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ABSTRACT: Whilst scientifically debated, the key insights encapsulated in the notion of 
the Anthropocene are profound: First, natural and cultural history – the fates of climate 
and the natural world on the one hand, and of humankind and its many cultures on the 
other – are conjoined. Second, human history is certainly not an inevitable history of 
progress but one potentially towards catastrophe. These realizations are driven by the 
wicked perspectives of future climate change and the likelihood of dramatically negative 
consequences for life on Earth. Looking back into deep history, however, the same real-
izations also have implications for how we view the human past and what driving forces 
we view as causal. This, in turn, impinges significantly on how we teach deep and recent 
history, how we articulate it with other disciplines, and how we display it in children’s 
books, school textbooks, teaching materials and in museums. With roots firmly in a spe-
cific academic discipline – archaeology – I here examine what the topsy-turvy perspec-
tive of the Anthropocene implies vis-à-vis the design of contemporary, relevant and sus-
tainable history teaching and teaching resources for the classroom and for learning 
spaces such as museums. While a collapse of traditional disciplinary boundaries is im-
practical if not impossible, I draw on notions of dark pedagogy and disciplinary shadow 
places to highlight how Anthropocene deep history can connect knowledge domains 
from across the natural and social sciences. New visions for our future need, I suggest, 
new visions of our past. 
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Some 20 years after its almost off-hand proposal (Crutzen and Stoermer, 2000), the notion of 
the Anthropocene – a new era in which humans collectively if unequally shape global climate 
and ecosystems – has become firmly established. So much so, in fact, that it is formally enter-
tained as a new geological epoch. Earth history and decisions about its divisions into eons, 
eras, epochs, and ages are the disciplinary purview of the International Commission on Stra-
tigraphy (ICS)1, under the aegis of the International Union of Geological Sciences (IUGS)2. 

 
1  https://stratigraphy.org/. 
2  https://www.iugs.org/. 

https://stratigraphy.org/
https://www.iugs.org/
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According to the IUGS’ official and scientifically grueling protocol, the Anthropocene – with a 
suggested start date of 1950 corresponding to both the so-called Great Acceleration of human 
production, consumption and disposal and the measurable increase in nuclear bomb signa-
tures across the globe – remains to be formally ratified as a new epoch. Debate continues, but 
the working group commissioned with elaborating the reasons for such a ratification have 
made their case (Zalasiewicz et al., 2017). Official ratification aside, the very notion of the 
Anthropocene has caused a great deal of scientific furor with some arguing for abandoning 
the term entirely, others arguing for different starting points, and others yet suggesting that 
it should be more appropriately viewed as a geological event (Bauer et al., 2021), or else as a 
conceptual lever but not a formally recognised geological unit (e.g. Brown et al., 2013; Bauer, 
2015; Davis and Todd, 2017; Bauer and Ellis, 2018; Ruddiman, 2018; Zalasiewicz et al., 2019). 

Many different scientific disciplines from across the human, social and natural sciences as 
well as the arts have contributed to the debate; indeed, many seemingly innocent aspects of 
the Anthropocene as geological epoch – its notion of a collective and homogenous human-
kind, its start date – are politically charged from the outset (Lewis and Maslin, 2015; Swanson, 
2016; Bobette and Donovan, 2019). Claims that scientific work on issues of anthropogenic 
climate change and its geological fingerprint, the Anthropocene, occur independently of po-
litical processes and predilections have long been shown to be spurious (Oreskes, 2015). At 
the same time, climate modelling and its global perspective have assumed epistemic promi-
nence and garnered considerable political leverage (Heymann, 2010; Rödder, Heymann and 
Stevens, 2020). It is precisely because of the evident and latent entanglement of earth history 
with human history, of the natural and the social sciences around the notion of the Anthropo-
cene, that implications for how to tell and teach history emerge. 

