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Foreword 
Colm Brophy TD,

Minister of State for Overseas Development Aid and Diaspora,
Department of Foreign Affairs

In the first edition of Policy and Practice, Catherine Simmons observed that the 
journal would act as the development education ‘mirror’ in which the work and 
attitudes of development education practitioners would be reflected (Simmons, 
2005).  Fifteen years later, the journal continues to be the mirror in which new 
research initiatives, methodologies and good practice are reflected and it provides 
a valuable space for critical discussion by development education practitioners.  

The values which inform Policy and Practice align perfectly with the 
core values which underpin Ireland’s foreign policy, as articulated in our policy 
document The Global Island: a fairer, a more just, a more secure and a more 
sustainable world (DFA, 2015: 30).  These values will be actively promoted as 
Ireland sits on the UN Security Council over the next two years.  Irish Aid promotes 
these values abroad through Ireland’s international development programme and 
at home through a broad-ranging development education programme. A Better 
World, Ireland’s Policy for International Development explicitly values development 
education and global citizenship as important elements in our evolving approach 
to reaching the furthest behind first and in building a better world (2019: 38). 

Supporting an enabling and coherent policy environment for 
development education is a priority for Irish Aid.  Building the capacity of 
educators, supporting institutional strengthening and facilitating networking 
and co-ordination across the sector are other key priorities.  In 2019, the Irish 
Development Education Association (IDEA), one of our strategic partners, 
launched the Code of Good Practice for Development Education.  The first of 
its kind globally, this quality framework articulates how to strengthen good 
practice across all our development education work. 

As the only development education journal published on the island of 
Ireland, Policy and Practice is the voice of practitioners at home in Ireland and 
also in the United Kingdom, Europe and further afield.  The journal’s availability 
as an open-access, online publication has proved very important this past year, 
ensuring that this important resource remained available to all, despite the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

In these fifteen years, the journal has remained an indispensable tool 
for students, academics and practitioners in a range of education settings, as it 
responds to current realities. 

The Department of Foreign Affairs, through Irish Aid, has been 
delighted to support this publication over the past fifteen years and to now 
mark this milestone in Policy and Practice: A Development Education Review by 
supporting this special edition which showcases the extraordinary scope and 
quality of contributions to the journal during recent years.
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Policy and Practice: A Development Education 
Review
Fifteenth Anniversary Special Edition

Introduction

Stephen McCloskey

From building capacity to celebrating practice
This collection of articles has been commissioned by Irish Aid to celebrate the 
fifteenth anniversary of the Centre for Global Education’s (CGE) bi-annual, peer 
reviewed and open access journal, Policy and Practice: A Development Education 
Review.  First published in 2005, Policy and Practice was initially conceived as a 
response to some of the capacity deficits in the development education (DE) sector 
in Ireland identified in research by Kenny and O’Malley in 2002.  They included 
a lack of strategic direction, gaps in professional development and ‘a tenuous link 
with mainstream education at primary, secondary and third level’ (Kenny and 
O’Malley, 2002: 38).  Policy and Practice was presented by CGE to Irish Aid as a 
strategic intervention in DE to help address some of the issues identified by Kenny 
and O’Malley.  They included: communication deficits between DE practitioners 
in the north and south of Ireland as well as the global North and South; the weak 
and peripheral status of DE in tertiary education in terms of research and practice; 
the lack of professional development opportunities for development educators in 
Ireland; and the absence of discourse on the interface between DE practice and the 
policy environment in which it is delivered.  To the Centre for Global Education, 
a designated journal for DE in higher education was a pre-requisite to advancing 
debate within the sector on policy and practice but also in breaking new ground 
by developing links with sectors that shared our values base and aim of applying 
education toward a process of inclusivity, social justice and equality.

While the journal was initially conceived as a means of addressing 
deficits in DE policy and practice, fifteen years later it has pivoted toward a much 
more positive role of celebrating the tremendous achievements in development 
education since 2005.  As Michael Doorly suggested in an article in Policy and 
Practice reflecting on the Kenny and O’Malley report thirteen years after its 
publication, ‘huge strides have been made in further embedding development 
education particularly in the formal education sector over the past decade’ (2015: 
117).  These achievements are reflected in the archive of Policy and Practice which 
carries 31 issues on a range of themes that speak to the diversity and depth of 
topics addressed by contributors in multiple educational sectors and contexts.  
However, Doorly weighs the positive achievements of the sector with problems 
that continue to impede its progress, particularly DE’s tenuous funding base and 
over-dependence on a small number of sources (2015: 120).  Indeed, we have seen 
the vulnerability of the DE sector in a UK context with the recent merger of the 
British government’s Department for International Development with the Foreign 
and Commonwealth Office.  This merger has been attended by a substantial cut 
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to the overseas development assistance (ODA) budget which has raised concerns 
about resources for future DE programming in the UK and aid to the global South 
(Bond, 2020; Bourn, 2020; Wintour, 2020).  

A shifting policy landscape
So, the past fifteen years have brought significant advances for the sector, particularly 
in an Irish context, together with persistent challenges to the long-term financial 
security and sustainability of DE.  The advances include the establishment and 
evolution of the Irish Development Education Association (IDEA) in 2004.  IDEA 
has provided strategic direction for the sector and professional development 
opportunities for practitioners.  It has also provided a platform for international 
partnerships across Europe and the global South as well as a national, membership-
led body to support advocacy with policy-makers.  As Su-ming Khoo suggested, 
the decade from 1997-2007 was a period ‘of great constructive change, increased 
government commitments and greater policy engagement’ (2011: 1).  During this 
period, argued Khoo, the ‘policy environment for development education became 
more strongly linked with official aid policy after the UK and Irish governments 
issued White Papers on International Development’ (Ibid.).  

However, the global financial crisis of 2008 meant that DE moved from 
‘an expansionary to a contractionary or survivalist mode’ (Ibid.: 2) with the 
sector suffering from its close financial and policy alignment with the overseas 
development aid budget.  Moreover, the introduction of post-crash austerity 
‘reforms’ across the industrialised world resulted in a ‘lost decade’ of austerity 
characterised by public service cuts, reduced welfare support, wage freezes and 
rising levels of inequality (Toynbee and Walker, 2020; Coppola, 2017).  In a period 
of deepening inequality, aid flows came under greater financial pressure as global 
economic turbulence negatively impacted on markets, employment and growth 
in the global South (Akyüz, 2012).  The International Monetary Fund surprisingly 
weighed into the debate on austerity-driven economics suggesting that ‘Austerity 
policies not only generate substantial welfare costs due to supply-side channels, 
they also hurt demand - and thus worsen employment and unemployment’ 
(Ostry, Loungani and Furceri, 2016).  With the highly contested austerity-driven 
approach to economic recovery faltering and deepening inequality, the world 
was confronted in 2020 with the COVID-19 pandemic which magnified and 
exacerbated poverty and inequality levels across the world (Alston, 2020).

The World Food Programme (2020) estimates the number of people at risk 
of food insecurity by the close of 2020 at 265 million, an increase of 130 million on 
2019.  In a similarly alarming vein, the International Labour Organisation (2020) 
reported that ‘1.6 billion workers in the informal economy – that is nearly half 
of the global workforce – stand in immediate danger of having their livelihoods 
destroyed’.  However, what has characterised the post-2008 period of austerity and 
the impact of COVID-19, has been the increased prevalence of poverty in the 
global North with the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, for example, estimating that 
two million families in the UK are likely to be pushed into destitution in the wake 
of the pandemic (Butler, 2020).  Of course, the impact of the pandemic will be 
much more severe in the global South where many countries have to confront the 
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virus with poorly funded public health services starved of funding from years of 
structural adjustment programmes and debt servicing (Hickel, 2017).  The Jubilee 
Debt Campaign, for example, calculates that 64 developing countries spend more 
on debt servicing than on healthcare (JDC, 2020).  All of which forces development 
educators to reflect on what we mean by development and if that concept still has 
traction in a post-COVID world.

Neoliberalism and development
In the wake of the pandemic, the Centre for Global Education (2020a) published 
a special edition of Policy and Practice assessing the impact of COVID-19 on the 
development education sector.  The collection of twelve articles reflected on how: 
development educators had adapted their practice to working from home and 
delivering training on-line; how our response to COVID-19 contrasted with that 
to the climate emergency; how we capture and sustain the public and community 
togetherness generated by the pandemic; and what COVID-19 tells us about what 
is wrong with our global economy (Ibid.).  In my own contribution, I raised the 
question of the root causes of COVID-19 and the studied omission of the DE sector 
in debating the connection between the pandemic and the prevailing economic 
model, neoliberalism, that has been propelling development over the past forty 
years (McCloskey, 2020; Monbiot, 2016).  In a similar vein, Selby and Kagawa, 
saw the climate crisis and COVID-19 pandemic as ‘inevitable outcroppings of 
the prevailing global economic growth model’ (2020: 106).  This same neoliberal 
model has become closely aligned with the process of development itself to the 
point that growth is considered to be the natural end-point and apotheosis of 
development (Reid-Henry, 2012).  However, the alignment of development with 
neoliberalism has been disastrous with 2,153 billionaires controlling more wealth 
than 4.6 billion people and almost half of the world’s population living on less than 
$5.50 a day (Oxfam, 2020: 7).  As Freire argued: 

“to surmount the situation of oppression people must critically recognise 
its causes, so that through transforming action they can create a new 
situation, one that makes possible the pursuit of a fuller humanity” 
(1996: 29).

To my mind, it is unconscionable that a sector with the radical underpinnings of 
development education (Freire, 1996) and its mission to address the fundamental 
causes of poverty through a combination of reflection and action, should omit 
from its discourse both with peers and learners, the main driver of social and 
economic inequality; neoliberalism.  

By failing to address the cause of COVID-19, the climate emergency and 
the appalling levels of inequality that have spiked in the global North and South, 
development education is also side-stepping the critical discussion on how we 
address neoliberalism.  This discussion has centred on the concept of de-growth 
which is ‘a planned downscaling of energy and resource use to bring the economy 
back into balance with the living world in a safe, just and equitable way’ (Hickel, 
2020: 29).  De-growth offers rich learning opportunities to development educators 
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and is rooted in practical, workable solutions to the climate and poverty crises 
enveloping our world.  Policy and Practice stands ready to support this discourse 
by providing a platform for exchanging ideas and advancing discussion.

Evidence of impact
Since moving online as an electronic publication on a stand-along web site - www.
developmenteducationreview.com – Policy and Practice has made rapid strides as 
an international publication with a large readership.  The journal web site averages 
at 150,000 visits site per annum from more than a hundred countries.  In 2019, the 
top ten visitor countries on the basis of pages viewed were: United States (73,978), 
Britain (22,374), India (13,857), Philippines (8,801), Canada (8,789), Russian 
Federation (7,388), Ireland (6,530), China (6,519), France (5,420) and Australia 
(3,840).  However, more qualitative evidence of impact is found in the number 
of citations that have been generated by Policy and Practice articles over the past 
fifteen years.  A total of 2,564 citations have appeared in 275 journals, 152 books, 
200 dissertations and 24 non-governmental publications (CGE, 2020b: 7).  The 
diversity of the journals and books in which Policy and Practice’s articles have been 
cited is a testament to the inter-disciplinary content of the journal and the quality 
of its writing (CGE, 2020b: 312-335).

In 2018, the Centre for Global Education commissioned an external 
evaluation of Policy and Practice based on a questionnaire-based survey of 111 people 
with 47 responding (42 percent) (McCann, 2018).  The survey found that 98 percent 
of respondents either strongly agreed (59.6 percent) or somewhat agreed (38.3 
percent) that Policy and Practice plays a significant role in ‘building the academic 
credibility and profile of development education in Ireland’ (Ibid.: 9).  Similarly, 
46.8 percent strongly agreed and 51.1 percent somewhat agreed that Policy and 
Practice ‘is very effective in meeting Development Education practitioners’ needs’ 
(Ibid.).  Perhaps, most gratifying, was the finding that 68.9 percent of respondents 
use the journal to support academic-based research, and 62 percent recommend the 
journal on a university or higher education reading list, with 57.8 percent using the 
journal as a teaching aid in the tertiary/higher education sector (Ibid.: 10).  When 
respondents were asked to define themselves by sector, 55 percent self-identified as 
third level practitioners and 30 percent as development educators (Ibid.: 9).  Striking 
this balance among authors and contributors has been important to the journal from 
the outset in ensuring it supports the capacity and reflects the policy and practice 
concerns of practitioners in both development education and higher education.  For 
both sectors, maintaining the open access status of the journal has been important 
in ensuring that articles are not hidden behind expensive paywalls and out of the 
reach of readers from all sectors of education.

Supporting Freirean praxis
In her contribution to this collection, Mags Liddy cites the importance of Paulo 
Freire to Policy and Practice as ‘influential and inspiring’ which is reflected in the 
number of references to Freire’s work in the journal’s archive.  Paulo Freire is, 
indeed, a key influence on the journal, particularly his concept of praxis - the 
combination of reflection and action - which seeks to support analysis of the 
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underlying causes of social and economic problems, and enables the learner 
through a process of discussion and interaction to identify actions to address 
injustices and inequalities.  In describing the two essential elements of praxis, 
analysis and action, Freire said:

“When a word is deprived of its dimension of action, reflection 
automatically suffers as well; and the word is changed into idle chatter, 
into verbalism, into an alienated and alienating ‘Blah’… on the other 
hand, if action is emphasised exclusively to the detriment of reflection, 
the word is converted into activism.  The latter - action for action’s sake 
- negates the true praxis and makes dialogue impossible” (1996: 68-69).

Through ‘acts of cognition’ and a process of co-investigation in ‘problem-posing 
education’, the teacher and student engage in a process combining ‘true reflection 
and action’ to achieve transformation (Ibid.: 64-65). 

Freirean praxis informs the aims of Policy and Practice which seeks 
to provides a space for education practitioners to critically reflect on their 
practice, share new research and engage in debate with their peers.  Each issue 
of the journal features in-depth contributions on key aspects of development 
education such as pedagogical innovation, research, methodologies, monitoring 
and evaluation, the production of resources, enhancing organisational capacity 
and strategic interventions in education policy.  It also considers the challenges 
to supporting transformative action within neoliberal institutions that assert 
the growth imperative above the values that underpin development education 
including: interdependence; diversity; equality; inclusion; social justice; and 
respect.  Policy and Practice also monitors the interface between practice and the 
policy environment that shapes its delivery, with a view to introducing the DE 
ethos into mainstream educational policy.  The journal strives to serve the DE 
sector as a bellwether of trends and influences on both policy and practice while 
continually advancing the boundaries of development education.

Content and layout
This special fifteenth anniversary edition of the journal is a collaborative effort 
involving the Policy and Practice Editorial Board.  Eight members of the Board 
have selected three articles each (four in the case of Mags Liddy) to showcase 
the best writing published in Policy and Practice between 2015 and 2020 (Issues 
20-30).  They have clustered their selection of articles into eight themes that 
reflect the breadth of Policy and Practice content over the last five years.  The eight 
sections, covering issues as diverse as climate change, migration, Latin America 
and human rights, have been outliers in bringing DE to new sectors and areas 
of collaboration.  I owe a great deal of thanks to my fellow contributing editors 
- Antonella Acinapura, Niamh Gaynor, Bernie Grummell, Su-ming Khoo, Mags 
Liddy, Benjamin Mallon, Gabriela Martínez Sainz and Gerard McCann – for 
adhering to tight deadlines and submitting such reflective and engaging articles.  
The Editorial Board plays an essential role in quality proofing the journal, and 
selecting and suggesting contributors which any journal editor will tell you is 
invaluable to the publishing process.
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I have also included, as an appendix to this special collection, an 
interview with the journalist Robert Fisk by author and broadcaster Peadar King.  
The interview was published in Issue 28 of the journal in Spring 2019 and was part 
of a documentary produced by Peadar King about Palestinian refugees in Lebanon 
for the What in the World? series for Irish state broadcaster RTÉ.  Peadar King 
very kindly allowed Policy and Practice to publish a transcription of the interview 
which was filmed in Dalkey in December 2018.  Robert Fisk was the Middle-East 
correspondent for The Independent newspaper who lived and worked in the region 
for forty years, and was arguably the greatest journalist of his generation.  He was 
a courageous, rigorously professional and meticulous journalist who always spoke 
truth to power and chronicled the ‘betrayals and treachery and deceit of Middle-
East history’ (Miles, 2005).  Fisk’s definition of his role as a journalist is arguably 
one that development educators should embrace; ‘monitor the centres of power!’ 
(Browne, 2020).  In his interview with King, Fisk said ‘if you want to report the 
truth go ahead whatever the flack you get around you, but for heaven’s sake name 
the guilty parties’ (King and Fisk, 2019).  Robert Fisk died suddenly on 30 October 
2020 and has left a huge void for all of his readers to whom he was the first recourse 
for analysis of the latest events in the Middle-East.  It was a great thrill to publish 
his interview in Policy and Practice and to include it in this special collection.

