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Episode Four 

THE GREEN COMPETENCES 

 

Introduction  

The Piraeus  

 

It is not a surprise that Plato set his masterpiece, the ‘Republic’ in Athens. It was his home, it was 

where he was tutored by Socrates, and it was the place that he founded his Academy1. However, it is 

informative to be a little more precise about the location. Plato selected a very particular area of 

Athens to stage his book. If you were to arrive as a tourist today by ship, this is where you would 

dock. The opening scenes of the Republic drop us into the harbour area of Athens - the Piraeus.2 We 

find the central character of the book, Socrates, not surprisingly in conversation with a group of 

men.  

 

There are many layers of meaning to this location. These will be explored in the later chapters of this 

Teacher Guide. This introduction simply wants to pick out one: 

The Pireaus had a distinctive claim to fame. This feature of the harbour area does not grab the 

headlines like the extraordinary innovations that were taking place up the road in central Athens. 

This is nothing to do with grand temples or monuments, epic literature or art. The Pireaus was 

unique because it was a planned city. Evidently, it is true that town planning sounds a bit dull – 

compared with the sexier innovations that were happening in sculpting, drama and architecture.  

At a modern university fresher’s week there are hundreds of moments of introduction where key 

biographical information is exchanged as first steps into a student community. Different courses 

carry different vibes: Music is funky, Criminal Psychology is cool, Medicine is noble, Law is 

impressive… and Town Planning might be said with a mumble and a little cough into your glass. 

What now often conjures up thoughts of traffic lights and speed humps, was pioneered by an 

Athenian man Hippodamus3. He stands as the first known town planner in human history.  

 
1 Plato established his Academy in c387BC, and wrote his Republic in c375BC.  
2 It is also home of the famously rowdy football stadium of Panathinaikos.  
3 We know his name and his achievement through Aristotle who actually criticizes his use of grid lines for town 

planning because it makes it easier for any invading army to conquer the city. (Politics, 1330b17.) 



You can see his handiwork clearly below: 

 

 

This plan of the Pireaus has grid straight lines plotted out from the hub of the Agora (the 
marketplace). Although getting roads to run at right angles to each other does not sound like much 
of an achievement, Hippodamus’ project was much more significant than that. He was thinking 
through how a city could optimise its infrastructure, land use and housing. 
 
Town Planning might not sound like one of the most stirring achievements of the Ancient Greeks, 
but it was another significant ‘first’ for Athenians. Hippodamus showed the value of putting some 
thought into the path taken by economic growth and how to make the best use of the resources. 
This rational step away from just the ad-hoc consequences of economic development is a notable 
step in our cultural past. The irregular, spasmodic growth of cities in human civilization is a product 
of a rolling, continual reaction to a vast complex matrix of forces – both human and non-human. The 
streets drawn by Hippodamus cut right through this noise with measured lines of consideration.  
 
Growth within limits 
 
We might be tempted to think that this street map looks modern. The map appears as strikingly 
familiar to the city blocks of New York - even if they do not carry the labels of 42nd Street, 5th 
Avenue, or Square Gardens. However, this connection is very misleading, precisely because the 
modern world might look organised and efficient. In fact, all we have done in recent times is revert 
back to ad-hoc development. Human civilisation has completely lost sight of some of the most basic 
principles of economic planning. We no longer take a rational step back from development and ask 
the bigger questions about infrastructure, land use, and well to be frank - everything. 
 
For all of the advances in our civilisation, we seem to lack so much imagination and wisdom when 
calculating our progress. The standard measure of economic development across the globe is GDP. 

 
 



GDP is a hopelessly reductive valuation of what we all get up to every year. It was first introduced as 
a key indicator by the Nobel Prize-winning4  statistician and economist Simon Kuznets during an 
address to the US Congress in 1934. GDP has been criticised ever since as a clumsy and narrow 
measure of economic growth. Indeed, Kuznets himself warned that the simplicity of GDP would make 
it prone to abuse by those who might benefit from oversimplifying matters. However, despite all of 
the criticism,5 we seem to be stuck with it.  

It might just be a statistic, but the formative effect that this blunt measure of human progress has had 
on our policies and thinking must not be underestimated. The quarterly reporting of GDP is a key pivot 
around which so much government planning and media attention moves. It is a measure that is blind 
to countless stores of wealth that are held in the biosphere, in families and in communities.  

The ambition to sustain GDP growth at around 3% per year is never squared with the fact that we live 
on a finite planet.6 Homo sapiens are now so populous on the Earth, and our technological power is 
so extensive, that continual conventional growth in GDP is simply impossible. Astonishingly, the next 
35 years of resource extractions and fossil fuel emissions are projected to equal the cumulative 
extractions and emissions of the past 300,000 years7, figures that “represent an unsustainable future… 
a trend that is not in any way sustainable.”8 

Hippodamus would never have planned to extend the roads into the sea or over a cliff. Ictinus would 
never have planned to put just half a roof on the Parthenon, and surely those in charge of designing 
the Athenian war ships would never have forgotten to guarantee that the hull of the vessel was 
complete. In defence of our modern stupidity, it could be argued that Hippodamus only had to think 
about a small suburb of a Greek city state, whereas we have to think and plan for a massive global 
economy. However, that is neglectful of the fact that the aggregate results of science for the planet 
have been sat clearly on the table for decades and simply ignored.  
 
Green competences 
 
We need our artists and actors, writers and musicians. We need our architects and accountants, 
scientists and doctors. We should continue to invest in innovation and technology. These skills and 
people will always be the headline acts in any economy, just like they were in ancient Athens. 
However, it is the little known Hippodamus who needs to be put centre stage immediately. His voice 
needs to be heard in every government cabinet meeting, it should be the dominant voice in the 
media. It is the humble town planner who should be given the focus of attention in all of our schools.  
 