With a disciplinary starting point in archaeology – a discipline that itself is situated between 
the natural sciences, the social sciences and the humanities; between history and geology – I 
here explore the pedagogical implications of the Anthropocene mandate (see Hussain and 
Riede, 2020 for an earlier attempt). I draw on and combine recently developed notions of ‘dark 
pedagogy’ (Laugesen, 2019; Lysgaard and Bengtsson, 2020) and ‘shadow places’ (Potter et al., 
2020) to suggest that history teaching takes on quite a particular and powerful role in a peda-
gogy that is not only sensitive to future needs of systemic change, environmental ethics and 
new forms of citizenship, but that heeds the historical roots of both the quandaries of the 
Anthropocene and their possible solutions. I will illustrate the entanglements of political, eco-
nomic and social history with the history of climate change and how these remain disjoined in 
pedagogical settings through two examples. First, I focus on the official Danish topical canon 
for history teaching in the formal classroom setting of primary school. Second, I draw on the 
more informal pedagogical setting of an industrial heritage museum. Together, these two se-
lect instances demonstrate just how much inertia and how little climate literacy there is across 
such pedagogical settings; the ways in which these histories are presented indexes pre-An-
thropocene notions of causal relations and of relevance, making it hard for learners to appre-
ciate the roots and severity of our contemporary concerns. 

Archaeology as Conjoined Deep Histories 

In a landmark paper, the well-known postcolonial historian Dipesh Chakrabarty explored the 
implications of contemporary anthropogenic climate change for thinking and writing about 
history (Chakrabarty, 2009). He suggested that, in contrast to traditional scholarship in history, 
ideational, economic and political history could no longer be adequately captured without also 
including climate history. For Chakrabarty, as for many of his colleagues (Winiwarter et al., 
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2005; Behringer, 2006; Pfister, 2015; e.g. Adamson, Hannaford and Rohland, 2018; Degroot 
et al., 2021), climate had become an important agent – one among many – of historical 
change. Carefully balancing between climate determinism and traditional internalist explana-
tions (cf. Hulme, 2011), this new history of climate and society is both planetary in its geo-
graphic scale (Latour and Chakrabarty, 2020) and deep in its temporal perspective (Dukes, 
2013). It is also overtly political in stressing the conjoined nature of nationalism, capitalism 
and climate change, of the developing world order of the recent past and its relation to the 
Anthropocene (Chakrabarty, 2014; Malm and Hornborg, 2014). 

In the sense that anthropogenic climate change and the Anthropocene represent the result 
of a deep historical development of the human niche (Boggs, 2016; Meneganzin, Pievani and 
Caserini, 2020), archaeology as deep history (Shryock, Smail and Earle, 2011) can be aligned 
with Chakrabarty’s propositions, also in relation to its delicate relation to climate determinism 
(Livingstone, 2012). Moreover, archaeology as a disciplinary endeavor is inextricably linked 
with the emergence of modern nation-states; exploring the past scientifically has mostly been 
in the service of state identity legitimization and imperial expansion (Kohl and Fawcett, 1995; 
Díaz-Andreu and Champion, 1996; Kohl, 1998; Kjærgaard, 2006; Díaz-Andreu, 2007; Dia-
chenko, 2016). Famously, the Danish antiquarian and museological pioneer Christian Jürgen-
sen Thomsen (1788-1865) devised the so-called Three Age System – from Stone to Bronze to 
Iron – as a classificatory backbone to human deep history. This tripartite scheme already then 
prioritized technological innovation and the works of elites as drivers of history; it is strongly 
suggestive of teleological and progressive change, a notion that was fully in line with contem-
poraneous thinking (Klindt-Jensen, 1975; Gräslund, 1981). The work of Thomsen was highly 
influential, and is mentioned in every textbook on archaeology. 