I thank all of the authors whose work is published in this volume whose 
contributions to the journal have broken new ground in development education.  
CGE extends sincere gratitude to Irish Aid for funding the journal over the past 
fifteen years, particularly in the decade after the 2008 financial crisis when there 
was immense pressure on the development education budget.  Irish Aid stayed 
the course with the journal and for that the Centre for Global Education and 
the readers of Policy and Practice are immensely grateful.  This special collection 
represents an impressive body of work which will hopefully sustain research, 
teaching and discussion on development education for many years to come. 
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Freirean Praxis for Social Transformation 
Mags Liddy

Introduction - let the party begin
This is a party - I don’t know who said a party without cake is just a meeting and 
we are all tired of meetings.  So get some cake before continuing to read and make 
this a party as we are celebrating some significant milestones and birthdays for 
development education (DE).  In 2020, Policy and Practice is 15 years old and 
the year also marks the fiftieth anniversary of the publication of Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed (Freire, 1972) in English.  Continuing the celebration into 2021, we 
will honour the centenary of Paulo Freire’s birth.  It may not seem like the time 
for festivity in the midst of such global upheaval and upset, but these events merit 
tribute and acknowledgement of their contribution to development education.  
This section of the anniversary edition celebrates these significant achievements, 
through an examination of Freire’s influence on development education and a 
consideration of the potential for social and political transformation arising from 
development education.

Illustrating a Freirean conception of praxis as action in and on the world, 
I selected four articles.  These are: Dillon’s (2019) argument for the personal as 
political and how feminism informs the politics of development education; 
Alldred’s (2016) review of development education which gives DE a pass mark in 
global understanding but a fail grade in mobilisation; an interview with climate 
school striker Anna Kernahan (2020); and McCloskey’s (2016) challenging 
question as to whether development education is changing the world.

Many commentators are talking of and thus defining the ‘new normal’ for 
a post-Covid world, so here is an opening for transformation and positive social 
change.  Is development education ready to influence this process?   

Key ingredients - Freire, praxis and development education 
Policy and Practice aims to support the work of development education practitioners 
and increase active engagement with development issues in Ireland and overseas.  
Development educators often cite Freire as influential and inspiring, and his 
work is foundational to the critical pedagogy school (Giroux, 2010a).  Policy and 
Practice says its work endorses a Freirean concept of education as an agent of 
positive social change, and a quick search of the Policy and Practice archive for 
Freire results in nine pages of findings, reflecting his influence. 

Freire is most well-known for his critique of education as the banking of 
knowledge, in a model where the learners are jugs to be filled with facts and the 
teachers act as functionaries to pour the knowledge.  In contrast, Freire demanded 
education should enable conscientisation which is ‘the necessary means by which 
men, through a true praxis, leave behind the status of objects to assume the status 
of historical subjects’ (Freire 1972: 128) and learn to ‘perceive social, economic 
and political contradictions’ (Ibid.: 15).  Learners become more engaged and 
active through a growing awareness of their historical situation, through an 
examination of power and power relationships, all of which is necessary in order 
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to challenge and change.  Education becomes a political and performative act 
(Giroux, 2010a) and a process of transforming the learner through ‘the practice 
of freedom’.  Development education becomes a ‘learning processes founded on 
interrogating and challenging power relations - critically, radically, sensitively and 
reflexively’ (Dillon, 2019: 11). 

Freire warned that transformation was not to be achieved through mere 
activism, but required reflection and learning from others through collective 
engagement.  Praxis involves both critical thinking and analysis of the situation, 
as well as reflection and reciprocity.  In keeping with this Freirean outlook, 
McCloskey (2016) asks if development education is changing the world, while 
Alldred (2016) declares DE has failed at transformation.  Irish Aid define DE as:

“...increasing awareness and understanding of the rapidly changing, 
interdependent and unequal world... It is about supporting people in 
understanding and acting to transform the social, cultural, political and 
economic structures” (Irish Aid, 2006: 9).

While this definition can (and should be) debated, it contains the central planks 
of education for social transformation: understanding within the cognitive 
domain underpinned by critical literacy and scrutiny of one’s beliefs; and action 
for transformation.  Conscientisation enables us to become more empowered and 
potentially active in the process of action for local and global citizenship, through 
collective learning about the world.  It stands in contrast to liberal individualised 
approaches.  Praxis is the employment of this knowledge towards positive social 
and political change; how we define that positive change is in turn realised by 
our reflexive analysis and thinking on ourselves, in relation to others and through 
collective actions. 

Education can be a positive force for social change, but it can also maintain 
and perpetuate injustice and exclusion.  It can work to challenge power, but also 
reinforce existing dynamics.  It can enable and empower learners; as well as 
weaken or undermine an individual’s potential and capabilities.  Alston (2020: 
19) concludes that ‘poverty is a political choice’ which needs to be ‘reconceived as 
a matter of social justice’.  This choice is made by policy-makers and politicians, 
and embodied in structures and institutions, programmes and practices (Fischer, 
2018).  But it is a choice and we as active agents make choices also.  As development 
educators, are we choosing to maintain poverty and global asymmetries, or 
working to transform the social, cultural, political and economic structures? 

Poverty analysis, objective measures and statistics hide the causes and de-
politicise the urgency of the issue.  A technology orientated worldview provides 
solutions to global environmental problems, but hides the need for human change 
from destructive behaviours.  It absolves us from any need for activism, political 
engagement, or from making any changes to our lifestyles and behaviours.  
Transformation requires a new mindset, a new way of thinking, of challenging 
taken-for-granted ways of behaving and doing.  Now in our changed world, there 
is an opening and opportunity for a new normal, and for defining the world we 
want. 
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Selected articles - the party pieces
I selected four articles where I can see Freire’s ideas and approach present in 
the work in three key areas.  First of all, I see conscientisation in these writings, 
perception and awareness of ‘social, economic and political contradictions’ 
(Freire, 1972: 15).  Secondly, I can see praxis as the employment of this knowledge 
towards social and political change through activism and engagement, but also 
reflection and learning collectively.  Dillon’s article provides clear examples in the 
articulate and spirited views of three interviewees, and in Kernahan’s commitment 
to advocate for change and to bring pressure on ‘world leaders and the people in 
power’ (2020: 172).  The third Freirean element I see in my selected articles is love 
and hope, central to Freire’s work and vision.  Anger can motivate people to work 
against injustice or towards change, but hope must also be there for activism to 
have a positive outcome.  Giroux (2010b:11) describes hope as ‘a discourse and a 
sense of possibility’ which demands effort by ‘individuals and social movements 
to combine the pedagogical conditions for creating an informed citizenry with a 
sense of urgency that demands informed and coordinated action’.  Dillon (2019) 
writes of how influential and inspirational the personal is to activists by making 
connections between development learning and their lives and communities.  
Kernahan (2020: 171) says she has a moral duty to climate activism, and her 
commitment to the school strikes emerges powerfully from her words.  Agency 
and praxis come through in these articles, inspired by care and recognition of 
responsibilities, and the hope of a different world. 

However, two selected articles reference the lack of political engagement, 
an argument reflected in many other critiques of DE.  Both Alldred (2016) and 
McCloskey (2016) argue that there is a lack of societal transformation, or action 
for a just and sustainable world.  How are we as development educators working 
to eradicate poverty and inequality?  Are we inadvertently working to support and 
maintain established systems?

Alldred says DE has become too complacent, too comfortable, too bourgeois, 
and needs a much stronger dose of activist political engagement.  He questions 
the individuality of action for social and political change; saying that buying 
Fair Trade is ‘laudable and necessary’ but it is ‘not sufficient to effect systemic 
social change’ (2016: 223).  His analysis of DE work for transformation remains 
at the pass grade as DE ‘has failed so far to mobilise for a more just international 
polity’ (Ibid.).  Further, McCloskey argues that the action element of DE is a ‘core 
element of our practice’ yet ‘is largely marginalised in the planning and delivery 
of many development education activities and projects’ (2016: 110).  The absence 
of addressing structural causes could result in the development sector becoming 
‘increasingly irrelevant to the… poor, vulnerable, marginalised and oppressed’ 
(Ibid.: 126). 

Explanations for the neglect of politics and transformation vary - Selby and 
Kagawa (2011) elsewhere in Policy and Practice describe the Faustian bargain 
where education for sustainable development (ESD) practitioners achieved limited 
influence over education at the expense of transformative goals.  Alldred (2016: 
220-222) argues that funding, management and coordination has narrowed the 
activism space.  This argument was also made by Bryan (2011) on the increasing 
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professionalisation and declawing of development education.  The neglect of 
power analysis in DE is noticeable (Liddy, 2015).  De-politicisation of a topic is a 
political act and serves to reinforce existing power relations. 

Dillon shows one way to overcome this Faustian bargain, where ‘feminism 
adds to critical understandings of the political’ aspects to development education 
by integrating ‘the personal and the political’ (2019: 11).  Dillon argues that: 

“feminism emphasises DE which is based on a nuanced and complex 
understanding of people’s experiences of marginalisation on the one 
hand and agency, challenging unjust power relations and self-reflexivity 
on the other” (Ibid.: 13).

Her article centres on interviews with three feminist development activists which 
demonstrate their complex understanding and challenges to power structures and 
to DE itself, as well as reflexivity on their agency and positionalities. 

McCloskey ‘appeals for greater clarity and openness with learners in terms of 
the kind of change that the sector wants to achieve’ (2016: 110).  This is the biggest 
explanation for the lack of transformation and social change; we are hampered 
in our imaginations and mindsets, but also by the need not to define for others.  
Dillon found that ‘development educators are often wary of or uncertain about 
politics’ and concerned about being ‘too directive or prescriptive’ (2019: 14).  There 
is not one form of pre-defined nor a universal action but rather a multiplicity of 
‘different political positions, analyses and actions’ (Ibid.: 26).  It is about setting up 
educational situations and processes for learners to engage in learning, creating 
and transforming - ‘supporting people in understanding and acting to transform 
the social, cultural, political and economic structures which affect their lives at 
personal, community, national and international levels’ (Irish Aid, 2006: 9).  It is 
not a one-off course on development with predefined learning outcomes.  It is not, 
as Kernahan argues, education in the ‘hope they become enlightened’ (2020: 172).  
Rather, this is a learning process for life because it is our world we are learning 
about, and our future. 

Conclusion - crumbs on the plate
Giroux (2010a) credits Freire with many insights and inspiration; he also talks 
of how important good food was to Freire and how he would leave a party if the 
food was not to his liking (Freire Project, n.d.).  I hope your cake was good and 
you enjoyed our celebrations.  2020 will be remembered for many negative and 
distressing reasons, so it is important to highlight the positive events.  Policy 
and Practice has built up a robust reputation as a peer reviewed and open access 
journal, with over 100,000 visits annually.  It actively works to fulfil its Freirean 
remit as an agent of positive social change. 

Development education is vital in bringing about transformation where we 
come to see ourselves in history and become aware of our positionality.  Alldred 
(2016: 213) says we need an understanding of how the developed world is a 
beneficiary of structured inequality to be effective development educators.  But 
as Kernahan (2020: 172) suggests education needs to be complemented by action: 



Policy and Practice:  a  Development Education R eview

25

“education is vitally important but we need action to come alongside it.  
We need to put pressure on the world leaders and the people in power 
to prove to them that we are never going to stop until we see positive 
action”.

As the possibility of a new normal in a post-Covid world can be glimpsed, there is 
an opening and opportunity to define what this future; eradicating poverty in all 
forms and the structures that maintain poverty and exclusion must be part of this 
vision.  Building a sustainable world with equal validity to social and environmental 
aspects, not prioritising the economic sphere is also urgent.  Our new normal world 
must have values of social and global justice, be inclusive and participatory, and 
demonstrate our commitment, care and responsibilities by being critical, radical 
and sensitive as Dillon (2019) suggests.  Political engagement and activism for 
positive social change can lead to this transformation and development education 
has a central role to play.  The choice is up to DE practitioners by finding the 
answer to Dillon’s (2019: 14) question - what does ‘being political’ in development 
education actually mean?  Stein (2018: 2) states that:

“it is crucial that we prepare students with the self-reflexivity, intellectual 
curiosity, historical memory, and deep sense of responsibility they will 
need in order to collectively navigate an uncertain future for which there 
are no clear roadmaps”. 
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Connecting the Personal and the Political: 
Feminist Perspectives on Development Education 
Eilish Dillon

Abstract: This article explores feminist perspectives on development education 
(DE).  It situates feminism and DE within the context of debates on feminist 
epistemologies, critical pedagogy and the politics of DE, and it argues that 
‘feminism is for everybody’ (hooks, 2000).  Drawing on the experiences of 
development educators, in particular some who identify as feminist, it focuses on 
DE from different radical and poststructuralist feminist perspectives.  In short, 
it argues that feminism adds to critical understandings of the political in DE 
primarily through its focus on the links between the personal and the political.  
When applied to DE learning processes, feminism highlights exclusion on the one 
hand and agency on the other.  In doing so, feminism supports other approaches 
to DE which emphasise a focus on the politics of DE and learning processes 
founded on interrogating and challenging power relations - critically, radically, 
sensitively and reflexively. 

Key words: Feminism; Development Education; Global Citizenship Education; 
Politics; Discourses of Development Education.

Introduction
‘We should all be feminists’, Chimamanda Adiche has popularly argued.  Echoing 
bell hooks’ (2000) view that ‘feminism is for everybody’, at the 2019 annual 
Dóchas (Irish Association of Non-Governmental Development Organisations) 
conference, the two keynote speakers Winnie Byanyima of Oxfam International 
and Anne-Birgitte Albrectsen of Plan International, argued that development 
organisations need to embrace feminism if they are to challenge ubiquitous and 
persistent gender inequality, oppression and violence against women in our 
societies.  So, it seems that it’s not that special or radical these days to argue the 
legitimacy of a feminist perspective or standpoint.  And, yet, talk of feminism is 
loudly silent in the literature on development education (DE).  While there are 
many constructions of feminism, I am suggesting here that feminist epistemology, 
or ‘feminist ways of knowing’ (Ryan, 2001), in its contribution to critical pedagogy 
and otherwise, is far more significant for DE than the relative absence of reference 
to it in the literature might suggest. 

In this article, I explore feminist perspectives on DE.  I draw on research 
I conducted with development educators on discourses of DE in Ireland in 2016 
(Dillon, 2017; 2018), as well as short interviews conducted in 2019 with three 
development educators who identify as feminist.  While gender and feminism 
emerged in some of the interviews conducted in 2016, for this article, I wanted to 
augment that research with interviews with a few purposefully chosen educators I 
have known through my work, and who were not involved in the initial research. 
These are: Dorothy Tooman, gender specialist at the DE Network – Liberia (DEN – 
L) and political aspirant for the Liberian senate elections in October 2020; Nbombi 
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Nare, co-ordinator of the GRAIL Training for Transformation Programme in 
Kleinmond, South Africa; and Caoimhe Butterly, who facilitates workshops on 
human rights, social justice movements and forced migration with a variety of 
groups in Ireland and internationally, and who is a trainee psychotherapist.

I am arguing here that in highlighting the relationship between the 
personal and the political, feminism calls for development educators and DE 
researchers to articulate their politics more clearly.  It challenges development 
educators not only to understand women’s experiences of oppression, exclusion or 
agency and power, but to integrate ‘the personal and the political’.

