconscious that haunts our self-awareness that proves most chal-
lenging. Individual studies have discussed the presence of the unconscious in learning 
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(Semetsky and Delpech-Ramey 2012), in processes of healing (Hwang and Chang 2009; 
Bainbridge and Del Negro 2020; Wang 2020), and in practices of education (Brown 2013; 
Yi 2017; Wu and Wenning 2016; Sta. Maria 2017). However, as yet, these tentative ges-
tures do not amount to a substantive theoretical resource. Where more systematic investiga-
tions have taken place (Dennis 2020; Tennant 2012), the framework has remained anthro-
pocentric, with the result that the self’s relation to the uncannier aspects of environmental 
awareness are difficult to conceptualise.

In closing, although the limitations of the present study are bound to be painfully obvi-
ous to the reader, two points deserve to be highlighted, if only to have a go at justify-
ing them. Firstly, we have done our best to combine as broad a selection of literature as 
possible with as detailed an analysis as possible. This was necessary so as to remain true 
to our aim of mapping the current literature and evaluating its potentials and limitations 
with respect to the Uncanny. The decision to do so has, unfortunately, cost us the space 
to develop an alternative conceptualisation, one capable of meeting the challenges of the 
Anthropocene. Hence, this important task needs to be undertaken in a separate study. This 
might involve tapping in the potential of the classics, where one is likely to find elements 
speaking to the uncanniness of the Anthropocene that have so far not received the attention 
they deserve. For example, the Hellenic idea of the cosmopolitan, Buddhist concepts such 
as the no-self, and more ecological interpretations of the Confucian classics merit further 
study. Secondly, our starting point of a person for whom being in and with the world is 
already a question side-lines the perhaps more important question of how to arrive at this 
starting point. Looking at the bigger picture of responding to the ecological crises, we must 
ask how education could help make more people aware of their situatedness in the present 
chronotope of environmental crises.
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