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What Is Learning?——Reconstructing Learning Subjects and
Exploring a Universal Theory of Learning
in the Posthuman Era
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(1. Department of Educational Science, Bohai University, Jingzhou 121013, China;
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Abstract: Learning is not confined to humans but is also widely observed among non-human

subjects such as animals and machines (e.g., artificial intelligence systems). However, learning science

has long adhered to an anthropocentric paradigm, overlooking the diversity of learning subjects.
Consequently, the discipline struggles to effectively explain and validate the learning of non-human
subjects, mismatches its orientation with those from its interdisciplinary fields, and faces growing
doubts about its scientific validity, developmental potential, and frontier nature. To resolve this dilemma

requires a theoretical reconstruction grounded in a posthuman perspective. This paper addresses the

anthropocentric limitations of learning ontology, introduces the concept of “class of learning subjects ”
to expand the scope of learning science beyond humans to include animals and machines. Through an
interdisciplinary lens to deconstruct the core elements of the learning process, the paper proposes
constructing a universal theoretical framework of learning that takes needs as goals, knowledge as
content, environments as constraints, and adaptation as outcomes. Based on this framework, the paper

reveals the scientific essence of learning to meet the theoretical demands for the advancement of

learning science.
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