While most development educators are aware of the need to link the 
personal and the political, as evident in my research (Dillon, 2017), there is a 
tendency among some to focus on learners’ experiences to the detriment of the 
structures which shape them, or to emphasise action which has little bearing 
on participants’ lived experience.  A focus on feminism, I argue, helps us to 
reconceptualise the personal and the political as interconnected rather than as two 
ends of a pedagogical spectrum.  In acknowledging women’s different experiences 
of exclusion, oppression and agency, feminism emphasises DE which is based on 
a nuanced and complex understanding of people’s experiences of marginalisation 
on the one hand and agency, challenging unjust power relations and self-reflexivity 
on the other.  As such, feminist epistemologies contribute to expanding rather 
general discussions of the political in the literature on DE (Bourn, 2015), as well as 
constructions of DE as being about ‘the other’ (as highlighted by Andreotti, 2006).  
Before exploring these issues in greater detail, I begin with a short reflection on 
my own encounters with feminism. 

My early life experience of feminism and gender power relations was 
shaped in a family with three sisters and a strong, independent mother who was 
acutely aware of gender inequality.  For most of my youth in Ireland, feminism 
was considered to be something for ‘radicals’, not people like me, though I could 
not accept many of the gender roles or expectations ascribed to me as a girl.  As 
a teenager, I became aware that I benefited from women’s rights campaigns and 
from European Union (EU) equality legislation and increasingly conscious of 
oppression and injustice against women around the world.  In my 20s and 30s, I 
was influenced by post-development thinking including Marianne Marchand and 
Jane Parpart’s (1995) edited book Feminism, Postmodernism, Development, and 
Anne B. Ryan’s (2001) book Feminist Ways of Knowing.  They offered a critique of 
simplistic notions of feminism and complex understandings of gender inequality 
and power relations.

Thus, in the early 2000s, at least partly influenced by these books, I 
became active in Banúlacht, ‘a feminist organisation committed to political action’ 
(2003: 1), and I participated, with others, in the development of its statement of 
feminist principles (Ibid.).  In short, when asked, I often described Banúlacht as 
a ‘feminist DE organisation’.  In 2004, Síobhan Madden and I presented a paper 
we co-authored at a conference in University College Dublin.  A key theme of the 
paper was the tension experienced by Banúlacht in trying to maintain its critical 
feminist stance while dealing with the limitations of state DE funding requirements.  
Since then, my understanding of feminisms has been honed through personal 



Policy and Practice:  a  Development Education R eview

29

experience as well as through engagement with feminist epistemology and critical 
pedagogies in teaching and research.  In this article, I draw on these experiences 
as well as the experiences and perspectives of others. 

Politics and DE
The importance of the political in DE has been highlighted in the DE literature.  
Hilary (2013), for example, has argued for ‘putting the politics back in’.  This 
has been echoed by McCloskey’s call (2018: 65) for ‘more critical and political 
activism to be central to education practice if citizens are to be equal to the global 
challenges that confront us all’.  On the other hand, much of the talk about politics 
in relation to DE is either tied up with discussions about activism or it is quite 
general, and understandings of politics are often assumed (Bourn, 2015).  As 
evidenced in my research (Dillon, 2017), development educators are often wary of 
or uncertain about politics.  While many acknowledge the political role that DE 
can or does play in certain circumstances, some talk about their concern that DE is 
too directive or prescriptive.  At the same time, there is a sense that if DE is value-
based and directed towards social transformation, it is bound to be ‘political’.  But 
what does ‘being political’ in DE actually mean?

The research I conducted in 2016 found that, among the 30 DE 
facilitators and key informants involved, there was a reluctance to talk about the 
politics of DE, especially when compared to their relative ease in talking about 
values.  Though 17 of the DE facilitators and five key informants interviewed 
acknowledged that DE is political, there was little agreement on what this means 
in practice.  Their understandings of the political in relation to DE varied from 
those who argued that DE is about ‘politics with a small p’, or that development 
educators ‘need to be careful when it comes to politics’ to those who suggested 
that ‘power and politics are at the core of DE’ or that ‘DE is deeply political’.  Nine 
of the development educators interviewed understood the politics of DE mostly 
in technical terms.  This involves an understanding of politics as formal, where the 
role of individual citizens is to appeal to elite decision-makers to enact legislation 
which is favourable for justice or equality.  

On the other hand, a technical understanding of politics is also 
characterised by talk of individuals realising change in their own lives at a personal 
level rather with little reference to power structures.  Eleven talked about politics 
in more critical terms, with references to the role of DE in challenging unjust 
structures and power relations, but many of these emphasised the structural, 
public or dominating politics rather than how these connect with people’s lived 
experience.  Where the links between people’s lived experience and structures 
of power were made, it was often assumed that DE starts with the personal and 
moves towards the political.  As such, there was a tendency among development 
educators to under-emphasise the connection between the personal and the 
political, a key insight of feminism, as discussed below. 

Understanding feminisms
When many people think about feminism, they focus on women.  Despite that, there 
are many feminisms and they are as much individual perspectives and standpoints 
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as they are reflective of movements and a variety of ideological and theoretical 
positions (Harding, 1987; Ramazanoglu, 1989; Butler, 1990; Skeggs, 1994, 1997; 
Smith, 1999; Ryan, 2001; Fraser, 2013).  Most students of development studies are 
introduced to different theories (and related policies and practices) of gender and 
development.  These are usually discussed in chronological terms as ‘WID, WAD and 
GAD’ and are sometimes associated with different trends in feminist activism and 
theory – liberal feminism, socialist feminism and critical and later post-structuralist 
and postmodern feminism (Marchand and Parpart, 1995).  

Such representations of gender and development or feminist theoretical 
positions highlight that feminism isn’t just about women but about power 
relations, identities, the economy, politics and the social constructions of gender 
identities, roles and relationships.  They also signal some diversity in approaches, 
ideological positions and philosophies.  Though it is outside the scope of this 
article to present a history of feminisms or of different trends in feminism, Anne 
B Ryan’s comments are worth noting on the matter.  For her: ‘feminism is far from 
being a unified body of thought… feminist poststructuralists recognise identity 
differences and power differentials, in common with other ‘branches’ of feminism, 
but avoid speaking with authority for “women” or for “feminists”’ (2001: 7).  She 
goes on to argue that differences between types of feminism are ‘never as clear-cut 
in practice as they may seem’ (2001: 42).

These differences in emphasis are evident in what Dorothy Tooman, 
Ntombi Nare and Caoimhe Butterly highlight as important in feminism.  Dorothy 
Tooman’s practical perspective sees feminism as ‘an idea that helps people 
investigate, analyse and understand the actual root causes of women’s exclusion, 
oppression and marginalisation in society and to identify tangible solutions 
for more equal relationships between men and women and for a better world’.  
Ntombi Nare explains the influence of radical feminism and DE on her work, 
and the importance of raising ‘awareness of exploitation or layers of exclusion 
by women that are social and structurally mainstreamed’.  For her, it is asking 
questions and addressing structural exclusion: ‘how do we change the social 
norms and traditions?  How do we radically uproot those and what are the new 
seeds we need to plant that can also be mainstreamed and internalised?... radical 
feminism is addressing the structural exclusion of women… we need to address 
those structures and their roles and to explore possible ways of changing laws’.

For Caoimhe Butterly, reflecting a radical and poststructuralist 
perspective, feminism is ‘a deconstruction of power that goes beyond gender’.  It 
is ‘an ethics of accountability… and care in terms of how we understand power 
and it’s also an overt understanding of positionality’.  In that sense, she mentions 
the importance of intersectionality and the plurality of feminisms.  For her, 
feminism ‘means subversion… and disruption of status quos of both education 
and of politics that are lacking an understanding of power… at its best I think it’s 
liberation but it’s liberation that goes beyond gender and I think that is in a way 
what a lot of the conversations and practice around intersectionality is getting at’.

These perspectives on feminism identify different understandings of 
power and politics, and different emphases in terms of structures of oppression 
and exclusion, and women’s positionality and agency in relation to them.  While 
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one might be tempted to focus on the commonalities among feminist theorists and 
activists, it is important to remember that it is a diverse and sometimes divided field, 
with various influences on epistemology and approaches to pedagogy.  Highlighting 
diversity, as the feminist contributors here do, shows that feminism is far from just 
being about ‘including women’ or ‘women’s issues’ in DE and that politics needs to 
be considered in complex and nuanced but strong and clear terms.

Feminist epistemologies and pedagogies
Feminist epistemology is concerned with questions around knowledge and 
understandings of the world from different feminist perspectives.  Numerous 
writers have highlighted different feminist philosophies and the pedagogies 
associated with them.  While some feminist epistemologies draw on discussions 
of critical pedagogy (Chow et al., 2003) and on the work of Paulo Freire, others 
are critical of them.  For Bríd Connolly, feminist educators attempt ‘to create 
pedagogical situations which empower students, demystify canonical knowledge 
and clarify relations of domination and subordination, which are marked by 
gender, class, poverty and other differences’ (2008: 60).  

Dorothy Tooman talks about Paulo Freire’s influence on her education 
work and about the importance of conscientisation at grassroots level.  Talking 
about DE in quite different terms to many in Ireland or Europe, from her 21 years 
working with Development Education Network – Liberia (DEN-L), she sees it as 
being about transforming the lives of participants, many of whom are among the 
most marginalised in society.  It helps ‘people increase their skills and analysis to 
drive their own solutions’.  She feels that in Liberia and internationally, DE has 
become more marginalised and she describes her frustration at many years of 
hard work at grassroots level which can be ‘thrashed by decisions from above’.  
Feminism has helped her ‘to see better that I am an agent of change’, she says, 
linking this to her decision to run for political office at a national level. 

Also influenced by Freire’s work and critical pedagogy, Ntombi Nare sees 
a feminist approach to radical DE as different to other approaches.  She says:

“first of all, you have to acknowledge that women have been excluded.  
That’s number one.  That the privileges of women have been limited time 
immemorial … even if the laws are in place, the practice can be totally 
different.  So, the dedication or the commitment to translate makes it, 
the feminist radical education, different to any other because we have 
a focused area.  We have a problem.  We are questioning and trying to 
explore what works, what enables the practice”. 

For her, addressing these ‘problems’ means that ‘the structures and the systems 
have to be changed .... They have to be questioned … women have to challenge 
these structures and systems and to create spaces for themselves’. 

Feminist epistemologies have also advanced thinking on the value of 
knowledge based on women’s standpoints, identities and experiences.  What 
this has meant in practice is valuing the ‘everyday/every night’ lived realities of 
women (Smith, 1999).  Influenced by standpoint theory, feminist epistemologies 
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have highlighted the value of women’s experiences which are often silenced in 
mainstream accounts of realities.  At the same time, post-structural, Black or 
postcolonial feminisms, for example, identify that women’s experiences cannot 
be homogenised or essentialised.  As such, there are on-going debates about how 
to acknowledge women’s different and shared experiences (including exclusion, 
oppression and agency) without essentialising women or universalising some 
women’s experiences.

In highlighting the importance of real lived experience, without reifying 
it, feminist epistemologies highlight the importance of valuing the personal in 
multiple ways.  Caoimhe Butterly emphasises emotional connections in critical 
learning processes, including emotional experiences of and responses to trauma.  
She suggests that: 

“if you’re opening up topics that have potentially painful resonances for 
young people in terms of their lived experience of injustice, there has to 
be… facilitation that responds to an emotional register in the room and 
that is conscious of trauma… not a pathologisation of those processes … 
how do you make sure that a young learner, a young participant comes 
into a room and leaves that room feeling validated, feeling held, feeling 
seen… How do you deal with the more complex, emotional, subtle 
glimpses of material in a room in a way that honours them?”

In challenging the gendered power relations implicit in the so-called 
‘neutral’ and ‘objectivist’ assumptions of positivism, with feminism the subjective 
and the personal come centre stage.  Along with other critical epistemologies 
such as participatory and postcolonial epistemologies (Spivak, 1988), feminist 
epistemologies open up the space for valuing knowledge and personal experiences 
‘from the margins’ and for challenging dominant ways of knowing.  Calling for 
challenging power relations in education processes, Caoimhe questions if DE 
is ‘extractive’, and she criticises processes that are not based on self-reflective 
practice among facilitators.  She calls for educators to question learning which is 
not ‘authentically emancipatory’ or which represents ‘a wasted moment’.  In doing 
so, she highlights an important insight from critical and feminist pedagogy more 
broadly, the importance of self-reflexivity, explored in relation to DE by Hannah 
Alasuutari and Vanessa Andreotti (2015).  They argue that ‘self-reflexivity offers a 
way to understand the complex constitution of subjectivities, the interdependence 
of knowledge and power, and of what is sub- or un-conscious in our relationships 
with the world’ (2015: 80).  For them, a key skill in critical education is to ‘unsettle’.  
They argue that ‘when the self is not unsettled, the modern desires of mastery and 
control, and the desires underlying racial, gendered, and class hierarchies both 
historically and contemporarily are left unquestioned’ (2015: 81).  

The personal is political in feminism and DE
Over many years, one of the key phrases associated with feminism has been 
‘the personal is political’.  For Banúlacht, adopting a women-focused analysis of 
feminism, for example, meant that: 
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“the personal is political and the political is personal: women’s personal 
experiences are shaped by wider social and political decisions and 
circumstances.  Our political, economic and social analysis is based on a 
critique of patriarchal structures, systems and ideologies of male values, 
interests and supremacy that have systematically and disproportionately 
denied women the conditions and possibilities for reaching their human 
potential” (2003: 1). 

Banúlacht went on to highlight that women are not a homogenous group: ‘women 
have a key role to play in shaping the social and political contexts of their lives and 
have a right to have and to make choices that impact upon them’ (2003: 2). 

Though there is not one feminism and feminisms have changed over 
time, in terms of feminist epistemologies, there is a clear sense that the personal 
is infused with the political, and subjects are constructed in complex contexts and 
have agency in different ways therein.  Such an understanding sees the personal 
and political as intimately connected rather than two ends of an experiential, 
political or education spectrum.

The personal and political in discourses of DE and GCE – reflection on research with 
DE facilitators

The relevance of the personal and the political in DE emerges at the juxtaposition 
of considerations around DE learning processes and understandings of the politics 
of DE.  For some, the political in DE relates to how it is facilitated and practiced, 
the kinds of learning spaces constructed, its emphasis on learners’ experiences and 
conscientisation.  For others, it is in the action dimension of DE where learners are 
facilitated to understand key structures of oppression and where DE is regarded as 
having a transparent political agenda of social justice and transformation. 

While such debates are evident in the literature (Ní Chasaide, 2009; 
Selby and Kagawa, 2011; Hilary, 2013; McCloskey, 2016), they also emerged in 
my research with DE facilitators in Ireland (Dillon, 2017).  There, I attempted 
to understand tensions around DE and politics, and different understandings 
of DE more broadly, in terms of understanding different discourses of DE.  
Based on how development educators talk about DE, drawing on the work of 
Andreotti (2014) and Krause (2010), among others, I analysed these discourses 
as overlapping, sometimes contradictory and complex.  In simple terms, on one 
side, there is the liberal and technical discourse with its assumptions about the 
importance of individual experience and action for change.  A liberal discourse 
prioritises the individual over the collective and individual relationships and 
agency are regarded as distinct from, and more important than, the structural.  
Here, learning experiences and reflection are limited to the personal (Andreotti, 
2014) and politics is about giving voice to the individual or realising change at a 
personal rather than a structural level.  For some of those involved in my research 
(Dillon, 2017), DE starts with knowledge acquisition or mindset change and moves 
from there to action for change.  This implies that there is a kind of progressive 
graduation from the individual to the collective and from the personal to the 
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political.  This is compartmentalised, evolutionary and dichotomised thinking 
that does not sufficiently take account of the complexities of how the personal and 
the political are connected (Andreotti, 2014). 