Slightly later, when academic disciplines were formalized in the context of the modern uni-
versity, the placement of archaeology as an academic discipline alongside history in most Eu-
ropean university systems decoupled it from the natural sciences and hence also from the 
environmental sciences. Whereas early practitioners were broadly educated across 
knowledge domains, the scholars of the second half of the 20th century became increasingly 
specialized and, as a consequence, in part isolated. Yet, mapping Thomsen’s Three Ages onto 
timelines of the Anthropcene sensitive to the environmental consequences of such major 
changes in human deep history underlines the correlative aspects and questions whether this 
collective historical trajectory is one towards betterment or catastrophe (Fig. 2). Somewhat 
playfully but also poignantly referencing Thomsen’s Three Age System, the Anthropocene has 
also been called the ‘Plastic Age’ (Zalasiewicz et al., 2016) and in doing so, suggesting that 
new, humanly-made synthetic materials act as essential object proxies for a new human con-
dition (cf. Hartman et al., 2017). 
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Figure 1 - Progressive national history in light of the Anthropocene. The fundamental structure of deep history and 
its causal process as conceptualized by Thomsen is of its time – progres-sivist, Eurocentric and colonial. Modified 

from Horton & Horton (2019), original design by Lewis & Maslin (2018) 

Lest one was to think that the entanglements of nation-states and archaeology ceased long 
ago, or that they are hardly relevant to issues of contemporary climate change, it should be 
noted just how enthusiastically nationalist groups of the present mobilize archaeological her-
itage in their rhetoric (Hakenbeck, 2019), and how membership in such groups overlaps with 
attitudes of climate denialism (Forchtner, 2019). More benignly but no less importantly, ad-
ministrative and legal structures related to the management of archaeological heritage are 
mostly national in their circumscription and so subtly perpetuate the notion that state-like 
ethnic identities have their roots in the deep past (Riede, 2017; e.g. Hakonen, 2021). Moreo-
ver, the framing of the deep past – in Europe at least – is orchestrated through institutions 
such as national museums (see Madsen and Jørgensen, 2010) and canonized national curric-
ula.3 Globally, the canonical deep history and heritage of humanity are exemplified in the 
UNESCO World Heritage listing containing sites of supposed “outstanding value to humanity”  
somehow presupposing a human collective – the homognising ‘Anthropos’ of the Anthropo-
cene – that glosses over historical and geopolitical inequalities.4  

Exploring the Shadow Places of Deep History 

Values are at the heart of selecting what is essential to preserve, communicate and teach. 
Assembling curricula and teaching resources involve the deliberate selection and de-selection 
of what is considered most vital. In the following, I will take issue with the portrayal of selected 
elements of these formal and informal educational resources in light of Anthropocene per-
spectives. In doing so, I will take inspiration from the notion of ‘dark pedagogy’ that 

 
3  E.g. https://emu.dk/grundskole/historie/kanon?b=t5-t12 
4  https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/?&type=cultural. 

https://emu.dk/grundskole/historie/kanon?b=t5-t12
https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/?&type=cultural
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encourages an exploration of the uncanny, of the uncomfortable and the non-canonical; in 
addition, I draw on the idea of ‘shadow places’ and modify this to argue for increased explo-
ration of inter-disciplinary articulations to tell the conjoined histories of the Anthropocene. In 
line with the arguments for disciplinary collapses above, it is increasingly difficult, I argue, to 
maintain lower-cycle educational structures that are strongly organized according to pre-An-
thropocene principles, i.e. the social sciences, the natural sciences, the arts.            

The not-so-Deep History of Denmark – the Ertebølle Culture 

According to the Danish canonized history for educational purposes, pupils first meet deep 
history in the form of the Late Holocene Ertebølle culture. The Ertebølle culture holds iconic 
status in Denmark as it was the first pre-agricultural Stone Age culture discovered in the region 
(Fischer and Kristiansen, 2002). The then-groundbreaking investigation of the Ertebølle cul-
ture’s renowned shell-middens became a paragon of early scientific archaeology (cf. Gron and 
Rowley-Conwy, 2018) – then explicitly framed in national and nationalistic terms (Kjærgaard, 
2006)  – and played an important role in the restitution of national identity and pride following 
a series of catastrophic conflicts and losses of territory (Kristiansen, 1993). Economically, Er-
tebølle people lived as foragers, hunters and fishers; they accumulated massive mounds of 
oyster and mussel shells; there is little sign of social or political stratification, of sickness or 
wealth disparity and limited signs of conflict – it has traditionally been seen as harmonious, 
healthy and just – the Nordic “original affluent society” (cf. Rowley-Conwy, 2001). 