And just as the role of town planning has become far more complex over the centuries, so have the 
requirements for our students to understand what is needed. For example, the previous chapter 
highlighted the importance of systems thinking because the crisis we are faced with is so complex. 
Indeed, the previous chapter underlined the fact that modern education was conceived in the 
Industrial Revolution and was therefore geared to generating a literate and numerate workforce 

 
4 He was awarded the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences in 1971, “for his empirically founded 
interpretation of economic growth which has led to new and deepened insight into the economic and social 
structure and process of development.” 
5 Most famous here was Bobby Kennedy’s criticism in his speech to the University of Kansas in March 18th, 
1968. 
6 A 3% growth per year, using the simple mathematical equation of ‘the doubling time’ means that we will 
have doubled our economic activity in 23.45 years. A growth that would further increase the resource 
extractions of our limited resources. 
7 Figures calculated by OnlyOneEarth.Science. 
8 United Nations Environment Programme, International Resource Panel. Decoupling natural resource and 
environmental impacts from economic growth. (2011) 



from which various specialisms would arise. Modern education was not certainly not designed with 
the climate crisis in mind.  
 
 
This gap between the skill set required back then, and the skill set that we need to exit the climate 
crisis has been the focus of much recent academic attention. Arguably the most important 
summative document to be released recently is “GreenComp. The EU Sustainability Competence 
Framework”.9 This impressive summary and mapping of the skills that we need to overcome our 
situation was endorsed by the European Council in June 2022, and now has a definitive role in 
shaping educational development across the continent.    
 
However, before looking into the range of green skills that we need, there is one skill, already 
pointed at explicitly in the previous chapter that needs emphasis again. Although this skill is not 
listed at the headline level of the 12 Green Competences, at several points in the publication, the 
importance of recognizing limits is underlined. It defines ‘Sustainability’ as “prioritising the needs of 
all life forms and of the planet by ensuring that human activity does not exceed planetary 
boundaries.” Indeed, this fundamental attribute of all systems thinking (see Chapter 3) must 
continually be brought back clearly into view. These defining limits get so easily lost or forgotten 
once we start to engage in project or policy details.   
 
 
Hurrah for Concrete Boundaries!    
 
There are immovable background imperatives to all the 
competences that will occupy us for the rest of this chapter. 
These are the definitive boundaries described by science.10 
    
A clear map of the boundaries of the planet, enables us to 
mobilise all of our skills in a meaningful and safe space. A 
proper map of these limits also allows us to develop a 
realistic plan of how best we could construct a new world 
inside those lines. These are the concrete realities that we 
have to face up to.  
 
A few final details of Hippodamus’ Piraeus can help pulls this 
together. To the right, is an image of a horus stone that was 
installed in the ancient city designed by him.11 With a squint, 
we can see the word “Horus” underneath the word “Agora”. A 
‘horus’ functioned as a boundary marker, marking the line 
between a sacred and a non-sacred space.12 These legally 
binding markers defined the space for the gods in the cities, most often around a temple or an altar. 
Outside of the cities the boundary stones defined parcels of land for ceremonies and rites. In this 

 
9 Bianchi, G., Pisiotis, U. and Cabrera Giraldez, M., GreenComp The European sustainability competence 
framework, Punie, Y. and Bacigalupo, M. editor(s), EUR 30955 EN, Publications Office of the European Union, 
Luxembourg, 2022, ISBN 978-92-76-46485-3, doi:10.2760/13286, JRC128040. 
10 See Chapters 4 (“Where are we now?) & 7 (CUTx Percent) of the Student Guide for the key details.    
11 David W. J. Gill. “Hippodamus and the Piraeus.” Historia: Zeitschrift Für Alte Geschichte, vol. 55, no. 1, 2006, pp. 1–
15. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/4436795. Accessed 3 Jul. 2022.  
12 Robert Parker, “Miasma. Pollution and Purification in Ancient Greece”, Oxford 1983, pp. 144-190 

A horus stone of the Agora, 

Piraeus. c. 500BC. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/4436795.%20Accessed%203%20Jul.%202022


example from the Piraeus, these “horoi” (pl) defined the market place, the ‘agora’ in Hippodamus’ 
distinctive rectangular formation.13   
 
What these stones also communicate is the crucial idea that a city cannot simply be understood in 
materialistic terms. Human beings are not simply economic animals. Indeed, the sacred space 
marked out by these stones in both the cities and in the fields had a double function. Primarily, they 
were established in order to respect the higher powers that defined their lives – the Ancient Greeks 
understood that the gods pulled the levers on fate and nature. Secondly, it is also very clear that by 
defining these spaces as sacred it also permitted to people to come together and meet as a 
community, without any pollutants of a private agenda. For example, Plato writes about the 
importance of sacred spaces, for people different districts meet to honour the gods and “entertain 
one another with sacrifices, and become friends and acquaintances; for there is no greater good in a 
state than that the citizens should be known to one another.”14 
 
Indeed, Ancient Greek culture had a very clear sense of ‘space’. Just as 
there clear division when walking in and out of a sacred place marked by 
the horoi, so there was also a vividly sharp principle that when you 
walked to the democratic area of the Pnyx to debate, you left behind your 
private interests and then voted in the best interests of the community, 
the polis. Sacred and profane, public and private. The Athenians walking 
around the Piraeus had a clear set of roads at the material level, and clear 
map of the symbolic order in their heads. Even the stones themselves 
appeared to understand their place and their role. On the right is a 
picture of a horus stone from the Agora just up the road in central Athens, 
it says, “horos eimi tes agoras”, which means, “I am the Horus stone of 
the Agora”.15  
 
Hurrah for these horoi!  
 