Though some involved in the research seemed to reflect a liberal 
discourse, most drew more on a critical one.  Similar to Vanessa Andreotti’s 
distinction between ‘soft’ and ‘critical’ DE (2006), this discourse is based on the 
assumption that the personal and the political cannot be separated and that power 
relations are complex.  As such, DE is seen to play a significant role in facilitating 
understandings of how power works and in challenging unjust power structures.  
This is similar to the Freirean-inspired DE talked about by Dorothy Tooman and 
the radical DE that Ntombi Nare describes.  In critical DE there is an emphasis 
on DE knowledge as process; critical thinking and understanding of ‘root causes’; 
critique of power relations and effects at local and global levels; and personal and 
political reflection on agency and structure.  In this case, DE facilitators talk about 
DE as an integrated process, leading to critical action and activism, similar to 
Freire’s understanding of praxis.  Despite this, among some who reflect a critical 
discourse, there can be a tendency to under-emphasise the connection between 
the personal and the political, with structural, public and dominating politics the 
chief focus (Dillon, 2017).

Some DE facilitators interviewed exhibited what I call a ‘post-critical 
discourse of DE’ (Dillon, 2017), as they questioned stereotypes, scrutinising the 
values which are regarded as underpinning DE and encouraging themselves 
and other facilitators to question their own experience.  Reflecting Andreotti’s 
understanding of self-reflexivity (2014), in this context, DE can be viewed as a 
‘politics of democratic struggle, without a politics with guarantees’ (Giroux, 2004: 
36).  Here, politics is not focused ‘out there’ or on the ‘other’.  It tries to develop 
skills to hold complex, diverse and sometimes contradictory realities in tension 
(Todd, 2009).  Where DE is understood in these complex and interconnected 
ways, it resonates with feminist understandings of ‘the personal and the political’, 
as discussed below. 

Feminists’ perspectives on ‘The Personal is Political’ and DE

In the recent interviews I conducted, from a feminist point of view, Dorothy 
Tooman talks about ‘the personal and the political’ in terms of the interconnection 
between personal experience and structural factors affecting people’s lives.  For 
her, it means that ‘whatever we experience has bigger and greater connections 
that are political, that are formed in a system or structure and through decision-
making.  Whatever happens to people may be tiny but it has a bigger picture’.  For 
Ntombi Nare, drawing on the African concept of ‘Ubuntu’, a community-based 
philosophy of relationality and non-individuality, identity is not just individual: ‘I 
am an individual who is part of the universal and that universal has many layers… 
This universal cannot be made without individuals like me so it becomes political’.  
Caoimhe Butterly sees it as ‘an acknowledgement of the pervasiveness of injustice 
and discrimination in our world’.  She argues that it is only ‘through a prism of 
extreme privilege’ that one can try to deny that everything is political and suggests 
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that ‘there’s very little in my life, I actually can think of nothing in my life that is 
not political in one way or another’.  

These educators emphasise the importance of seeing the personal in the 
political and the political in the personal. In so doing, they challenge many of the 
taken-for-granted understandings of the political in DE.  In this view, the personal 
is not confined to the realm of the single subjective individual but is understood 
in collective and socially constructive terms, and the political is not regarded as 
something only for the public, formal world, but as tied up in domestic, intimate, 
local and interpersonal relations.  Politics is not regarded as being just about formal 
power but about power relations as they operate in all facets of life.  Ryan, for 
example, argues that it is a mistake for feminists to call for work to ‘“move beyond” 
personal development… the personal should not be regarded as constituting 
merely a “first step” which is less important than structures’ (2001: 14).  The 
feminist educators involved here question any form of DE which does not take 
account of participants’ (different, complex and intersectional) lived experience 
while acknowledging and questioning various layers of oppression. 

Feminist perspectives on DE learning processes
In their edited book, Postcolonial Perspectives on Global Citizenship Education, 
though not specifically feminist, Alasuutari and Andreotti (2015) echo feminist 
and other poststructuralist and postcolonial critiques in their description of their 
attempt to ‘emphasize the connections between knowledge, power, positionality, 
cultural assumptions and identity amongst educators and researchers engaged 
with global citizenship and international development’ (2015: 3).  On the other 
hand, they argue against initiatives, feminist or otherwise, which:

“foreclose the complex historical, cultural and political nature of the 
issues, identities and perspectives embedded in global/local processes 
and events and in the production of knowledge about the self, the other 
and the world” (Ibid.: 5). 

Building on these concerns, there are many potential insights for DE from different 
feminist perspectives, epistemologies, movements and practices, as suggested 
above.  In addition to reflections around the connection between the personal and 
the political, the feminist critical educators interviewed for this article highlight 
the importance of feminist radical education and collective learning processes 
which challenge power relations. 

Dorthy Tooman explains the importance of a ‘gender action programme’ 
rather than a ‘women only’ focus in DEN-L’s work.  In the context of a society 
where men make many of the decisions, DEN-L’s experience, she says, was that 
this focus on women didn’t work.  Even if, for example, women acquired property, 
it was often taken away from them by their spouses.  For her, a gender approach 
which views the personal and political as relational rather than ‘for women only’ 
and which does not exclude men, has allowed for more acknowledgment of the 
historical oppression of women on the part of men in the community. 

Ntombi Nare focuses more specifically on women’s experiences of 
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exclusion and argues that ‘if we are to do feminist radical education we need to 
name it.  We need to be certain that we are talking about women’s exclusion and 
women claiming their identity and their space and using it’.  As a member of ‘The 
GRAIL Women’s Movement’, she describes ‘the significance of the type of DE, of 
feminist radical education, that I have dedicated my life to work on, just those 
small meanings that have to be seeded and they grow on their own’.  For Ntombi, 
‘what is special about a feminist approach is that there is an acknowledgement 
that women have been excluded.  I think that’s the key for me... “feminist forms 
of radical” acknowledges this structural exclusion, sometimes structural and 
economic, social and economic and political exclusion of women.  We have to 
acknowledge that and then we can start working with it’.

Caoimhe Butterly talks about the relevance of feminism for DE learning 
processes in that DE:

“is a collective process co-created and curated within whatever room you 
go into… [it] has integrity and depth, [and is] something that’s honest to 
ourselves and to others, because I think sometimes there’s a worrying lack 
of honesty around our own power and privilege but a worrying lack of 
honesty around how is DE a radical departure if we’re not deconstructing 
power”. 

She calls for DE learning processes which support ‘the nuance, the depth, the 
complexity, the empathy and the politicisation of younger learners’.  For her, 
young people ‘understand what’s going so disastrously wrong in the world on so 
many levels, climate change, climate crisis, conflict, inequalities, but they get it.  
They really get it’.  She suggests that development educators need to ‘respond to the 
gravitas of that… that means that sometimes it’s ok just to hold the space in a calm, 
regulated way not to do the cheerleading, not to have the “wake up shake ups”’.  It 
also, she suggests, recognises that:

“active learning can be subtle, collective learning, that we can have fun, 
we can make it creative, we can make it engaging but sometimes I think 
too much serious depth is lost in the need to make everything shiny and 
happy.  Teenagers know that this world is not shiny and happy but they 
also know that they have a lot of potential to change that”. 

For her, there’s a ‘tendency within DE to tie everything with this kind of neat little 
bow and the neat little bow is the action.  And I don’t think there’s an understanding 
that the process is the action, that the conversation is the action’.

Conclusion
In this article, I have explored some feminist perspectives on DE especially in the 
light of the experience of three development educators who identify as feminist.  
In summary, though there are many feminisms, education influenced by feminism 
identifies and acknowledges exclusion and challenges unequal power relations.  It 
focuses on ethics and the role of the facilitator, as framed by feminist educators 
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here, as authentic and radical.  It is education that tries to put experience at the 
heart of learning processes.  In challenging dominant knowledge paradigms, it 
emphasises and values subjectivity, reflexivity and experiences and knowledge 
from the margins. 

Questions about the relationship between the personal and the political 
have been debated in feminism and in DE in different ways for many years, and 
have also been explored here.  As indicated in my research, and discussed above, 
the relationship between the personal and the political is framed differently in 
different discourses of DE.  Feminist perspectives explored here highlight the 
interconnection between the personal and the political where individuality is 
not primary or separate and where ‘everything is political’.  For DE, a key insight 
from feminist considerations of ‘the personal and the political’ is that learning 
does not ‘start with’ the personal and ‘move’ to the political but that they need to 
be addressed as interrelated at all times.  Where development educators see the 
personal and political as connected in this way, they challenge power relations 
and structures which exclude but also reflexively engage in critical questioning of 
how DE can, as Caoimhe suggests, ‘be extractive’.  This is DE which is on the one 
hand intensely political but on the other extremely sensitive.  It is about validating 
people’s real and varied lived experience while, as Ntombi puts it, ‘uprooting 
existing social norms and planting new seeds’.  It is not about development of or 
for ‘others’ or development issues ‘out there’, but ‘people in the room’.  This is not 
easy or simple DE.  It is complex and radical and it demands not just to be thought 
or talked about this way but to be practiced as such.

In exploring feminist perspectives on DE, this article also attempts to 
advance thinking on the politics of DE.  In so doing, it highlights the importance 
of moving beyond rather generalised understandings and discussions of politics, 
which is common in the literature on DE (Bourn, 2015).  It opens up diverse 
understandings of the political in feminism, including different emphases on 
liberation from oppression and exclusion, or on the importance of reflexivity and 
intersectionality.  As such, it suggests the need for DE not only to forefront the 
political but to acknowledge different political positions, analyses and actions 
(as well as their different effects) in different constructions of DE.  Khoo, in her 
challenging article on human rights reminds us of Santos’ ‘sociology of absences’ 
and of the importance of being ‘attentive to silences’ (2017: 48).  In highlighting 
the importance of voice in DE, she echoes bell hooks in questioning who speaks, 
who listens and why.  In bringing to the fore insights from feminism for DE, 
this article highlights the importance of giving voice to different experiences of 
marginalisation, power and agency in DE, as well as acknowledging the important 
role that feminism and other critical and subaltern epistemologies have played in 
how we understand the world today.  It also suggests the importance of bringing 
other experiences, critiques, perspectives and movements from the margins more 
centre stage in DE, both in terms of what they share in common with feminisms 
and what specific and different insights they might bring. 
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Notes:

1.	 I use the term ‘development education’ throughout this article recognising the 
debates about the limitations of this term while assuming that the arguments 
presented here also apply to similar educations such as ‘global citizenship 
education’, ‘global learning’ or ‘education for sustainable development’. 

2.	 In 2016, I conducted in-depth Doctoral research (interviews, questionnaires 
and workshops) with 21 DE facilitators and nine key informants in Ireland.  
This adopted a critical analysis of discourse approach to understanding 
different discourses of DE.  It also focused on how DE discourses are shaped 
within the context of the politics and economics of DE in the Irish context.

3.	 My sincere thanks to all those who contributed to my research in 2016 and to 
Caoimhe, Dorothy and Ntombi for most recent interviews.  Thanks, also, to 
Dr. Niamh Gaynor of Dublin City University and the anonymous reviewer 
for very helpful suggestions on earlier versions of this article. 
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studies programmes and courses in various contexts since the 1990s.   She 
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Development Education among Facilitators in Ireland’.  
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A Long Look Back: Some Critical Reflections on 
Development Education in Ireland and the UK
Neil Alldred

Abstract: This article examines development education (DE) from the 
perspectives of content, methodology and audiences, and looks at issues of 
funding and coordination, concluding with some reflections on how a review 
of past omissions and weaknesses may be of help to the sector in forging newer 
partnerships, innovative outreach delivery, and greater emphasis on activism and 
political engagement.

Key words: Development; History; Economics; Anthropology; Africa, African 
socialism; Cold War; Activism.

Introduction

The tenth anniversary of Policy and Practice was a welcome event in the 
development education (DE) sector (McCloskey, 2015).  As well as providing an 
assessment of current challenges and methodological issues, it also offered some 
exciting lines of enquiry and possible directions for future operations in the sector.  
This article will, however, leave the future to other - younger - students, teachers, 
researchers and activists, and concentrate on a personal reflection on over forty 
years’ engagement with development initiatives.  Such a historical perspective may 
help shape thinking on current and future challenges and how best to respond to 
them in a rapidly changing world context.

Development perspectives
After World War II, Britain and France lost their empires and many colonies moved 
towards independence.  As the drive to development took off, academic thinking 
in the West was a prisoner of the Cold War, with little effective challenge being 
offered to hegemonic paradigms of a free democratic West versus an enslaved, 
dictatorial East. The DE sector was born and grew up within those narrow 
perspectives and, whilst much activism focused on the political independence of 
colonial Africa, there was little understanding of the importance of international 
relations or global economics in the elaboration of a broader perspective on 
development.

Indeed, as independent countries began to establish strategies for their 
own development, they engaged increasingly with economic issues but the DE 
sector was perceived to fit more readily with geography and cognative disciplines, 
leaving economic development to universities and colleges.  This represented the 
beginnings of an important dichotomy between academic research on development 
and a schools-based DE which did not often incorporate the empirical findings 
and theoretical propositions of the post-school academic community.  The school 
system - especially in Ireland - continued to ignore central issues of development 
such as power relations and inequality, and to concentrate instead on softer 
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issues such as cross-cultural relations, charitable support to poorer peoples, and 
a continuing view of ‘their’ poverty being the problem rather than ‘our’ wealth.

Increasingly, the Cold War fostered different perceptions of development 
which the DE sector in Ireland and the UK appeared disinclined to challenge.  
As we look back over DE in the 1960s and 70s, the lack of any countervailing 
perspectives to the United States (US), dominated worldview appears obvious.  
Much of our ‘evidence base’ was provided by the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD, n.d.), or the World Bank and International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), especially in terms of statistics, but we often appeared 
unwilling to examine other perspectives.  Young minds were hugely impressed 
in Africa by the free newspaper, China Today, detailing Chinese domestic and 
international nation-building efforts.  The Soviets produced Sputnik – also a 
propaganda tool but important for offering people in developing countries 
different perspectives and ambitions.  Cuba after 1959 produced Granma which 
also offered alternatives to Western worldviews.

The development initiatives of the Soviet Union were hardly enlightened 
but the fact that the DE sector here largely ignored them cannot be considered an 
accolade.  The Warsaw Pact archives are now available for research and one can see, 
for example, the huge number of scholarships offered to students from developing 
countries to go to the Patrice Lumumba International University in Moscow and 
return to their home country with internationally recognised qualifications to 
begin the task of nation-building.  Much of the Soviet effort towards developing 
countries lay in armaments and ‘defence’ equipment but it would be both churlish 
and neglectful to ignore Soviet development initiatives, especially some of the 
more iconic and inspiring actions such as the saving of the Aswan High Dam 
in Nasser’s Egypt through the offer of a $1.2 billion loan, at 2 percent interest, 
in 1956.  The role of Soviet and Cuban forces in Africa’s liberation struggles was 
hugely important and any balanced and nuanced picture of African development 
should include a deeper understanding of those important contributions. 

China, of course, is now seen to be a major partner and champion of 
Africa.  The economic importance of early Chinese flagship projects in Africa 
-for example, the TanZam Uhuru Railway, 1970-1975 - was huge and, at a time 
when China itself was not seen as prosperous, impressed Africans with a sense 
of altruism and real partnership that they had not seen in their dealings with 
Western nations.

As well as ignoring much of the development work conducted by ‘the 
other side’ in the Cold War, the DE sector appeared to bypass much indigenous 
development thinking and practice, especially from African political activists 
and politicians.  President Julius Nyerere of Tanzania formulated a version of 
African Socialism, based on the Swahili term of ‘ujamaa’ (‘collective effort’).  
Kenya’s President Jomo Kenyatta embraced the concepts of ‘harambee’ (Swahili 
for ‘working together’) and ‘uhuru’ (‘freedom’) for effective popular mobilisation.  
Zambia’s President Kenneth Kaunda extolled a form of Christian social democracy 
which became known as African Humanism but – again – it didn’t make much 
impact on the DE sector here in terms of building a broad-based understanding of 
different people’s perceptions of what development could be (James, 2014).
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There were, of course, myriad other development initiatives – from 
simplified exhortations in Mao Zedong’s Little Red Book and other writings, to the 
pan-Africanism urged on the continent by the likes of President Sékou Touré of 
Guinea or President Nkrumah of Ghana, in the heady, euphoric days of early post-
independence.  And what about the initiatives adumbrated outside the English 
language?  Whilst peoples recently freed from an experience of British colonialism 
were pursuing ‘community development’, peoples in former French colonies 
attempted ‘animation rurale’ (Alldred, 1978) – rural animation, or an attempt to 
organise rural resources for a more autonomous, indigenous and community-
focused development pathway.  Was that not worth examining in our DE work, 
especially in comparison to the rich literature on community development? 