The choice of opening a national history curriculum with the Ertebølle culture is highly sig-
nificant politically. The geographic extent of the Ertebølle culture coincides with the somewhat 
extended historical national boundaries of the Danish state (i.e. including Scania and parts of 
northern Germany). This geography is highly suggestive of a deep ethnic and political ancestry 
of the nation. Popular reconstructions of the Ertebølle culture focus on crafts and labour, and 
gender roles; they are tidy, romantic and essentializing – all feeding into the associated master 
narrative (sensu McLean and Syed, 2015) of national self-identity and good citizenship (Fig.2). 
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Figure 2 - An iconic scene from the Ertebølle culture produced for classroom display and teaching, from Sillasen 
(1925). Image courtesy of https://skolehistorie.au.dk/samlinger/anskuelsesbilleder/. 

As a discipline tightly linked to the genesis of modern nation-states, such portrayals can be 
read as part of the ideological legitimization (Høgh, 2009). This may not be the crass propa-
ganda of authoritarian regimes (Arnold, 1990; Shnirel’man, 2013), yet in selectively displaying 
certain bodily ideals, certain relations of labour and gender, such powerful visual aids form 
and naturalize particular views of history – in this case one of harmony and order but also of 
Caucasian able-bodiedness and of conformity. Pedagogical wall displays were widespread in 
Denmark in especially the 19th and first part of the 20th centuries (Glenstrup, 1991; Grinder-
Hansen, 1997); an extensive collection is today curated by the Royal Library (Thuesen, 1980).5 
While such display material is now somewhat antiquated, the image of the Ertebølle culture 
and its choice as the opening entry of a national primary school curriculum remains deeply 
entrenched in a pre-Anthropocene worldview. 

Recent research could, however, be used to tell a somewhat different – darker, more shad-
owy – story, one of socio-ecological fragility (Gronenborn, 2005), of political complexity and 
ambition (Fischer, 2002), of wide-ranging networks (Jordan and Zvelebil, 2009), and of dark 
skin (Olalde et al., 2014). The accumulation of shell-mounds, so strongly associated with the 
Ertebølle culture but which also occurs in many other places across the world, has itself been 
proposed as a marker of an alternative and much earlier start date of the Anthropocene 
(Erlandson, 2013). Moreover, the Ertebølle culture itself also interacted with expanding farm-
ing populations and could thus provide a stage for discussing the societal and – most perti-
nently here – environmental consequences of agriculture then (Ruddiman, 2003) and now. 
Notably, some of the official teaching material related to the Ertebølle culture does suggest 

 
5  https://skolehistorie.au.dk/samlinger/anskuelsesbilleder/ 
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climate change as a driver for the transition to agriculture.6 This is in principle laudable, but 
given the complete absence of climatic or environmental factors as historical drivers in the 
remainder of the canon, this single mention merely perpetuates the notion that climate 
change was important back in deep time, but that with the advent of agriculture, political and 
economic processes alone were causal. This is precisely the disjoining of climate history from 
human history that Chakrabarty critiqued. In addition, in doing so, this extremely limited in-
clusion of climate in the historical curriculum also strongly reinforces linear and progressive 
notions of history, from primitive to sophisticated, from worse to better. This is precisely the 
outdated master narrative that Malm & Hornborg critiqued.  