What do we have today? There are no horoi. We have no respect for the forces that lie beyond us. 
We dumped the deities that the Athenians’ worshipped a long time ago, but we have also shunted 
to the side a respect for the natural forces of physics and chemistry. In the absence of the horoi, we 
seem to have lost our modesty about anything beyond the private or the material. In the public 
space of the media and the parliaments, the only measure of things seems to be economic. With no 
horoi we have become one-dimensional and we have lost a fundamentally important framework for 
understanding what on Earth we are doing as a community. We have lost critical boundary markers.  
 
Take the example of mines as a final point. The construction of the harbour area of the Piraeus 
needed to be planned with reference to the stone mines with which everything would be built.16 
What was the location of the stone? Would there be enough? And so on. Yet, if we then jump 
forward to today – what are we doing?   
 
The answer is that we are doing something epic. But not in a good way.   

 
13 We know that Hippodamus also designed his home city of Miletus (in modern day Türkïye) into 3 land zones: 
one dedicated to support the gods, the second to support the army, and the third for the workers. His modern 
grid like design, was  Arist. Pol. II 8.  
14 Laws, 738b 
15 http://emilyshauser.weebly.com/hocw100/hocw-16-17-two-boundary-markers-from-athens-greece-circa-
500-bce 
16 Steinhauer, G. (2021). Piraeus: Harbors, Navy, and Shipping. In J. Neils & D. Rogers (Eds.), The Cambridge 
Companion to Ancient Athens (Cambridge Companions to the Ancient World, pp. 231-243). 



 
We are currently producing over 4 billion cubic tonnes of concrete every year17. If this was made into 
patio slabs 2.5cm thick, it would mean that we would have been able to cover up an area the size of 
Greece (with all its islands) in concrete last year18. In fact, if concrete were to be considered as a 
country, the emissions involved in its production would be ranked alongside the highest emitting 
nations, as concrete is responsible for 8% of all global emissions19.   
 
When we are constructing all the new homes, roads, bridges and tunnels in 2023, who is keeping an 
eye on the overall impact? Who is tracking the numbers? Is anyone asking the boring question about 
if it all adds up? Where is the Hippodamus of our modern world? Who is really thinking deeply about 
what human development means? Who is asking the ‘meta’ questions? Where are the schools that 
would offer the set of skills needed to ask the right questions?  
 
In a world of specialists and atomized knowledge and social bubbles we urgently need more holistic 
thinkers. In a world that is geared towards infinite growth in a finite space, we need system thinkers.  
 
To sum up this introduction. We urgently need two things: We need more Hippodamuses to help us 
map our way forward, and they need to put in place some big, defining horoi to make sure that we 
develop our economies within realistic boundaries.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   

 
17 https://www.statista.com/statistics/1087115/global-cement-production-volume/  Global cement production 
1995-2021 Published by M. Garside, Apr 1, 2022. 
18  Assuming that 1 cubic metre of concrete can make a patio of 20sqm with slabs 2.5cm thick, this would be 
enough to cover an area of over 130,000sq kilometres.  
19 ‘Making Concrete Change Innovation in Low-carbon Cement and Concrete’, Chatham House Report, Johanna 
Lehne and Felix Preston Energy, Environment and Resources Department. June 2018. ISBN 9781784132729. 
 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1087115/global-cement-production-volume/
https://www.statista.com/aboutus/our-research-commitment/913/m-garside


MAIN TEXT 
 

The Green Competences 

But how do we build a team of Hippodamuses? The starting point might be providing a proper 

systems understanding into our schools. However, this is only a starting point. Content is the first 

ordering truth that we must deal with. What we also need are a wide range of particular 

competences to do something with that understanding.  

And so to the main issues of this chapter: Green competences. These skills do include the ability to 

understand limits, and so on – but they are not simply skills of the mind, they are also skills of 

character and of the heart.  

Content and competences 

Content without competences is lame, and competences without content is blind.20 

If we just bombard students with green facts, it will not stick anywhere, and it will not lead to 

anything. Yet, on the opposite side of the field of competences, if we just invite students to engage 

with green projects without the hard facts about reality then we are being negligent – by leaving 

them uninformed about essentials truths.  

Opening up these two sides: Education is about empowerment for life. It is committed to investing 

young people with the skills of thinking and action that can enable them to take up a position in the 

world with autonomy. These skills are not like blobs of data that can be downloaded in the briefest 

moments. These skills are built over long periods of time, through many phases of hard work – 

rather like a muscle that is developed through continued ripping and repairing.  

Education is also committed to the truth. No History teacher would ignore the tough facts about 

WW2 when guiding their students through the 20th century. No Physics teacher would ignore the 

laws of gravity because the calculations were tricky. As teachers who are living and working during 

the 6th Mass Extinction Event of the planet, we have a duty to bring the key data and the main shape 

of that reality to our students.  

The work of Hippodamus required both a clear understanding of the area of the Piraeus in all its 

detail, and it required a set of competences to handle the situation. Enough has been said now 

about that systemic content and the boundaries defined by it. For this chapter, it is the wider green 

skills that deserve attention.  