Equally, the French concept of ‘assimilation’ (literally assimilation 
or integration), echoed by the Portuguese idea of ‘assimilaçao’, brings out 
wonderfully different perceptions of the goals of development, compared to 
British understandings.  Few Britons sought to accept any of their colonised 
peoples as eventually being able to live and work in Britain, alongside British men 
and women, whereas French and Portuguese conceptions of development saw an 
ultimate goal of drawing those former subjects into equal citizenship rights beside 
former colonists.  Such fundamental concepts, at the heart of the development 
experience of so many African and Latin American peoples in particular, should 
surely have found a place in the DE curriculum in Ireland and the UK (and even 
inform our collaborations with Francophones and Lusophones), but appear to 
have left very few traces.

Indeed, the Portuguese colonial experience is even less well understood 
among anglophone audiences than that of our French-speaking friends.  In 1974, 
a revolution took place in Portugal, which sloughed off an obscene dictatorship 
and led to the rapid decolonisation of Angola, Mozambique, Guinea Bissau and 
the Cape Verde islands (Storey, 1976).  It was impossible to fully understand the 
truly historic importance of the end of apartheid and the onset of black majority 
rule in South Africa without a basic understanding of the independence struggles 
in the former Portuguese territories in Africa.  If a proper grasp of economics 
– in the context of newly independent states seeking industrial and financial 
emancipation as well as political freedom – is poorly understood, how much more 
lacking is our grasp of the histories of those same newly independent countries?  
Histories of Africa may be fascinating in themselves but many are also instructive 
for understanding colonialist and imperialist phases of British and other European 
countries’ past – and how that has shaped the world we all inhabit today (see, for 
example, Arnold, 2005; Davidson, 1968; Hargreaves, 1979; MacMillan, 1938; and 
Oliver and Atmore, 1967).

It might be understandable that the sector concentrated both on Africa 
– our nearest developing continent – and on English-speaking Africa, but it may 
well be seen as a form of parochialism which should have been eschewed much 
earlier.  We could have looked more profitably at other development experiences, 
too.  In China, for example, the lessons of the revolution of 1949 were not readily 
examined, except by specialist researchers and sinophiles: the DE sector did not 
adopt in any meaningful sense an independent position from mainstream Western 
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economic and political analysis sufficient to establish a better balance among the 
competing subjectivities surrounding development discourses.

The content and materials of our DE work could have usefully looked 
at such fascinating concepts as ‘ubuntu’.  In the UK and Ireland, Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu’s formulation is perhaps the best known: ‘My humanity is caught 
up, is inextricably bound up, in yours’ (1999: 186).  Similarly, we could have 
examined Africa’s experience of village palavers as a better means of achieving 
community consensus rather than the divisive oppositional politics fostered in the 
West by voting on yes/no alternatives.  Indeed, anthropology – like history – has 
been piling up huge resources that point the way to constructing theories based on 
the lived experience of developing countries, rather than the imposed schemas of 
Western academics (see Balandier, 1957; and Lévi-Strauss, 1955).

Development theory
The DE sector has often tried to recognise and to reconcile the global facts of 
inequality and the comfortable, privileged position most of us enjoy.  Ha-Joon 
Chang (2010: 23) puts it pithily in his wonderful deconstruction of capitalism: 
‘The wage gaps between rich and poor countries exist not mainly because of 
differences in individual productivity but mainly because of immigration control’.  
People in rich countries are beneficiaries of structured inequality across the world.  
If we do not have a theory of development sufficient to grasp that, and to inspire 
us into positive collective action to change that, we cannot be effective in helping 
others understand global social and economic forces.

It remains an unforgivable blot on the history of DE that the sector rarely 
challenged the Bible of capitalism’s apologetics – Walt W. Rostow’s The Stages of 
Economic Growth: a non-communist manifesto (1960).  An economic historian 
with no track record of theoretical elaboration, Rostow was a zealous cheerleader 
for the American way of life and formulated ‘modernisation’ as the recipe for 
development.  His simplistic, ahistorical and unempirical contention that the US 
evolved through five stages and that every other country can and must go through 
those same essential stages has been handed down as gospel to generations of 
scholars, students and pupils. We hardly challenged with any serious intellectual 
rigour the ideological notion of Rostow and his fellow apologists that capitalism 
represented the only way forward for developing countries. 

Rostow’s ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to development does not even 
faithfully portray the history of the United States itself – where are the references 
to expropriation of lands from native Americans, or the European invasion of 
the western hemisphere?  A more faithful reading of US history would perhaps, 
instead, offer a blueprint for European colonisation of Africa and Asia.  This was 
not development theory but Cold War propaganda – the clue is in the book’s sub-
title – barely passing as academic literature.  Allowing the educational sector in the 
UK and Ireland, and the media, as well as business and political elites, to continue 
to parrot this empty and damaging paradigm for so long remains a grave failing of 
the DE sector over the last fifty years.

With the arrival of theories of underdevelopment in the mid-1960s, the 
sector had empirically-based and theoretically strong constructs for principled 
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opposition to Rostow’s ideas – but we rarely made serious attempts to articulate, 
develop and propagate them.  We struggled to generate consistent, continuous DE 
narratives that challenged capitalism – that same capitalism that often financed 
comfortable positions for DE teachers in the top economies and societies in the 
world.  We lacked a good balance between voices from the global South and the 
dubious postulations of our leaders and elites which were clearly articulating a 
narrow national interest, which was also our own self-interest.  Joris Luyendijk 
(2015: 184) puts it more eloquently in his book, Swimming with Sharks: ‘How do 
you agitate against a practice that you are taking part in yourself?’  Or Upton 
Sinclair’s ‘It is difficult to get a man to understand something, when his salary 
depends upon his not understanding it!’ (1994: 109). 

In Latin America, development theory produced a wealth of ideas, 
evidence and analysis, which remained marginal to most teaching concerns in 
these islands.  Re-reading over the past five years the works of Raul Prebisch, Andre 
Gunder Frank, Ivan Illich, Paulo Freire and even Dom Helder Camara has been 
a wonderfully liberating experience, although emphasising once again how little 
development theory (broadly defined) has progressed from the 1960s and 1970s.  
Samir Amin in Egypt, and Franz Fanon in Algeria and then in France, offered 
us some brilliant insights and analysis, but little else that emerged from Africa 
compares to the wealth of robust theory or evidence-based analysis that came 
out as Latin American activists and engaged thinkers, researchers and teachers 
developed the fundamental concept of ‘underdevelopment’ and Dependency 
Theory (see, for example, Amin, 1977; Câmara, 1971; Fanon, 1971; Freire, 1970; 
Gunder Frank, 1966; Illich, 1973; Prebisch, 1950).

The West has encouraged us all to look at the creation of wealth but we have 
rarely been exhorted to look at the factors, structures and processes which create 
poverty.  The academic community has produced impressive work on the failings 
of Western economic models of development – to the extent that the hallowed 
status of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is now seriously undermined.  The fact 
that the King of Bhutan offered his nation a National Happiness Index in 1971 – 
and was mocked the world over for his naivety in ignoring the primacy of GDP 
– has been followed, forty years later, by the Sarkozy Commission on Wellbeing, 
or former Prime Minister Cameron’s short-lived commitment to wellbeing, and 
the New Economics Foundation’s (NEF’s) Happy Planet Index.  The fixation on 
‘free trade’ for developing countries has now been seen to be yet another failure of 
Western economic nostrums and policies pronounced by nations and elites that 
themselves benefitted from anything but free trade.  The desire of early African 
leaders, post-independence, to pursue import substitution strategies – so harshly 
condemned and extirpated in the 1970s and 1980s – is now recognised as being an 
appropriate strategy for many developing countries.  Merely to articulate the idea 
that every nation state has a unique selling point, a comparative advantage that it 
can use to grow its way to prosperity, is to call attention to the poverty of theory 
that has been the hallmark of Western elites for so long, and which has been so 
abjectly accepted by the DE sector (see, for example, Senghor, 1959). 

Over forty years or more, the Western development community has 
flirted with a rash of fads and fashions – felt needs, basic needs, rural development, 
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integrated development, participatory rural appraisal, the capabilities approach, 
the rights-based approach, etc. Donors have insisted on monitoring and 
evaluation, on gender equity, on institutional learning, and so on.  The HIV/AIDS 
pandemic in the late 1980s onwards saw donor agencies insist that almost every 
single project had a HIV/AIDS component, whether relevant and helpful or not.  
Indeed, the shaping of development pathways – intellectually in places such as the 
UK and Ireland, and practically in ‘developing’ countries – by the insistence of 
funding agencies on following inappropriate Structural Adjustment Programmes 
(SAPs) or Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs), has pushed the DE sector 
on to the back foot. 

If we are to understand fully the structural causes of poverty creation and 
the burgeoning inequality in all countries, we need to have a strong intellectual 
foundation, in order to arrive at a robust and action-oriented theory of social 
change relevant to issues of international development.  There is little obvious 
evidence suggesting that the DE sector has achieved much in this area.

Audiences 
It has been fascinating to follow the shifting focus of DE, especially in the UK and 
Ireland since the founding of the then Ministry of Overseas Development in 1964 
and of Irish Aid in 1974.  The former Department for International Development 
(DfID) – recently merged with the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) - 
was loath to fund initiatives aimed at development education work within the 
UK, and Irish Aid trimmed its expenditures on awareness-raising within Ireland.  
As with education for sustainable development, policy makers have decided that 
primary school children should be the main focus and the main beneficiaries of 
most teaching initiatives.  This didn’t used to be the case: faith groups, trade unions, 
young peoples’ groups, sports clubs and many other civil society organisations 
engaged in many activities that helped members of the public understand the 
broader issues of wealth, power, inequality and international solidarity.

Today, Trócaire largely concentrates on the Catholic community in 
Ireland whilst Christian Aid and Tearfund largely concentrate on the Protestant 
communities (mainly in the north of Ireland), but most of their work focuses 
on fund-raising: the days of church officers campaigning fearlessly (à la Father 
Huddleston against apartheid) appear long gone, except on rare occasions 
such as the Make Poverty History campaign in 2005.  The Coalition of Aid 
and Development Agencies Northern Ireland (CADANI) and Dóchas (the 
Irish Association of Non-Government Development Organisations), still try to 
mobilise consensus views on important development-related issues, and there 
are a small number of university-located initiatives (such as TIDI – the Trinity 
International Development Initiative) but the idea of aiming to educate the public 
on international development themes and priorities appears to be yesterday’s 
challenge.  Nationwide campaigns that were articulated through a loose network 
of One World Centres or Fair Trade shops, or through churches or pubs or 
community centres, have all but disappeared.   

The Trade Union Congress (TUC) still produces its monthly Development 
Matters bulletin.  The Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU) used DfID and Irish 
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Aid funds for successful DE work for a few years but has now reduced its activities to 
offering basic support to trade unions’ own Global Solidarity campaigns.  There is a 
Global Learning Union Group offering trade union learning and activism that does 
focus on international development issues.  But where are the large campaigns, the 
summer schools, the online courses offering help to those who express an interest?  
Perhaps the DE sector has followed the money a little too closely so that, when the 
money dries up in one area, the sector abandons that audience.  Far too little is on 
offer to the general public, who are instead exposed to stronger media presentations 
of global issues, through the lenses of commerce, self-interest or partisanship. 

There still remains the obstacle that much DE work assumes that ‘here’ is 
somehow developed and ‘there’ is somehow underdeveloped.  We cheerfully teach 
our primary school children that people in developing countries have the same 
rights as us and should therefore – morally speaking – be able to benefit from 
the same great conditions of daily life as we are able to enjoy.  The fact that our 
history, our current lifestyle, our hegemonic domination (through soft power), 
are themselves problematic, needs to be addressed.  That Norway can receive 
around 70 percent of the value of its oil and gas by way of royalties, but Zambia 
took more than eight years of struggle against Western corporations, backed by 
Western governments and institutions, to move its own royalties on copper up 
from 3 percent to 6 percent, should also feature in our development ‘education’ 
(Hill, 2016).  Those better understandings, and their implications for action, need 
to be brought before newer, wider audiences.

Methodologies
Education has long been synonymous with the school system.  The DE sector 
has been accustomed to what used to be called ‘chalk and talk’ – using the 
blackboard to inform the class about some of the teacher’s expertise.  The advent 
of Information and Communications Technology (ICT), PowerPoint and Prezie 
updated those tools but left the modus operandi unchanged.  Fortunately, we have 
had a few exemplary innovations such as Beyond Skin’s podcasts on development 
themes; Northern Vision’s television documentaries; occasional – but almost 
always superb - RTÉ documentaries (although a disappointing output from the 
BBC’s many channels and services).  The Centre for Global Education’s (CGE) 
published collections have been really helpful in bringing development themes 
and perceptions to a wider audience - and this journal is another excellent example 
of DE adapting its methodology to changing circumstances. 

We sometimes pay lip service to the old adage that ‘In Africa, an old 
man [or woman] dying is like a library burning down’ but we don’t often embed 
that idea in our teachings.  We still rely on books and DE ‘resources’ – but what 
about using the experience of people from developing countries who live and 
work here?  And what about the myriad other opportunities not seized, the many 
other channels of engaging with the public in today’s 24/7 society?  In schools 
and colleges, and online, language classes could be used to help explore other 
regions: Spanish teaching could use films from Latin America to explore issues 
of poverty, trade, freedom and gender rights; French teaching could use films 
from Senegal, Mali or Burkina Faso to explore similar themes but also slavery, 
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oral history and environmentalism.   Indeed, cinema has massive potential for 
bringing development issues to new publics. Pudovkin’s Storm Over Asia (1928), 
Kalatozov’s I am Cuba (1964), Pontecorvo’s Battle for Algiers (1966), Alea’s 
Memories of Underdevelopment (1968), Sembene Ousman’s Xala (1975), Niccol’s 
Lord of War (2005), Zwick’s Blood Diamond (2006), Iñárritu’s Babel (2006) are all 
important, commercially mainstream films that explore themes of development, 
inequality and global poverty with sensitivity and compassion.  Economics and 
business studies could achieve their goals using a wider range of examples and 
examine global value chains, the elements of pricing policy, ‘free’ trade, local and 
global labour migrations and so on.  Maths classes could teach basic arithmetic 
skills by focusing on how an item of clothing is priced in Dunnes and Primark, 
compared to M&S or Next, or on how profit margins are calculated on different 
products, or elements of SROI (Social Return on Investment), etc.

Those are just some of the possibilities of educating in formal, structured 
sessions that the DE sector hasn’t yet turned to its advantage.  What about methods 
of teaching other audiences, in other situations?  Many people appear to believe 
that campaigning is somewhat old-fashioned, that demonstrations in the street, or 
writing to MPs, are not the best ways to engage people, or that they are inefficient.  
Online petitions may be more acceptable and social media should surely be used 
to much greater effect than they have so far, but there may be still other ways 
of generating interest and commitment.  Towns and boroughs ‘twin’ with one 
another, so why not have more North-South twinnings – such as that between 
Coleraine and Zomba, Malawi?  If African governments are possibly corrupted by 
Western corporations, why not focus on African local government as a target for 
local, responsive and effective development work?

Activism on development issues is surely an important method of 
development education - as well as a resource, a means of mobilising concerned 
citizens, and a funding source.  A strong case could be made for suggesting that 
the 2005 Make Poverty History campaign and buying Fair Trade have both done 
more to anchor development issues and values in ordinary citizen’s minds and 
behaviours than any amount of pedestrian development education. Occupy Belfast 
(or Toronto, New York, London, etc) was an opportunity to engage in wider 
debates and discussions about the kind of society we wish to see emerge from 
the ruins of current socio-economic failures, yet the DE sector did not engage 
meaningfully with them as a way to advance its own educative and transformative 
agenda.  The August 2011 riots throughout England were decried by (then) British 
Prime Minister David Cameron as ‘criminality, pure and simple’ but other voices 
should surely have been raised to examine parallels with other instances of popular 
disaffection and indignation. 