Anthropocene Pedagogy in the Museum – the Former Lignite Mine of Søby 

At the former open-cast lignite mine of Søby in central Denmark, low-grade brown coal was 
extracted for domestic and industrial use between 1940 and 1970. In particular, Søby grew 
during the years of the Second World War due to interrupted supply lines from Great Britain. 
In the post-war years, Søby was Denmark’s largest coal mine and its growth is commonly de-
scribed as a ‘Klondike’-like economic adventure (Rolsted, 2006; Svendsen, 2007). This land-
scape is today managed by the Danish Nature Agency and is home to many invasive plant 
species (Sørensen, 1986). Industrial heritage such as the Søby mine has found its way on 
UNESCO’s World Heritage list where, most commonly, aspects of technological innovation and 
revolution are emphasized and valorized. Similarly, in the small museum attached to the Søby 
mining area, a sanitized, romanticized and masculine story of hard work and entrepreneurship 
is told.  

What is downplayed in this version is the environmental consequence of the mining activ-
ities on the local landscape, which has been radically transformed into a complex, feral and 
awkward multispecies collage (Brichet and Hastrup, 2018; Bubandt and Tsing, 2018). The ped-
agogical interface of the museum setting is also not currently used to situate Søby in the 
broader complexities of the Anthropocene. If one was to accept the proposed starting date of 
1950 for the Anthropocene, then Søby’s heyday spans exactly this transition. A critical factor 
in pointing at 1950 as an appropriate starting point for the Anthropocene epoch are the glob-
ally detectable radioactive traces of extensive nuclear testing in the immediate post-war era. 
Archaeological fieldwork at Søby found unmistakable traces of such nuclear enrichment in the 
sediments and also unearthed material proxies for the beginning of the Plastic Age and its 
associated rearrangements of production, consumption and discard (Fig.3; Riede, Vestergaard 
and Fredensborg, 2016; Vestergaard and Riede, 2016, 2017). 

 
 

 
6  E.g. https://emu.dk/grundskole/historie/kanon/historiekanon?b=t5-t12-t64. 

https://emu.dk/grundskole/historie/kanon/historiekanon?b=t5-t12-t64
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Figure 3 - Material markers of the Anthropocene. Left: a regionally produced reusable (and heavily reused – note 
the wear traces at the bottom) bottle cap from the pre-Anthropocene layers at Søby. Right: an anonymous, almost 
certainly not locally produced single-use plastic bottle cap from the Anthropocene layers at Søby. Note also that 
plastic itself not only requires energy generated by fossil fuels for its making, but it is also partly made of fossil 
resources itself. Its eventual deposition at a site of fossil fuel extraction marks the closure of the vicious cycle of 
Anthropocene production, consumption and use of these non-renewable resources. 

Many of the archaeological finds from the excavation at Søby but also those objects curated 
in the Søby museum speak directly to the exploding industry and consumption that character-
ized the time after 1950. They are evidently artefacts of the Great Acceleration and afford the 
possibility of linking complex global patterns of socio-political, economic and climatic change 
to very local, quotidian and even intimate narratives. Søby itself is a shadow place and it pro-
vides a remarkable opportunity to explore the darker aspects of recent history. Such explora-
tion was in fact attempted in a temporary exhibition at Moesgård Museum in 2015, where 
objects from the Søby excavations were displayed and linked directly to Anthropocene con-
cerns (Brichet, Hastrup and Riede, 2017). Treating the archaeological finds as so-called hy-
perobjects that encapsulate social, political and environmental relations (Hudson, 2014; cf. 
Campbell, 2021), this exhibition was deliberately designed as a dark pedagogical alternative 
or indeed counter-narrative to the canonical one presented in the museum at Søby itself.  

Teaching History in the Anthropocene 

In a recent paper with the title “Teaching climate change in the Anthropocene: An integrative 
approach”, Leichenko & O’Brien (2020) strongly question that the current focus on scientific 
literacy and on the physical dynamics of climate change serve college and university students 
well in meeting the climate crisis. Their suggested solution – for higher education – is a radical 
dissolution of disciplinary boundaries and an integration across Social Science and Natural Sci-
ence perspectives. In the Humanities, similar discipline-defying pedagogical developments are 
underway under the umbrella of the so-called Environmental Humanities (Siperstein, Leme-
nager and Hall, 2016; O’Gorman et al., 2019); university scholars are increasingly questioning 
what role higher education plays in the knowledge ecology of the Anthropocene – and to what 
degree its role is not least to formulate timely alternatives to the increasingly obsolete master 
narratives entrenched in disciplinary and political inerita (Wright, 2016). But can a radical re-
jection of disciplinary cores be implemented in formal primary school and informal pedagogy? 
How can we appropriately teach deep history in the Anthropocene? 