Global literacy in sustainable education is so far behind the curve from where it needs to be in 2022, 

the first job of the Climate Academy is to establish a working knowledge of the problems. In a few 

years’ time, perhaps educational programmes will have plugged this content gap? It hasn’t 

happened for decades, but we really are right in the teeth of the crisis now. Maybe the systemic 

significance of 2°C will be common knowledge, and the threat of tipping points will soon be widely 

understood? However, even if that were to happen, a proper consideration of the table below (from 

the ‘GreenComp framework’) illuminates how much work has to be done behind the scenes of that 

content in order for society to truly shift into a sustainable future. A fuller systemic understanding of 

 
20 With a nod to Einstein for this comment, “Science without religion is lame, religion without science is blind.” 
(from his essay “Science and Religion”, 1954).  



the crisis is one thing – integrating and mobilizing that understanding into a life and a community is 

another.  

 

The Competences 

 



 

 

What follows here is a brief look at 5 of these key competences, taken as examples of how the core 

content of the Academy can be made operative: 

1. Problem framing 

2. Embracing Complexity 

3. Political Agency 

4. Exploratory Thinking 

5. Futures Literacy 

with several other competences cited in bold within these sections.  

 

 

   

 



1. Effective Problem Framing 

Individual reason has been the propulsive force behind Western culture since the Enlightenment. It 

is therefore not surprising to find that the advances in science and technology towards atomization 

seen in the last chapter are also mirrored in our social imagination.  

Having such a social background does not help us to frame the climate crisis in the most effective 

way. When faced with problems, our default social thinking that frames things at an individual level 

is not ideal. It can crop our thinking. The work of a German thinker can help us restore a fuller range 

of responses to our planetary emergency.  He was a shrewd and wide-ranging thinker who made a 

telling contribution to our cultural history. His name was Max Weber.  

Max Weber 

Weber was born in Erfurt (now Germany) in 1864. In observance 

of the rapid expansion of industry and bureaucracy in Europe 

during the 19th century, Max Weber was interested in the 

dramatic social effects of capitalism. He was a founding father of 

Sociology.21  

A casual comment might attribute the birth of the industrial age 

to the invention of the steam engine. However, Weber went 

much further in his analysis. He considered the wider systemic 

causes, principally through the lens of History and Psychology. 

He argued that capitalism was a product of a deep Protestant 

mindset in which guilt and anxiety drove people into a 

hyperventilating mode of life that was desperate to 

demonstrate to God (and those around you) that you were 

“good enough”. Weber speculated that the reason why the industrial revolution happened with such 

strength in Northern Europe was because it was mostly populated by a people with this particular 

Protestant drive about their status22. He named this disciplined drive, the “Protestant work ethic”23.  

Concerning the burgeoning bureaucracy and secularization of society that he observed, Weber was 

troubled by the atomizing effect that it had on both communities and on the networks of thoughts 

inside our heads, “What can we oppose to this machinery in order to keep a portion of mankind free 

from this parcelling out of the soul, from this supreme mastery of the bureaucratic way of life?”.24   

His insights into arguably the most profound and universal shift in psychology ever known in human 

history remain highly informative today. Weber can help us identify two key features of our 

environmental thinking: individual guilt, and individual actions.  

 
21 Alongside, Auguste Comte (1798-1857), Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Emile Durkheim (1858-1917).  
22 By contrast, the predominantly Catholic ‘South’ had a more relaxed, ritualistic view of salvation. In a Catholic 
culture, purification was regularly available in church through various rites. Security and identity was sought 
through active participation in the community of believers, it was not to be found through the Protestant’s 
tortured introspection. 
23 The full title of Weber’s work is, “The Protestant Work Ethic and The Spirit of Capitalism” (1905).  
24 “On Bureaucratization” (1909), a speech Max Weber gave to the Verein fur Sozialpolitik (Association for 

Social Policy). From Appendix I, in Max Weber and German Politics, by J.P. Mayer, 1944, pp. 125-131, London: 

Faber & Faber Ltd. The rhetorical tone of his speech here is not typical of the measured prose with which 

Weber writes, but it is revealing of his concerns.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ICppFQ6Tabw


a) Individual Guilt  

In the current educational paradigm, when students are encouraged to “be green”, this is most often 

an appeal to individual actions. These actions have a backdrop that is dominated by moods of guilt 

or reduction.  

No wonder a teacher often senses an inner groan when they invite a class of 15-year-old students to 

design a poster or write a speech with an environmental message. The default mind-set of a 

capitalist culture carries is one that was conceived in this paradigm of guilt: guilt for not enjoying 

yourself, guilt for not indulging yourself enough, or guilt for not fulfilling your potential enough. And 

with claustrophobic completeness, the opposite is also true. There is a mirror image of this guilt 

played out for those who want to distance themselves from these imperatives of capitalist culture – 

the guilt of enjoyment, indulgence and not giving yourself completely over to the common good. So 

whichever way you look at morality in modern capitalist culture, there is an inevitable texture of 

guilt about it. You are kind of doomed either way, either you consume too little, or too much – and it 

is all wired into your own private choices.  

Indeed, this paradigm of thinking has an additional diminishing effect. By atomizing and simplifying 

the problem to an individual level, not only does the subject of climate change appear dull and 

negative, it is acutely disempowering because it is so clear that such small gestures are swamped by 

the massive social and economic forces that operate far beyond their control. 

What is the point in repeating ad nauseum the same old clichés of individual action? The familiar 

moral imperatives about ‘doing your bit’ and ‘reducing’ have been recycled so many times. Not only 

are those plot lines worn out, they are far too simplistic and flat. The students know that, feel that, 

and they know that their audience thinks and feels the same way too.  

Beyond a certain age, we are selling them a dud.  