The hopes that were raised - and dashed - by the Arab Spring, and the 
implications of popular discontent as expressed in Syntagma Square (Athens) or 
Tahrir Square (Cairo) or in the rise of Podemos in Spain, seem to me to suggest 
that social, political and economic change does not come about in classrooms 
and seminars but in populations actively contesting current paradigms and 
contemporary mythologies, and in trying to formulate new visions, new practices 
and new social forces (see, for example, E. P. Thompson, 1963). 
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Funding
Until the 1980s, much DE was financed by organisations seeking support from 
their own constituencies (church congregations, trade union members, pub 
customers, sports clubs and community associations’ supporters, etc).  In the 
1990s, development NGOs concentrated efforts increasingly on DfID and Irish 
Aid.  That led to a dependency on those two institutions and – following the 
dramatic decline in funding which set in after 2007/8 – those same development 
NGOs are increasingly desperate to diversify their funding for all types of 
development initiatives, and, once again, they allow themselves to believe 
successive government pronouncements to the effect that spending overseas has 
to be more important than spending in the UK or Ireland.

It would be really interesting to offer a consortium of development 
NGOs £1 million (or €1 million) to be spent only in agreed developing countries 
and designed to have maximum impact on the development situation there; 
and then to offer a different consortium the same amount of money to be spent 
wholly and only within Ireland and/or the UK and with the remit of generating 
maximum impact on the development situation in developing countries.  Would 
‘projects’ offering polio vaccinations, or gender rights training, or disability 
mainstreaming, or tax collection improvement – in those developing countries 
– always and irrevocably offer poor people in poor countries better outcomes 
than monies spent on lobbying policy-makers in London, Dublin or Belfast, or on 
promoting fairer trading relationships through better monitoring of global supply 
chains, or on educating the public here on its global position, responsibilities and 
opportunities?

In December 2016, DfID ceased funding through its PPAs (Programme 
Partnership Agreements).  The removal of these guarantees of unrestricted funding 
of development NGOs, provided a number of agreed outcomes are achieved, will 
inevitably hamper DE work.  The sector thus needs to escape its dependency on 
UK and Irish government funding and seek instead revenue streams of its own.  
Fair Trade outlets, One World Shops, second hand bookshops, coffee shops 
and community centres need to reimagine activities that engage, inspire and 
challenge new audiences in new locations using new methods and new funding 
arrangements.

Management and coordination
There are perhaps some strong arguments against the DE sector having too formal 
a structure or too rigid a form of organisational control, since the flourishing of 
civil society does not require uniformity or single-mindedness of purpose.  In 
the UK and Ireland, there have been three consistently important co-ordinating 
bodies – BOND, Dóchas and CADA.  Each of these platforms is essentially an 
opportunity for individual development NGOs to share best practice, and to build 
collective strength among the development NGO community.  For the DE sector, 
these respective collaborative associations have not really offered significant 
advantages.  Indeed, their primary responsibility is not to development education 
per se and so there is little reason to expect them to deliver major benefits to the 
sector.  In a world where DfID now has a budget upwards of £12 billion a year but 
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fewer staff than in 2010, there is huge pressure to disburse monies in ever larger 
amounts in order to keep contract management operations within reasonably 
manageable limits.  This means that the UK Alliance of National Networks for 
International Development has become focused on ensuring that those monies 
are disbursed by member organisations and – increasingly – by coalitions and 
consortia of members.

So the DE sector articulates its specialist concerns through ‘trade 
organisations’ such as the Irish Development Education Association (IDEA) and 
Think Global.  In Ireland, IDEA has had some impressive successes in a number of 
areas.  Colm Regan’s blog (2016) lists some of the strengths, some of the weaknesses 
and some of the challenges that need to be addressed. His principal conclusion is 
that the DE sector has lost its original vision and has, to some extent, allowed 
its pursuit of professionalisation and respectability to cloud its original aims of 
activism, social change and political engagement.  Perhaps thirty or forty years 
ago the DE sector was too amateurish, hoping that zeal and enthusiasm alone 
would compensate for any lack of organisation, polish and efficiency.  But in its 
drive towards good governance it has allowed professionalisation and what Regan 
calls the ‘academisation’ of DE to set in, much to the detriment of the sector and 
to those it aims to serve and support.

Perhaps what is required is a new constellation of partnerships, in which 
schools and educators link up with faith groups, trade unions, community groups, 
sports clubs, youth organisations, consumer groups, activists, local government 
organisations, disabled peoples’ organisations (DPOs) and others in order to 
capture new energies, perspectives and inspirations. 

DE and the fight against global poverty and inequality
Development education has long been seen as a noble, morally-elevated endeavour 
whose right-mindedness shines through.  It may be more helpful to see it as victim 
of its own niche role within an overall development sector that is itself increasingly 
compromised.  Just as the trade mandate entered the Department of Foreign Affairs 
(DFA’s) portfolio in 2011, so DfID’s own mandate has thrown development down 
to the third priority – after defending the departmental budget, and working with 
other Whitehall departments to ensure that the UK establishes a new place in the 
world following the decision by the British people to leave the EU (DfID Alumni 
Association, 2016). In this fast-changing context, the DE sector needs to redefine 
its relationship to the wider development community and to communities across 
the world suffering from the failings of economic orthodoxy and political stasis.

Many people despise politics and politicians and prefer to stay in the 
morally clearer waters of DE, or fundraise for ‘worthy’ causes, or offer help in one-
to-one settings such as child sponsorship, participation in gap-year or summer 
vacation development projects, etc. Just as buying Fair Trade is a necessary but 
not a sufficient condition for empowering workers in poor countries, so those 
individual initiatives are laudable and necessary, but they are not sufficient to 
effect systemic social change. Perhaps concentrating on the plight of the poor 
in Chile, Cameroon or Cambodia is more compelling than analysing the social 
problems of people in our local communities here in Ireland and the UK, but it is 
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far from certain that we will thereby contribute more, or more effectively, to the 
global change that all communities need, in all parts of the world. 

If we believe that all action for change must be circumspect, reasonable 
and tolerant, maybe we need to re-read Marcuse’s essay on Repressive Tolerance 
(1965), or Fanon’s On Violence (1971).  Maybe we need to seek the advice of those 
who have already sloughed off colonial and other imperialist dominations.  The 
Marxist notion of praxis - of practice informed by theory, and theory tempered by 
practical experience - may be relevant here: DE has become too complacent, too 
comfortable, too bourgeois, and needs a much stronger dose of activist political 
engagement.  Marx noted in his Theses on Feuerbach (1845) that ‘Philosophers 
have hitherto only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it’.  
Development education in Ireland and the UK has perhaps achieved a pass mark 
in understanding the global community, but has failed so far to mobilise for a 
more just international polity.
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Interview with Anna Kernahan, Climate Strike 
Activist
1. Why did you decide to get involved in the climate strikes and why are they 
important to you?
I decided to get involved in the climate strikes because, as I am under 18, I am not 
able to have a vote in the decisions that will affect my future and so I feel as though 
I have a moral duty to try and influence the adults who are voting on mine and my 
generation’s behalf.  I have been enlightened to the severity of the climate crisis due 
to reading about Greta Thunberg and ‘Fridays’ for Future’ and reading documents 
such as the ‘IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) special report on 
climate change’ (IPCC, 2018).  The best available science is telling us that this is 
an emergency, but there’s no mainstream education on this, so getting involved in 
the climate strikes is a way of raising awareness of the research from the scientists. 

They are important to me because the climate crisis truly terrifies me 
and, before I joined the climate strikes, I felt completely helpless in this fight.  
However, this gives children a chance to take the lead where the people in power 
are failing.  I have made my closest friends through the movement from all over 
the world and they are my second family.  Climate activism has become my entire 
life and so it is very important to me. 

2. How supportive has your school been to your participation in the climate 
strikes?
Not very supportive at all.  At first it was a straight ‘no’, but when they realised 
I was just going to do it anyway, I was reluctantly allowed.  I have to wear a 
hoodie underneath my blazer to cover up my school tie and I have to come into 
school on Fridays first and then leave at break-time to go to the strike location.  
However, individual teachers have been very supportive of it by helping me catch 
up on missed work and taking an interest in what we have been doing.  Those 
few teachers know who they are and they are the ones that make the whole thing 
bearable.  I honestly hate striking, but I have no other choice.  This sounds strange, 
but would you like to sit on a cold stone slab for hours in the rain every single week 
that you only need to do because others aren’t doing their jobs properly?

3. How important is the participation of civil society organisations in the 
climate strikes?
Very.  Every single person is welcome and truly needed in this fight for climate action.  
All organisations and movements alike need to unite behind the science together. 

4. What can politicians do about climate change?
A massive amount.  We rely quite heavily on politicians to create change as we need 
system change to stop this crisis.  Things like the Paris Agreement (UN Climate 
Change, 2015) and the Green New Deal (Klein, 2019) need political support to be 
implemented.  We need politicians to hold each other accountable and ensure all 
new policy has considered the best available climate science alongside it.  Political 
action and creating laws to stop emissions is needed to survive this crisis. 
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5. What should the climate change campaign do next to build support?
We need to sustain the major pressure we are currently putting on corporations 
and governments.  This awareness raising is essential as people need to be educated 
on the crisis in order to want to act on it.  However, we have run out of time to just 
educate people and hope they become enlightened and change on their own.  Yes, 
education is vitally important but we need action to come alongside it.  We need 
to put pressure on the world leaders and the people in power to prove to them that 
we are never going to stop until we see positive action from them.  COP26, now 
postponed to 2021, will be a pivotal moment for us and hopefully a young person 
from Northern Ireland will be there this time to represent what we need and join 
the call for action. 
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Are we Changing the World? Development 
Education, Activism and Social Change
Stephen McCloskey

Abstract: This article aims to support reflection and debate on how development 
educators engage the public on international development issues.  The article 
comes on the back of recent research, most notably BOND’s Finding Frames report, 
which suggests that the development sector is struggling to enhance and sustain 
citizenship engagement on the structural causes of poverty and inequality.  The 
article probes some of the factors that may underpin this lack of engagement both 
within the development education sector specifically and the wider international 
development sector more generally.  It examines some of the challenges involved 
in engaging learners in actions on global issues.  Some of these challenges relate to 
the sectors and environmental pressures in which development educators operate 
which can thwart in-depth engagement with learners.  

The starting point for the article is the shared commitment by many 
national and international governmental and non-governmental organisations 
to the action outcome in development education.  It goes on to discuss why this 
core element of our practice is largely marginalised in the planning and delivery of 
many development education activities and projects.  The article argues that this, 
in part at least, is due to failings within the development sector itself as well as 
the education sectors in which we operate. It suggests that if development non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) fail to address the structural causes of global 
inequality as part of their activities then they cannot expect to engage learners and 
stakeholders in actions that will reduce poverty.  The article appeals for greater 
clarity and openness with learners in terms of the kind of change that the sector 
wants to achieve.  This does not mean prescribing actions but supporting learners in 
designing their own forms of active engagement.  Ultimately, the article encourages 
development educators to reflect on the action outcome as a central tenet of our 
practice and think about how we can become more effective agents of change.  

Key words: Citizen Engagement; Poverty; Inequality; Structural Causes; Action 
Outcome; Paulo Freire.

Introduction

For many of the leading stakeholders in development education (DE), the action 
outcome is a given.  Governments and non-governmental actors alike regularly 
encompass a form of engagement or action on the part of the learner as the 
culmination of the DE methodology.  One of the distinguishing characteristics of 
DE is what Paulo Freire, the towering foundation of contemporary practice, calls 
‘liberating action’.  The action is liberating because education has a transformative 
capacity to overcome oppression and alter the social relations that perpetuate 
inequality and elitism.  Cut from the cloth of grassroots activism, Freire’s 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1993) became a revelatory text because it recognised 



Policy and Practice:  a  Development Education R eview

57

the power of education to ‘transform reality’.  One of the dominant discourses of 
contemporary DE practice focuses on the extent to which this radical mission has 
been softened or diluted through DE’s negotiations for recognition in mainstream 
education systems (Bryan, 2011; Selby, 2011).  In his ‘Foreword’ to Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed, Richard Schaull accepts that it would be ‘absurd’ to suggest that Freire’s 
work with illiterates in Latin America could be adopted in our system.  And yet, he 
finds parallels in the ‘culture of silence’ to which the poor here are subjected and 
the objectification that often attends submergence in ‘our advanced technological 
society’ (1993: 15).

But what of the action imperative in contemporary development 
education practice?  To what extent does this still hold as the culmination of 
the DE learning process?  In a report produced for DEEEP, Sandra Oliveira and 
Amy Skinner suggest that ‘The time is ripe to examine questions around citizen 
engagement for change, given that recent times have seen a rise in citizen action 
for social justice as a response to the economic crisis’ (2014: 9).  This article 
reflects on what we mean by action and engagement on the part of the learner.  It 
considers the extent to which development organisations are equipping learners 
to implement change as part of the DE process.  Has a creeping depoliticisation 
of DE organisations become reflected in how we engage with learners and what 
we expect from active citizenship?  Is action merely a mantra for development 
educators or inherently structured within the planning and delivery of DE 
activities?  The article first locates the action outcome within the stated goals of 
key development players. 

Development education and the action outcome
The action outcome is a shared element in definitions of development education 
and other related terms such as global citizenship, global education and global 
learning.  Definitions from across governmental, non-governmental and inter-
governmental organisations and institutions appear to agree that development 
education should result in behavioural change on the part of the learner.  UNESCO, 
for example, emphasises the local and global dimensions of ‘global citizenship 
education’ and the ‘active roles’ required to ‘resolve global challenges’:

“Global citizenship education aims to empower learners to engage and 
assume active roles both locally and globally to face and resolve global 
challenges and ultimately to become proactive contributors to a more 
just, peaceful, tolerant, inclusive, secure and sustainable world” (2013: 3).

The Development Awareness Raising and Education (DARE) Forum 
offers a European perspective on development education as it represents national 
DE platforms across the European Union (EU). The DARE Forum agreed a 
definition which states that:

“Development education is an active learning process, founded on values 
of solidarity, equality, inclusion and co-operation.  It enables people to 
move from basic awareness of international development priorities and 
sustainable human development, through understanding of the causes 
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and effects of global issues to personal involvement and informed 
actions” (quoted in DEEEP, 2012: 6).

DEEEP emphasises the values that are central to development 
education practice and describes the DE process experienced by the learner as 
moving from ‘basic awareness’ to ‘understanding’ to ‘personal involvement’ and 
‘informed actions’.  The Irish Development Education Association (IDEA) is more 
forthcoming on this process when it suggests that development education:

“Seeks to engage people in analysis, reflection and action for local and 
global citizenship and participation.  It is about supporting people in 
understanding, and in acting to transform the social, cultural, political 
and economic structures which affect their lives and others at personal, 
community, national and international levels” (IDEA, nd).

The IDEA definition directly engages with a key concept in the pedagogy of Paulo 
Freire called reflective action which combines analysis and action in popular 
participation around development issues.  It also expands upon the learner’s 
level of engagement from the personal to the international beginning with a self-
awakening of critical consciousness which Freire suggests ‘leads the way to the 
expression of social discontents’ (1993: 18).  IDEA also connects the local and the 
global in its definition and frames the kind of issues that DE addresses – social, 
cultural, political and economic.   The Irish government’s development education 
strategy plan offers a definition of DE that is closely aligned to that offered by non-
governmental actors.  It suggests that: 

“Development education aims to deepen understanding of global poverty 
and encourage people towards action for a more just and equal world.  As 
such, it can build support for efforts by government and civil society to 
promote a development agenda and it can prompt action at a community 
and individual level” (Irish Aid, 2007: 6).