There are no simple answers to these questions. Without disciplinary knowledge, making 
a case for the historical depth of the Anthropocene is impossible. Without disciplinary 
knowledge, making connections between factors traditionally seen as disparate is impossible. 
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Yet, there is little doubt that ring-fenced pedagogies that isolate history from climate, nature 
from culture are becoming less and less suitable for meeting the concerns of the present and 
of future generations (cf. Wals et al., 2014). In the museum sector, there a strong forces push-
ing towards active engagement with the climate crisis (e.g. Cameron and Neilson, 2015; Rees, 
2017) with some practitioners even arguing for activistic engagement and major re-designs of 
exhibitions in light of the Anthropocene (Cameron, 2019; Lyons and Bosworth, 2019; 
Arfvidsson and Follin, 2020). Yet, the institutional structures – with more or less silotised mu-
seums of natural history and museums of culture history, as well as national museums whose 
remit is inherently tied to nation-state narrarives – do neither naturally assist in dissolving 
disciplinary and conceptual boundaries, nor do they lend themselves easily to the formulations 
of alternative narratives. The structures of these education settings, too, remain firmly pre-
Anthropocene.  

In many countries – in this paper exemplified by Denmark – primary school curricula share 
this pre-Anthropocene design. While topics of climate change and sustainability are rising to 
the fore across many subjects, the fundamental compartmentalization of knowledge into dif-
ferent domains, coupled with the canonization of national history as the measure of historical 
awareness, does not per se promote the realization of Anthropocene entanglements. The cur-
rent curriculum is expressly designed to provide historical resources for identiy construction 
and to allow pupils to situate themselves in a larger and longer societal timeline. In its narrow 
scope, however, it arguably fails to to provide a master narrative (i.e. one of Eurocentric pro-
gress) that resonates with the emergences of personal narratives among current generations 
as they become keenly concerned with issues of climate change, resilience, suistanability and 
attendant social justice issues (cf. McLean and Syed, 2015). 

It is therefore that this paper has suggested a turn towards the shadow places of national 
history and the use of dark pedagogy that deliberately subverts some aspects of these tradi-
tional domains. Fortunately, teachers and educators – whether in schools, museums or other 
settings – can in practice work relatively flexibly with the essential framing of even canonized 
teaching content if they themselves have the knowledge and tools. For instance, the Ertebølle 
culture and the classic teaching materials associated with it can be set within an Anthropocene 
context , museum displays can be augmented and contextualized through analogue and digital 
means.7 

History demonstrates above else that culture change is possible over time. In this, the 
transmission of information from one generation to the next is the essential mechanism driv-
ing change. Different forms of social learning and teaching can accelerate this process, or slow 
it down (cf. Brewer and Riede, 2018). Dramatic effects of climate change on life quality are no 
more than a generation away (Lyon et al., 2021; Thiery et al., 2021). Our knowledge of the 
past feeds into our ways of imaging the furture – this knowledge enables and constrains our 
worldmaking (see Vervoort et al., 2015). Teaching history in the Anthropocene must shoulder 
the pedagogical responsibility of looking not just to the past – no longer a robust analogue for 
our future – but to what is to come. Short of a comprehensive transformation of curricular 
structures across all educational sectors, this responsibility can be met in the disciplinary 
shadow places and via dark pedagogies that embrace the complexities and entanglements of 
our time head on.   

 
7  E.g. https://skolehistorie.au.dk/digitale-udstillinger/det-gode-liv-i-oldtiden/. 

https://skolehistorie.au.dk/digitale-udstillinger/det-gode-liv-i-oldtiden/
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