Those students who are very sensitive to the reality of 

the crisis are prone to a dangerous inward turn, where 

guilt becomes something destructive and overinflated, 

rather than healthy and purging.  

A quick glance at the Flagellants of Medieval society is 

informative. They only left a lasting mark on their skin, 

not on Western culture. Indeed, there is a dark irony 

about the sacrificial efforts of the Flagellants. As they 

were going around from village to village during the 

plague, they thought that their efforts had a symbolic 

power – they understood that their purity and 

commitment might have the strength to dispel the Black 

Death from the villages that they visited. But with tragic 

irony, they were in fact just making the problem worse 

by transmitting the disease by their great exhibition.   

It must be stressed that in the case of individual commitments to reducing carbon emissions, every 

action is unquestionably valuable. However, the shocking metaphor of the flagellants is cited here to 

jolt us awake to the truth that this approach has only ever been accompanied by an increase in 

emissions. We should allow this cult to interrogate our response to the modern existential threat. Is 

Woodcut of Flagellants. Nuremburg 

Chronicles, 1493.  



not the case that by getting drawn into a culture of virtue signaling about individual actions, we have 

been missing the point about where the real solutions are?  

It is uncomfortable to repeat this truth, but somewhere, somehow, it is so hard to let go of the idea 

of individual agency.  

In my own school and in almost every school that I have visited, there is a massively powerful centre 

of gravity that pulls student actions and awareness towards individual tactile actions. These 

initiatives and projects will always naturally arise because of human psychology and because of the 

dominant background culture. What do we have as a counter-weight to this in schools? How can we 

affirm the value of all those individual actions yet at the same time point to the far greater power of 

the systemic change that is required?  

Schools are rightly concerned about “ecoanxiety”, but if we only speak to our students in limited, 

atomized ways when they are stuck behind a desk, we are not likely to help them. Admittedly, the 

greater depth provided by a proper understanding of the systems in play means that a student will 

have to confront some massive physical and social forces for the first time.  

But these huge waves can be fun to surf.  

 

b) Individual Actions 

It is precisely in this context that Lithuanian Climate Academy member Kotryna Nevedomskaité25 

made these posters.   

 

They are an artistic attempt to draw these issues up to the surface. They are designed to shove the 

imagination to the next level. 

 
25 Graduated from the Climate Academy in 2022. 



 

 

Warning: These posters should never be put up in a primary school. Yes, the posters are clumsy. Yes, 

they bluntly crop out the incremental value of those small actions. Yes, if a full audit was made of 

the situation and what solutions need to happen, then all of these individual actions would be crucial 

parts of the whole. Yes, a sustainable society will have dramatically fewer cows and cars, it will be a 

world in which recycling actually happens, and so on.  

However. 

The point is that the overall effect of having such a persistent endorsement of ‘individual action’ has 

only camouflaged the underlying systemic problems. Our preoccupation with this approach has 

anesthetised us from a sense of the true scale of the problem and it has distracted us from where 

the root causes of the crisis are.  

If this section appears as resonant and telling, then the Climate Academy will be a huge stimulus to 

yourself as a teacher, your students and the wider school. If this section seems too heavy handed 

and too radical, then the Academy will not be right for you. The systemic emphasis of the Academy 

is not there for decoration, it is its first principle.  

Narrative Capture 

It seems clear that the dominant reasons for our preoccupation with individual guilt and individual 

actions are rooted in background psychological and social factors. However, there is another more 

sinister reason why we find it so hard to break out of this paradigm of thinking. The reason why 

schools are overflowing with individual, consumption based initiatives, and why a systems approach 

does not exist (yet!), is both a natural and a manufactured reality.  

‘The individual’ as the problem solving frame of reference is also the product of a very purposeful 

strategy designed and funded by the fossil fuel industry.    

Going back in time a bit, the old-fashioned strategy to control the narrative had been to pile huge 

amounts of cash into climate change denial. Despite the fact that this traditional approach meant 

the industry had to indulge in the most ludicrous and whacked out claims, despite the fact that 

grown men and women in important positions of power ended up looking like they had the scientific 



IQ of a five-year-old, it had been an immensely successful ploy. With a few simplistic slogans and 

phrases of fake opinion, they managed to stall effective action for decades26.  

However, with the continual rise of all the hockey stick graphs and a firming up of public opinion 

behind serious action – the oil giants eventually needed a more subtle approach. After the signal of 

intent from the Paris Agreement in 2016, the fossil fuel industry stepped up its investments in 

“narrative capture” by over $1bn in the following 3 years.27 So the memes of an individual action 

have been given another boost28. The truth is that the whole concept of an individual “carbon 

footprint” was popularised by the fossil fuel industry itself. It was developed by the British 

Petroleum company after a consultation exercise with PR agents Ogilvy & Mather back in 2004. The 

headline, “It’s time to go on a low-carbon diet” appeared on their website in 2006, alongside a link 

to a personal carbon calculator.  

 

Recent additions to our distracting vocabulary have been “offset”, “net zero”, and “carbon neutral”. 

Here is a screen shot from BPs homepage today (February 2022):   

 

 
When I was faced with the daily political challenge of getting my toddlers into bed, I often asked 
them (in a motivational tone of voice) if they would like to brush their teeth first, or put on their 
pyjamas first. They were not yet old enough to realise that the superficial choice that they were 
offered was just a (kindly) manipulative gesture to get them to do what I want them to do – get 
them into bed!?!   
 

The strategy of closing down freedom, in the name of freedom, is a decent trick. The reason I am 
unashamed about manufacturing my children’s consent is that I am confident that my actions are 
motivated by a concern for their well-being. It might be true that the thought of a glass of red wine 
once the children have settled down to sleep might stray into the mind of a parent in those tricky 
twilight hours. However, the essential fact is that a parent is basically motivated by the well-being of 
their child who needs a good, lengthy night of rest.   
 