It is perhaps unusual for governments to advocate public action in support of a 
strategy plan but we regularly find the action outcome attached to policy documents 
in the sphere of development education.  We normally assume governments to be 
reticent about public mobilisations in any area of policy much less to encourage 
‘prompt action’ at individual and community levels.  But in the area of development 
education there appears to be an assumption of a shared endeavour with NGOs 
and the public in pursuit of global goals that we can all support.  It may be the 
case that the global, ‘other-worldly’ nature of international development makes 
governments feel more comfortable in urging action outcomes.  The Irish Aid 
definition is linking ‘government and civil society’ as partners in support of a 
‘development agenda’ and exhorting the public to join this effort.  

The shared action outcome in these definitions establishes that DE is 
a learning process designed to go beyond education as an outcome and toward 
action for social change.  We have some broad understanding of the goals of DE in 
these definitions including: sustainability, justice, fairness, equality and security.  
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We also have a recurring sense of the DE process involving personal development 
but cascading outward toward the community, the nation and the wider world.  
However, the definitions are not prescriptive in terms of intended action outcomes 
and the next section turns to how we engage with learners in the process of social 
change.

Praxis
Freire’s idea of social transformation is intrinsically linked to the concept of 
‘praxis’ which is a combination of reflection and action.  He regarded this ‘radical 
interaction’ as a prerequisite for meaningful social change.  Reflection without 
action, according to Freire, was a matter of ‘idle chatter’; a mere ‘verbalism’ 
without agency.  On the other hand, action without reflection amounts to ‘action 
for action’s sake’; mere activism devoid of thought.  If one of these two crucial 
elements are missing then the other immediately suffers and the element that 
combines them is dialogue.  The process of dialogue should be inclusive and open 
ended without prescriptive outcomes thus ensuring that any agreed action has a 
collective ownership rather than one that is imposed or preordained.  Therefore, 
the development education active learning process should encompass the inclusive 
dialogue needed to identify appropriate, meaningful outcomes that can directly 
address the structural social, cultural, economic and political causes of poverty 
and inequality.  Just as knowledge is not deposited in the heads of the learner 
as an indelible truth by the teacher so it is incumbent on the learning process to 
agree action outcomes on the basis of a dialogue between the teacher and learner 
as equals where all knowledge and experience is valid.  The action outcome is not 
imposed from above or below - not a ‘crafty instrument for the domination of one 
person by another’ - but the means for the ‘liberation of humankind’ (1993: 70).

Development educators regularly draw upon the various elements 
of Freire’s praxis in their definitions of DE and description of their aims and 
objectives.  We regularly find a combination of awareness-raising, analysis, 
reflection and action in a development education formula like that below which is 
assumed to result in some kind of desired social change.  

Figure 1. Development Education Action Formula (McCloskey, 2015: 8)
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But we can’t assume the success of this formula, or anything like it, without 
considering a number of environmental and methodological considerations that 
can determine its outcome.  These include: 

The opportunities or constraints imposed by the sector in which the learning is 
delivered.  For example, the level of recognition offered by a schools’ curriculum 
or teacher training programme to development education.

The duration and quality of access to the learner.  For example, the difference 
in learning outcomes possible in a one-off workshop and a one-year course.  Or 
the contrast between an over-crowded classroom and a small, participative group.

The quality of resources available to the teacher and learner.  For example, the 
availability of resources that support critical thinking as opposed to those that 
reinforce damaging stereotypes and myths about development and the global 
South.

The quality of teacher training both for practicing and trainee teachers.  For 
example, are teachers given opportunities to experience development education 
methodologies and supported in their use in the classroom?

The institutional approach to learning within an educational sector.  Does the 
school, youth group, community association, university etc. support transformative 
learning and social change?

The level of community engagement in the learning experience.  For example, 
is the local school actively involved in community development through extra-
curricular activities?  Or is the school isolated from the local community and any 
movements for social change?

The connections made between the local and the global.  Is the learner given the 
opportunity to understand the concept of interdependence and develop a sense of 
solidarity with people in struggle for social justice in other societies?

The pedagogical approach.  Is the teacher willing to facilitate a dialogical 
exchange with the learner in which all experience is valid?  Or is the approach one 
of ‘banking’ or depositing knowledge in the head of the learner?

This list is by no means exhaustive but alludes to the challenges confronted by 
the educator and learner in trying to embrace development education in ‘our 
advanced technological society’ which is experiencing alarming levels of material 
inequality (Oxfam, 2015) and social disconnection (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009).  
Within these challenging contexts what kind of actions are possible and how do 
development educators support citizen engagement?

Levels of citizen engagement
As part of his research on citizen engagement with the global justice movement in 
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the UK, James Trewby identified five continuum lines (see Figure 2) which capture 
most forms of active citizenship.  The five lines of engagement are: low cost and 
high cost which refers to ‘expenditures of time, money and energy’ on the part of 
the activist; low risk and high risk which speaks to anticipated dangers ‘whether 
legal, social, physical, financial’ etc attached to the particular form of activism; 
conventional and unconventional forms of engagement spanning petitions and 
lawful demonstrations to non-violent direct actions and, ultimately, violent 
actions; non-political to political activism – the former may be more community-
oriented and grassroots focused and the latter more concentrated on political or 
business elites; and, finally, individual and community activism with the former 
concentrating on lifestyle changes such as consumer choices and the latter 
representing shared, public participation such as marches and protests (2012: 7-9). 

Figure 2. Forms of Engagement (Trewby, 2014)

Meyer suggests that ‘for most people, participation in a social movement is 
dependent upon coming to a belief that a problem is (a) urgent; (b) has potential 
solutions; and (c) that his or her efforts might matter’ (2007: 453 quoted in 
Trewby, 2012: 13).  Trewby suggests that the first useful pre-condition of action is 
‘knowledge of injustice’ and the second is an individual’s belief that ‘they are able to 
become engaged’ (13-14).  Clearly, development education can play an important 
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role in creating the pre-conditions for engagement through its awareness raising 
activities, critical thinking skills, capacity for attitudinal change and promotion of 
positive social values such as respect, diversity and interdependence.  However, 
within the DE sector there are different conceptions of action including the idea 
that the learning process itself is an acceptable learning outcome.

Debates around action
A report by Fricke and Gathercole suggests that there are typically three 
transformations or outcomes pursued by ‘adjectival’ educations - those that are 
pursuing some form of social change through citizen engagement.  The first is 
a ‘personal’ transformation that can result in behavioural and attitudinal change 
through the development of a sense of ‘social responsibility’.  This transformation 
is driven by values that are central to DE such as diversity and respect, and can 
lead to a ‘commitment to action’ rather than resulting immediately in active 
citizenship.  For some educators, their role is one of providing critical thinking 
skills and promoting action rather than supporting the learner in taking action.  
The second transformation promotes systemic change through education which 
enables the learner to ‘acquire an interdisciplinary, holistic perspective on the 
world and its processes’ (2015: 16).   Learners are assisted in the process to ‘develop 
and improve action-oriented and decision-making skills’ (Ibid.).  

The third transformation is perhaps the most familiar to DE practitioners 
as it seeks to eradicate poverty and inequality through community/societal 
transformation. It is concerned with sustainable development, and seeks to 
influence political, economic, social and environmental decision-making.  Fricke 
and Gathercole offer words of caution in respect to whichever of the three 
transformations are pursued suggesting that we cannot assume a ‘linear mechanism 
linking learning to change’ as it ‘probably doesn’t exist’.  The complexity of the 
issues involved, particularly in regard to systemic change, makes it difficult to effect 
transformation.  The key, they suggest, is not to prescribe predetermined outcomes 
but to prepare the learner for ‘different rationalities’ where sometimes they will 
have to change how they ‘gather and view knowledge and understanding’ (Ibid.).

Focusing on activism with young people, Temple and Laycock take the 
view that educators should be very open and clear about their agenda for change 
and actively support children in taking action on global issues.  They see two main 
benefits in this approach: first, ‘it enables us to justify the changes we are working 
for and the values that drive our work’; and second, ‘it enables us to open up our 
goals and values to critical analysis’ (2009: 101).  They argue that we are often 
vague as educators about the actions we would like young people to take despite 
this being the ‘societal purpose of education’.  Temple and Laycock ask: ‘Just as we 
support young people to learn about the issues, should we not, therefore, support 
them to take action on those issues?’ (Ibid: 103). They go on to suggest that at an 
early stage of the learning process young people can be supported in their action 
building through a ‘more structured, direct (but never manipulative) form’ and, 
as the young people develop, we can ask them ‘to design their own actions and 
manage their own direction’ (Ibid.). 

As practitioners this involves nothing less than ‘examining our agendas 
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for change, reflecting on our values and principles, revisiting how we conceive 
active global citizenship, and re-appraising how we communicate and interact 
with young people and teachers’ (Ibid: 106).  Therefore, rather than hedging on the 
issue of action outcomes why not bring it front and centre of the learning process 
and structure it within the planning and delivery process?  This more positive and 
foundational approach to active citizenship would appear to be urgently needed 
given the increasing difficulties experienced by the development sector as a whole 
in creating the pre-conditions necessary for sustaining citizen engagement with 
the structural causes of poverty and injustice both locally and globally.

Public attitudes to development
There have been important and influential recent research studies on public 
awareness of international development issues and the extent to which the 
development sector is failing to engage and sustain citizen involvement in 
poverty eradication efforts.  Hudson and van Heerde (2009; 2012), for example, 
in surveying public attitudes to development have characterised public support 
for development ‘as a mile wide and an inch deep’.  They suggest that the survey 
instruments used to measure public attitudes are ‘not fit for purpose’ and, perhaps 
more importantly, that there is a sectoral lack of understanding of the ‘factors that 
motivate support for development aid in the first place’ (2012: 5).  By focusing on 
the measurement of public support for development rather than ‘the variation 
and determinants of individual support’, the sector finds it difficult to sustain that 
support.  Moreover, in the difficult economic environment for the development 
sector since the 2008 global financial crisis, ‘public support appears to have turned 
against international development efforts’ (Ibid.).  Hudson and van Heerde argue 
for future research that directs ‘its attention to a more nuanced understanding of 
the determinants of individual-level support, moving beyond existing self-interest 
versus moral frameworks’ (2012: 18).

Another influential research report commissioned by BOND called 
Finding Frames (Darnton and Kirk, 2011), also questioned how development 
NGOs elicit public support and, in particular, the values and frames used to appeal 
for civic engagement.  The report argues that values and frames ‘offer ways to look 
at the problem of public engagement’ and ‘identify possible solutions’.  Frames 
are the ‘chunks of factual and procedural knowledge in the mind with which we 
understand situations, ideas and discourses in everyday life’ (2011: 5).  It suggests 
that development NGOs in the main have appealed to transactional frames rooted 
in consumerist values in their engagement with the public.  The transactional 
frame is one ‘in which support for tackling poverty is understood simply as 
making donations to charities’ (Ibid: 7) as opposed to transformative frames that 
are based on self-transcendent values and support ‘pro-social’ behaviours.    

The report uses the example of the Make Poverty History campaign in 
2005 which succeeded as a mass mobilisation but its transformative potential was 
‘drowned out by the noise of celebrities, white wristbands and pop concerts’ (2011: 
6).  It argues that Make Poverty History resulted in an ephemeral engagement with 
the issues based upon transactional frames that were an unwelcome throwback to 
the Band Aid initiative of the 1980s.  Indeed, Hudson and van Heerde concluded 
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rather depressingly in 2012 that, ‘Despite massive awareness-raising initiatives 
such as Make Poverty History, the Jubilee Debt Campaign, and Comic Relief, 
the public understand and relate to global poverty no differently than they did in 
the 1980s’ (2012: 20).  Development educators will undoubtedly concur with the 
Finding Frames analysis of public engagement and share the view that sustained 
civic engagement with development issues is dependent upon a greater investment 
by the sector in the pre-conditions for action identified above.  Therefore, a large 
part of the equation in civic engagement is the approach adopted by the messenger 
as much as the message itself.

The development sector and social change
The level of civic engagement with development issues that we can expect from 
the public is, to a large extent, determined by the strategies, policies and education 
programmes implemented by NGOs and civil society movements.  Critical voices 
from within the sector have argued that in return for marginal traction with 
governments and statutory bodies, development NGOs have narrowed their policy 
engagement to the issue of overseas development aid at the expense of deeper 
public understanding of the root causes of global poverty (Hilary, 2013).  This 
depoliticisation of the development sector has arguably resulted in the soft rather 
than critical forms of public education that have accompanied initiatives such as 
Make Poverty History.  The mass mobilisation generated by these initiatives has 
quickly evaporated and resulted in questionable policy outcomes (McCloskey, 
2011).  Within the development education sector, too, we’ve heard suggestions 
that DE has been ‘declawed’ or ‘stripped of its original radical underpinnings’ 
(Bryan, 2011: 2) as ‘The neoliberal emphasis on performance, efficiency and 
accountability within the development industry’ has narrowed the development 
aspirations of the sector (Ibid.: 3).  

Selby and Kagawa similarly asked if there are signs within DE and 
the closely related sector of education for sustainable development (ESD) of ‘a 
compromising of values and trimming of original intentions and visions happening 
in the light of the global marketplace?’ (2011: 18).   In falling in with the prevailing 
market-driven ideology, Selby and Kagawa found that ‘a kind of Faustian bargain 
is struck; a collusion with the prevailing neo-liberal worldview in return for some, 
likely ephemeral, purchase on policy’ (Ibid.: 17).  Selby and Kagawa found in their 
research of a sample of development education policy and research documents an 
apparent acceptance of the neoliberal growth model and /or a failure to critique the 
relationship between that model and increasing levels of poverty and inequality.  
This view chimed with that of Andy Storey who drew attention to the muted 
response from the development sector in Ireland to the spectacular collapse of 
the Celtic Tiger economy in 2008 and subsequent imposition of severe austerity 
measures by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and its European Union 
partners.  Here was an opportunity, suggested Storey, to learn from the structural 
adjustment programmes disastrously imposed by the IMF and World Bank in the 
global South.  Storey argued that ‘If an opportunity for education from the South 
is being lost here, then so also is an opportunity for education about the South’ 
(2011: 82).
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Whether it be, as Selby and Kagawa suggest, a case of ‘sleeping immersion 
in current orthodoxies’ or ‘studied omission’, many leading players in the 
development/DE sectors appear to be ducking the dominant question of neoliberal-
driven globalisation in accelerating poverty and inequality.  This wider sectoral 
consideration has in turn a significant bearing on the potential outcomes that can 
arise from the practice of development NGOs.  If we fail to correlate market-driven 
growth with record levels of economic inequality, then how can we expect to engage 
learners and stakeholders in actions that will reduce poverty?   

Conclusion
Sandra Oliveira and Amy Skinner suggest that the development education sector 
has not sufficiently reflected on how we enhance and sustain citizen engagement.  
They argue that:

“Engagement’ is a term frequently used within DEAR (Development 
Education and Awareness Raising) but there has been little exploration of 
its meaning.  Little research has been done into how DEAR practitioners 
conceptualise ‘citizen engagement’ and how DEAR relates to the broader 
context within which it is being carried out” (2014: 9).

They also point to how the funding strategies for development education sometimes 
frustrate action outcomes as they are often project bound and fall into three 
year cycles.  This can create a very short window of opportunity for engagement 
with learners on action outcomes given the period of awareness raising, content 
delivery and active learning needed to get to the point where they feel equipped 
and comfortable enough to engage actively with an issue.  Moreover, meaningful 
education will often require a lengthy gestation period and civic outcomes may 
take more time to manifest themselves than that made available in a project cycle.  
These are challenges that practitioners need to consider in developing engagement 
strategies.  As Oliveira and Skinner suggest:

“Although all practitioners recognise that engagement is a fundamental 
part of their work, very few have clearly defined engagement strategies.  
Rather there tends to be a focus on engaging target groups in specific 
actions or projects, meaning that it becomes a tactical issue, comprised 
of a sum of ad-hoc actions or short term projects” (Ibid.: 17).