 
26 For a full account of this dark art (copied directly from the practice of the tobacco industry) watch the 
revealing documentary “Merchants of Doubt” (2014).  
27 https://influencemap.org/report/How-Big-Oil-Continues-to-Oppose-the-Paris-Agreement-
38212275958aa21196dae3b76220bddc 
28 The fossil fuel industry has also been enthusiastically publishing and advertising its own ‘green’ investments. 
The underlying figures reveal the darker truth, “five oil majors are forecast to put a mere 3% of their 2019 
capital expenditure towards low carbon technologies whilst US$110.4 billion will be put into more oil & gas.” 
(ibid). 



The same kind of trick is used by the fossil fuel industry. We are bombarded with a whole range of 
ways to reduce our carbon footprint, but this illusion of choice simply masks the root problem of the 
emissions – that everything is plugged into an infrastructure that is overwhelmingly (still) powered 
by the fossil fuel industry. It is a trick deployed for profit, and it is certainly not used for the well-
being of human beings.  
 
Noam Chomsky summarised the overall situation we find ourselves with his usual clarity, “The smart 
way to keep people passive and obedient is to strictly limit the spectrum of acceptable opinion, but 
allow very lively debate within that spectrum - even encourage the more critical and dissident views. 
That gives people the sense that there's free thinking going on, while all the time the 
presuppositions of the system are being reinforced by the limits put on the range of the debate." 
(“The Common Good”, 1988). “The beauty of the system, however, is that such dissent and 
inconvenient information are kept within bounds and at the margins, so that while their presence 
shows that the system is not monolithic, they are not large enough to interfere unduly with the 
domination of the official agenda.” (“Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass 
Media”, 1988).  
 
The posters designed by Kotryna were a direct push-back on the whole game that we have been 
duped into where we naval gaze about our individual “carbon footprint”. Her thoughts had 
crystalised after reading and talking through the concept of the Overton Window.29  
 
After all the details - the fundamental drive of climate change is due to a basic dependency of all 

economic activity on a fossil fueled infrastructure, and a culture that is wired to deliver 

overconsumption. The longer that this stays off the radar, the longer we will keep chasing a whole 

range of disparate and superficial initiatives, as if we were chasing plastic bags in the wind. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
29 The Student Guide Chapter 10, “Social Tipping Points” 



 

2. Embrace Complexity 

Let’s be honest. Most schools have many students who are very disengaged from the climate crisis. 

Or perhaps the best word for it is disenchantment. There are a huge range of causes for this of 

course that vary from nation to nation, and from massive range of social contexts that our students 

walk through the school gates from.  

However, there is one thing that any school can put right itself – this concerns the complexity of 

material that we present to our students. A lot of the fatigue about climate issues comes from the 

lack of progress and challenge in the material we put forward. There is a profound difference 

between the consequences of tipping litter and the consequences of going over a tipping point. Yet 

it is quite probable that a student will enter into the adult world with a vague notion that dropping 

rubbish, recycling and plastic waste are somehow equivalent to the dangers of climate change. The 

content is often too shallow, and to put it bluntly, the students are often bored. 

This is an awful waste of opportunity. It is well documented that being a teenager presents various 

chemical challenges to the body, it is less remembered that being a teenager is a wonderfully 

dynamic time to have a mind. The Academy provides a space for young adults to reach out and make 

major steps forward in their understanding of science and society – and these first steps in deeper 

connectivity and understanding are very exciting to make. If only we were brave enough to take 

them deeper into the matrix.  

It would be like discovering that your boring Uncle Derek who only ever sat in the same armchair at 

home, moaning about the weather and eating buttered toast… was actually a secret agent with an 

extraordinary range of compelling stories to tell.  

You just never asked.    

How many students exit a school on graduation day with a level of skills and understanding about 

the climate crisis that gets anywhere close to their understanding of other subjects? If the material 

that students have to get through with climate change does not progress beyond ideas and details 

that could be understood by lower school children, it is not surprising that students disengage. Not 

only that, but as noted earlier (in Chapter 3) most of the material that they know has been repeated 

several times because of the fragmented and ad hoc way in which the issues are covered.  

We rightly insist that students of architecture and aeronautical engineering require an advanced 

understanding of mathematics and materials. It would be absurd and reckless to take a soft view of 

these skills. A lack of rigour and respect for mathematics would leave us with a world full of unsafe 

buildings and aircraft. Is it then not absurd that we have students going to study Economics with 

almost no understanding of the fundamentals upon which all economic activity is based? The need 

for a full view of the crisis in all its complexity has never been more urgent.  

As the Climate Bingo Gameshow declares with unabashed enthusiasm and no small amount of 

cheese grated on top, “We really put the fun into the fundamentals”. The importance of investing in 

students who can handle complexity is vital. It is important not to be democratically prudish about 

this. Not all green projects have the same leverage power, and we should celebrate those that tackle 

the issues with more depth. This is no more ‘elitist’ than celebrating our students who throw 

themselves into advanced Mathematics and Sciences to study Nuclear Physics at a leading 

university, or showcasing outstanding musicians and singers at a Christmas concert.  



We have all been brought up in school systems and in a media which offers us only an infantilising 

view of things. It is also still regrettably the case that many adults have a flat view of environmental 

issues is because they also received a flat education about it - and when you do not see the contours 

in the landscape of a subject, everything is equally worthy of praise because it all seems to be 

roughly the same..   

It is time to step up.   

Indeed, the wonderful truth is that moving gears into a higher level of complexity opens up many 

pedagogical advantages: 

• It provokes curiosity.  

• It satisfies intellectual appetite.  

• It can supercharge their interest in a subject as students start to imagine the systemic 

difference they could make with their skills.  

• With complexity and transdisciplinary thinking together, young people are triggered to see 

how everything connects up.  Having a proper map of the problem is fundamentally 

important to the effectiveness of any response. 

• The understanding involved in thinking through climate scenarios is a close skill set to the 

kind of competences required to work with Game Theory.30  ‘Gaming’ is an important tool to 

deploy in the pedagogical material concerning sustainability, and to strategies that seek to 

achieve leverage. 

  

3. Political Agency 

However, there is little use in making a small minority of people well educated inside an insulated 

social bubble. What does that achieve? The whole thrust of the Climate Academy programme is to 

identify and manage projects with muscularity and scalability. It invests in complex thinking, not 

because it is an end in itself, but because it is the first step to truly regenerative actions. This 

mobilization is absolutely critical. 

 
30 Sitting at the intersection of economics and psychology, Game Theory also informs the background 
structures of computer games and has deep mathematical roots.  



The details of this will be covered in the following chapters on “Civic Service” and “Systems 

Entrepreneurship”. But a sketch of the Climate Academy structure here can point the way forward 

for this book, and help visualise the way in which all 3 pillars fit together.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On the left is the 1st pillar of the Academy that installs a systemic understanding of the crisis. In the 

middle is the 2nd pillar of the Academy – civic service. The darker arrow with the smaller curve 

represents what happens when a student carries a project, informed by their understanding, into 

the civic space. The most common projects involve the students:  

• teaching their peers, or younger students, about the systemic dimensions to the crisis  

• launching a podcast or video competition after hosting an event about a particular aspect of 

the crisis 

• hosting an event for the whole school community, in collaboration with an expert.  

• writing articles for a school magazine or the press (this has extra dimensions and impact 

when it is done in collaboration with our partners, News Decoder).  

At a ground zero level, without even considering the social impact of bringing greater clarity of 

understanding into a democracy, the act of teaching itself has a significant pedagogical value. It 

pushes the students up the scale of Bloom’s Taxonomy, or down Dale’s “Cone of Experience” – 

depending on which educational concept you are looking at. Either way, any moment where the 

students are actively processing, filtering and reformulating their understanding has so much more 

value than just passive learning in a typical classroom setting. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Exploratory Thinking 

The longer second arrow stretches all the way to the third pillar of systems entrepreneurship. This 

third pillar involves some very fruity learning, and it is rooted in exploratory thinking.  

When the key truths of the systemic threat to our civilization are understood an ambition to share 

this reality often arises. However, this immediately gives rise to a whole set of questions and puzzles. 

Designing and managing projects about the climate crisis requires real boldness and craft, genuine 

directness and subtlety. Who and how to reach out? How can we affirm the good without promoting 

false positivism? How can point at the catastrophic without fusing out the emotions? Engaging with 

people from a multitude of backgrounds and contexts is an extremely fertile experiences about how 

systems work.. or more typically, don’t work.   

When an open student is able to reflect on the experience of advancing their understanding into the 

civic space they can start to identify different points of friction or flow in what they were doing. 

Were those in the event engaged? Did the students in the class that they were teaching have strong 

reactions to the material? What were the common blockages to the message? What would the most 

effective follow-up be to a published article? How can the message put forward have more 

resonance in the local community, or gain more traction at a national level? And so on.  

The reason why this little section is so full of questions is that a key skill of exploratory thinking and 

systems entrepreneurship is the ability to handle ambiguity and non-linear progress. The questions 

are also indicative of the dialogue required with others to see around the corners of seemingly 

irresolvable problems. Collaborative thinking and action is a wonderfully resilient and powerful way 

to explore new ground in the crisis.  

5. Future’s Literacy 

 

A modern cult has a pervasive influence on all our thinking and attitudes. It is the ‘Cult of Now’.  

 

When Stuart Kirk the ‘Head of Responsible Investing’ at HSBC made a speech at a Financial Times 

event (‘Moral Money’, May 19th 2022) he confirmed that “the average length of a loan was six 

years”. And then explosively added, “What happens to the planet in year seven is actually irrelevant 



to our loan book.” HSBC immediately took a distance from his remarks. However, in reality there 

was nothing to cover up. Kirk did not let the cat out of the bag. This is self-evidently the way that not 

only HSBC thinks, it is way in which the entire operating system of our society and economy is 

geared.  

 

The smart phone is a powerful symbol of the tightening of our imagination that has occurred in 

recent decades. We have curled up into the flickering moments of the present tense. The strong tide 

of our culture has been towards shorter, faster pockets of attention. The strengthening of the 

muscles in our thumbs that enables us to flick more efficiently through images and texts seems to 

have been inversely matched by the weakening of the muscles in our mind to hold sustained 

concentration. Indeed, the algorithms of social media can detect when our patience is starting to 

wear thin inside their apps, and this triggers a quick shot of serotonin from the kinds of posts that 

have stimulated our synapses most regularly in the past.    

 

Whack, snag, stay.  

 

It would be very naïve to suggest that human beings have not always struggled to balance the pangs 

of the present with the needs of the future. We have always lived in a difficult relationship with 

time. When the Buddha took time out to sit under the Bodhi tree in around 500BC, he reached a 

truly profound level of consciousness about this struggle.  

 

However, we live in an age which has supercharged the importance of the moment. 

There is even a packet of chocolates you can buy about it.   

 

This shrinkage of the brain is often characterised by a shrinking of the heart too. It 

takes stamina and self-control to sustain relationships or social projects. Cynical and 

scornful thoughts demand to be rewarded instantly. Expressions of contempt provide 

an instant relief from the pressure of handling something alien. It is true that social 

media has enabled us to share spontaneous moments of love and solidarity, but this has been at 

least equally matched by its power to trigger our less noble instincts.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Conclusion 
 
It is important to return to the Piraeus in conclusion.  
 
The example of Plato  
 
Plato set his masterpiece the ‘Republic’ there for many reasons, but it is hard to ignore his nod to 
the work of Hippodamus. As observed in the previous chapters of this book, Plato lived in Athens at 
the most astonishing moment of human history – when so much culture and technology was 
bounding forward. He was also there when it all suddenly collapsed. As stated earlier, putting roads 
into straight rectangular blocks is not a huge achievement in itself. However, both he and 
Hippodamus shared a deeper ambition to think through the best underlying structures of human 
development.  
 
The difference is that Plato took his thoughts way beyond the practical concerns of urban planning. 
Plato asked the deepest questions about knowledge, power, social relations, psychology and desires. 
Any look at the steepling graphs of greenhouse gas emissions or at the rampant pace of bio-diversity 
loss will see that our modern mistakes go a lot deeper than just how we are mapping out our towns.  
There are deeper problems in the human condition that need addressing. This is why Plato is so 
important for us today, as a sharp-eyed analyst.  
 
With a remarkable level of originality and insight, Plato looked beyond the surface level of things and 
probed for the fundamental, organizing dynamics of society. He was triggered to do this because of 
his own experiences of how a democracy can turn dangerously toxic. The death of Socrates and the 
catastrophic defeat to the Spartans exposed how unguarded impulses can overrun the importance 
of truth with terrible consequences.  Plato experienced these events as traumatic convulsions of the 
symbolic order. They pushed him to ask the biggest questions, both of himself and of the society 
around him.  
 
It would have been understandable if Plato would have retreated to a life of inner contemplation. As 
a man of aristocratic background and wealth, living in a slave society, he could have afforded to 
withdraw from all the trouble. But Plato didn’t. He dedicated the rest of his life to teaching. He 
understood the transformative power of the truth, and having witnessed the devasting impacts that 
follow on from a guiding others towards the best possible 360° view of reality, through the 
establishment of his Academy and the writing of his books.  
 
From our comfortable distance, centuries later, these events and crises appear to us as abstractions. 
It would be easy to think that such collapses would not happen to us. Our modern democracies 
seem more civilized, our technology more potent, our infrastructures more resilient. It takes a large 
leap of the imagination to think that modern Western defences could be invaded so destructively 
just because of a case of truth decay.  
 
However, Plato stands as a powerful reminder of the dangers of getting casual about truth; and as a 
reminder of how important it is to keep a properly holistic vision of what is going on – where our 
desires and spiritedness is framed by a clearly rational view of reality.  
 
The example of Socrates   
 



Like Plato, we can learn a lot from Socrates. He was a walking embodiment of so many of the 
competences that we need today. And where did we find him at the start of the chapter? In the 
Piraeus, teaching.  
 
Socrates was a walking example of so many of the competences that are needed today in 
sustainable education. His conversation in the first chapter of the Republic is all about justice (1.2) in 
which he pushes back on the clichéd comments of Cephalus and what we might call popularist 
comments of Polemarchus. Socrates was a quite brilliant systems thinker (2.1). He stands as one of 
our most celebrated examples of a critical thinker (2.2) – to quote the ‘Green Comp framework’ 
directly, “To assess information and arguments, identify assumptions, challenge the status quo and 
reflect on how personal, social and cultural backgrounds influence thinking and conclusions”. 
Socrates broke new ground in Western culture by his gifts at problem framing (2.3) and exploratory 
thinking (3.3); and it is hard to think of another figure in Western history with a greater level of 
political agency (4.1).  
 
He was simply an extra-ordinary man who embodied so many of the skills and values that modern 
democracy prizes. Or should prize. Indeed, with the most pointed paradox, he was so good at seeing 
through things, he was so perceptive in his questioning of those in power, the ancient Athenian 
democracy voted to kill him.  
 
It is a shame that we do not have Socrates alive today to dismantle the lamentable greenwashing 
that we have done for decades. We know from the other Platonic dialogues that Socrates could be 
found anywhere, with anyone, probing, prodding, provoking, pulling, pressing and prompting. He 
was found in dialogue at dinner parties, at temples, in the marketplace, under the shade of a tree.  
 
As the next chapter on civic service approaches, it is important to underline a last feature of the 
Piraeus. In the Republic, Socrates is not scripted into the harbour area of Athens just because of the 
nod to Hippodamus. The Piraeus was the most cosmopolitan area of Athens. It would have been the 
most edgy, bustling, funky part of Athens. Indeed, the opening line of the Republic is, “Yesterday, I 
went down to the Pireaus…”. This is Socrates fully engaged in the civic life of the people, he ‘went 
down’ to mix and mingle. He was not a detached Philosopher, or aristocrat, making judgements 
from above everything.  
 
The second pillar of the Climate Academy is civic service. After a systems understanding, it is 
imperative that we ‘get down’ to action – in the streets, over dinner tables, outside courts, inside 
courts, in the market place, with anyone and everyone. With modesty, with questioning, with a 
unswerving dedication to truth and reality.  
 
Plato founded his Academy to do this deeper work, just up the hill from the Piraeus.  
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