This article has shown that many key stakeholders in development 
education, across government and non-government sectors, share citizen 
engagement and action as an intended outcome of the DE methodology.  They 
have adopted the Freirean idea of praxis – reflection and action – as the template 
for agreeing appropriate responses to social and economic injustices.  However, 
within the sector, the action component of DE does not appear to be adequately 
incorporated into the planning and delivery of projects, courses and workshops.  
It can either be served up as a menu of (mainly soft, transactional-based) options 
offered to learners at the end of an educational process or be discussed theoretically 
rather than implemented in practice.  Or when it is factored into planning, it is 
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‘often short-term, activity oriented, rather than long-term, systemically oriented.’ 
(Ibid.: 18).

These weaknesses in the action component can, perhaps, be attributed 
at least in part to the depoliticisation of the NGO sector which has resulted in 
transactional and superficial forms of citizen engagement best exemplified by 
the Make Poverty History initiative.  The action outcome cannot be separated 
from the strategies, advocacy programmes and policy positions adopted by the 
development NGOs that are the main conveyors of DE.  Should NGOs fail to 
grapple with the structural causes of inequality then it will become increasingly 
difficult for citizens to take the steps necessary to bridge the widening gap between 
rich and poor in the global North and South.   This could also result in development 
NGOs becoming increasingly irrelevant to the primary constituents we claim to 
represent - the poor, vulnerable, marginalised and oppressed.

The worrying depoliticisation of the development NGO sector was 
acknowledged by CIVICUS, a global alliance of civil society groups.  In an open 
letter to ‘fellow activists across the globe’, CIVICUS offered a damning verdict on 
the civil society movement and its failure to address the ‘glaring inequality that sits 
at the heart of the new world order’.  The letter said of civil society groups:

“We are the poor cousins of the global jet set.   We exist to challenge 
the status quo, but we trade in incremental change.   Our actions are 
clearly not sufficient to address the mounting anger and demand for 
systemic political and economic transformation that we see in cities and 
communities around the world every day.
A new and increasingly connected generation of women and men activists 
across the globe question how much of our energy is trapped in the 
internal bureaucracy and the comfort of our brands and organisations.  
They move quickly, often without the kinds of structures that slow us 
down.   In doing so, they challenge how much time we – you and I – 
spend in elite conferences and tracking policy cycles that have little or no 
outcomes for the poor.
They criticise how much we look up to those in power rather than see the 
world through the eyes of our own people.  Many of them, sometimes 
rightfully, feel we have become just another layer of the system and 
development industry that perpetuates injustice.
We cannot ignore these questions any longer” (CIVICUS, 2014).

The urgency of this letter should spur us all on the road to change that is bottom-
up, informed by the needs of those we claim to represent and propelling our 
citizens toward a process of meaningful action that will tackle the obscene levels 
of inequality that continue to plague our world.  
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Critical Approaches to Global and 
Development Education 
Gabriela Martínez Sainz

The 15th anniversary of Policy and Practice coincides with the ten-year countdown 
to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’s ambitious targets including the 
eradication of poverty, gender equality, quality education for all and accessible 
sustainable energies as well as decisive climate action.  The progress achieved 
in recent years, as insufficient and uneven as this might have been, faces an 
unprecedented disruption due to the convergence of major global crises impacting 
the three areas of sustainable development: economy, society and the environment 
(UN, 2020).  In this ten-year countdown to the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) we are experiencing a global pandemic that has infected almost 70 million 
people in less than a year (WHO, 2020), an ecological crisis near breakdown point 
(IPCC, 2018) and mass displacement of at least 79.5 million people around the 
world of which nearly 26 million are under the age of 18 (UNHCR, 2020).  Under 
these circumstances, what can global and development education do? 

Global education (GE) historically has been concerned with learning 
about the wider world as a way to promote not only a broader worldview, but also 
to increase cultural awareness and consciousness of the multiple perspectives that 
co-exist in the world (Bourn, 2015).  In contrast, development education (DE) 
directs its goal of raising awareness on global issues as a way to promote social 
change towards a more just, fair and sustainable world (Andreotti, 2006; Bourn, 
2015).  Whereas GE emphasises the value of interconnectedness and how global 
issues affect the lives of individuals, communities and societies; the focus of DE is 
the empowerment, participation and engagement of individuals and communities 
for informed action that secures global social change.  A complementary approach 
linking global and development education (GDE) facilitates a better understanding 
of the causes and effects of economic, social, environmental and human rights 
issues in the world while providing opportunities to develop the necessary skills to 
act and respond to the global injustices, exclusions and inequalities.  So, what can 
GDE offer in a moment of multiple urgent and unprecedented global crises?  How 
can GDE support rebuilding toward more just, equitable and fair societies during 
and beyond these crises? 

In order to better understand the possibilities of GDE moving through 
and beyond these crises, we should start by looking at the past to assess its 
achievements so far in creating a more just, fair and sustainable world; exploring 
the challenges GDE has faced and the educational responses it has offered.  In 
this examination process, it is particularly important that as specific disciplines, 
we take a look at the approaches that have been at the core of GDE efforts not 
only to consider their relevance in these defining times, but as a way to envision 
how they can help us to imagine new alternatives in the way we teach and learn 
about the world.  CDE approaches also reflect on how we can adopt a human 
rights perspective in education and develop better understandings of the root 
causes of inequality and effective strategies to achieve justice and sustainability.  
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Overall, it can help us to imagine new pathways moving forward.  As part of this 
self-reflective process, I will introduce three important contributions previously 
published in Policy and Practice on critical approaches to GDE.  I will identify 
common critical approaches that emerge from these articles, not only to establish 
the commonalities but also the core lessons that we can take from them when 
thinking about the future.

The first contribution by Su-ming Khoo and Aisling Walsh (2016) 
titled Regenerating Education from Below: Endogenous Tertiary Education in 
Alternative Development Niches makes a robust case for re-routing and grounding 
development education in local communities to effectively respond to the 
conditions, aspirations and realities of individuals.  The authors showcase two 
examples of alternative tertiary educational spaces in Mexico, in two of the poorest 
states in the country, to demonstrate the possibilities of decolonial approaches to 
education and pedagogies of resistance.  They argue that education projects that 
are grounded in local realities - what they label endogenous education - not only 
help balance individual educational needs with the needs of the community, but 
do so in a way that asserts ethnic, cultural and linguistic identities while recovering 
and regenerating indigenous knowledge.  This subversive approach to education 
challenges neoliberal discourses of education, particularly those overly concerned 
with formal accreditations and learning targets instead of the flourishing of 
individuals in and with their communities.

The second contribution is from Simon Eten (2017) titled The Role of 
Development Education in Highlighting the Realities and Challenging the Myths of 
Migration from the Global South to the Global North.  Eten discusses the anti-
immigration policies and attitudes that are the result of myths presented largely 
by the media in the global North and questions the role of DE in dismantling 
these myths.  His analysis shows how the myths about migration are tied to both 
the impact of neoliberal globalisations and historical legacies of colonialism.  
In order to change individual attitudes, GDE must tackle the misconceptions, 
misinformation, prejudices and stereotypes about migration that individuals 
hold.  To do so, it needs to address not only the limitations of globalisation but 
also its negative consequences by examining the legacies of colonialism and 
the resulting poverty, armed conflict, and instability across the global South.  
A critical engagement with the evidence, not only statistics about migration 
but about employment and violence, or advocacy campaigns to dismantle the 
structural causes of poverty and inequality in the global South, are some of the 
concrete actions that the author considers are key for GDE to play a role not only 
in educating about but also in reducing forced migration.

The third article discussed in this section of the book by Eilish Dillon 
(2018) is titled Critical History Matters: Understanding Development Education 
in Ireland Today through the Lens of the Past in which a critical lens illuminates 
the contemporary complexities in the conceptualisation and practices of DE.  The 
author uses a genealogical approach to challenge assumptions but also power 
relations in the DE sector, making it possible to focus not only on marginalised 
people but also questions the different narratives and institutional approaches 
used in the sector.  This contribution sets a rigorous example of the value of critical 
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analysis in development education to empower practitioners and institutions to 
reflect and better understand the political assumptions normally taken for granted 
in the sector about power relations that marginalise people.  By doing so, not 
only is it possible to understand the past and present of GDE as inter-related, but 
also as a non-binary; something that resonates with the other two contributions.  
Furthermore, as Dillon argues, this critical analysis shows that GE and DE are 
not fixed disciplines but rather ‘created, shaped, negotiated and struggled over in 
different institutional contexts’ (2018: 31). 

The three articles draw from Andreotti’s (2006) critical approach to 
GDE to demonstrate that critical reflection in the sector is a responsibility of 
practitioners and institutions alike.  This critical lens encourages a reflection 
about the limitations of GE and DE separately but also in partnership in GDE 
by examining closely the root causes of global issues.  It also makes it possible 
to challenge neoliberal narratives of globalisation and economic growth; 
encouraging us to imagine alternative narratives and possible futures.  A critical 
lens also helps to better understand power relations in GDE and, as a consequence, 
redistribute power amongst communities through less individualistic approaches 
and practices.  Finally, these contributions show that a critical lens is needed to 
theorise differently the core concepts and key ideas in these fields.

The contributions not only demonstrate the pertinence of such a critical 
lens but also allow us to envision the possibilities of adopting critical approaches 
to learning.  They show that critical approaches remain relevant today not only 
because they emerged from social struggles of the past but because they allow us 
to identify the root causes of the struggles that remain in the present that continue 
to affect individuals and communities all around the world.  Critical approaches 
embody Paulo Freire’s praxis (1970; 1974) that interconnects reflection with action, 
emphasising the necessity not only to think about but to take action for positive 
social change.  Thus, critical approaches in GDE call for reflection and critical 
analysis that is driven towards action and it is precisely this drive that makes it 
possible to fulfil their purpose of enabling social change.  This change enabled by 
GDE is then the result of thinking critically of the past, being critical about our 
present while also expanding our imagination into the future.  As Angela Davis 
(2014) stated in her lecture at Southern Illinois University ‘You have to act as if 
it were possible to radically transform the world.  And you have to do it all the 
time’.  Critical approaches to GDE enable a critical engagement with the world, 
identifying and critiquing pre-existing assumptions, norms and power structures 
to ensure that through our reflections and actions learning empowers learners to 
transform the world.
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Regenerating Education from Below: 
Endogenous Tertiary Education in Alternative 
Development Niches
Su-ming Khoo and Aisling Walsh

Abstract: This article discusses initiatives in Mexico to create alternative 
educational spaces.  Following the 1994 Zapatista rebellion, subaltern social 
actors rejected mainstream education, seeing it as a failed means for imposing 
homogenisation, statism, and neoliberalism.  We discuss two examples of 
alternative tertiary educational spaces in Mexico’s poorest states, Unitierra in 
Oaxaca and CIDECI in Chiapas.  Their alternative paradigm of endogenous 
education regenerates education from below, re-routing development according 
to local objectives of economic viability, dignity, and sustainability.  They re-
envision local development using education as an enabling force to create space 
for a plurality of human concerns and ways of being.  The discussion explores 
the potential of such autonomous educational niches, as well as their limitations 
from a rights-based perspective.  It reflects on the broader possibilities of counter-
hegemonic popular education, particularly within the Latin American region, 
envisioning ‘a world of many worlds’ based upon strong claims for cognitive 
justice.

Key words: Neoliberalism; Endogenous Education; Indigenous Resistance; 
Development Alternatives; Mexico.

Introduction: Educational inclusion, Zapatista resistance, and alternatives to 
neoliberalism
Educational inclusion through the expansion of formal education has been the key 
strategy promoted by the World Bank and governments to foster development, 
reduce poverty, and achieve equity.  Yet critics point out education’s complicity 
with neoliberalism and how programmes for inclusion can function to reproduce 
inequality.  Neoliberal discourses of educational inclusion denigrate the poor and 
institutionalise surveillance of them.  Educational strategies targeted at the poor 
in developing countries replay symbolic control through cultural production and 
reproduction (Bernstein and Solomon, 1999).  Instead of opening channels for 
social inclusion, such programmes may serve to ‘pedagogise poverty alleviation’ 
(Rambla and Veger, 2009: 473).

Marginson (2008; 2011) presents a more differentiated view of higher 
education in the global frame.  His influential analysis (2008) sketches the ‘global 
field and global imagining’ of education, employing a combination of Bourdieu 
and Gramsci’s theories to distinguish an ‘autonomous’ subfield of elite higher 
education from a ‘heteronomous’ subfield of large-scale mass education with 
commercial characteristics.  ‘Autonomy’ is associated with restricted production 
and hierarchical cultural status, while ‘heteronomy’ is associated with a hierarchy 
driven by economic capital and market demand.  Between the autonomous and 
heteronomous subfields lies a range of intermediate institutions ‘that combine 
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the opposing principles of legitimacy in varying degrees and states of ambiguity’ 
(Marginson 2008: 305).  This article draws attention to the possibility of counter-
hegemony, through the existence of an alternative, resistant mode of autonomy 
which relies on alternative legitimacy claims.  The autonomy of endogenous 
education is either non-market based, or only marketised in a restricted, 
community-defined sense.  This ‘deglobalised’ notion of autonomy from below is 
framed within horizontal, resistant, and alternative regional and global fields and 
imaginings.

Rizvi and Lingard argue that neoliberal globalisation has a dual effect: 
reducing ‘some aspects of structurally imposed impediments to social equality’, 
but simultaneously reinforcing or even deepening social hierarchies (2010: 140).  
Given this duality, increased formal access to schooling may not translate into 
equitable outcomes. Indeed, improving simple access may be counterproductive, 
setting up expectations that create further social alienation if they are unrealised. 

Demands for justice, educational or otherwise, have become more 
complex.  Issues of identity, difference, and cultural recognition have come to 
the fore, leaving mainstream educational efforts too narrow in their conceptions 
of equity.  The diversity of considerable and growing disparities that accompany 
globalisation heightens the need to understand issues of educational justice 
in relational and not simply quantitative terms.  The struggle for recognition 
has rapidly become the paradigmatic form of conflict, as contemporary social 
movements have emerged.  Group identity is just as important as class conflict, 
as material injustices are often enmeshed with demands for the recognition of 
difference (Fraser, 2008).  Heterogeneity and pluralism have become the norms 
against which the demands for educational justice are articulated (Rizvi and 
Lingard, 2010: 159). 

Stromquist and Hennessy note that the fundamental role of education 
in social movements remains somewhat invisible (2012: 638).  We hope to raise 
awareness of this education in Latin American by offering an account of resistant, 
endogenous education in Mexico.  It is based on one author’s observation and 
attendance at Unitierra and CIDECI-run public events and several interviews and 
conversations with Gustavo Esteva over two months in 2011, and documentary 
analysis together with a critical review by both authors of relevant theoretical and 
comparative studies. 

On 1 January 1994, the Zapatista Army for National Liberation (EZLN) 
launched an armed rebellion against the cultural, political, and military hegemony 
of the Mexican state and its support for neoliberalism.  The rebels’ opposition to the 
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) presented an early and dramatic 
instance of organised popular opposition to neoliberal globalisation (Castells, 
1997).  The Zapatistas united a network of rural communities, mainly comprising 
indigenous and mestizo peasants across the state of Chiapas, in the name of rights, 
autonomy, and resistance, and in protest against discrimination, socio-economic 
marginalisation, and cultural assimilation.  The Zapatistas viewed NAFTA as a 
colonial policy continued by the postcolonial state, ‘a final death sentence’ for the 
rural poor and indigenous communities in particular, as it threatened to erase 
the remaining survival spaces for local indigenous economies and communities.  
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For some, the 1980s heralded an ‘impasse of development’ (Schuurman, 1993), 
followed in the 1990s by ‘post-development’ school of thinking.  The latter included 
the Mexican intellectual, Gustavo Esteva, who proposed that ‘development’ was 
no longer a viable concept (Esteva, 1992; Sachs, 1992).

The Zapatistas became an icon for global resistance and solidarity in this 
context.  Theirs was a ‘postmodern’ revolution, aiming neither to seize power, nor 
to seek change through state mechanisms.  Instead, they argued for the creation of a 
‘future within the present’ based on autonomous organisation, the revitalisation of 
indigenous ways of life, and the founding of participatory, bottom-up democratic 
structures.  Explicitly rejecting the neoliberal state and market solutions, they 
strived instead to pluralise Mexico’s polity and society, envisioning a future ‘world 
of many worlds’.

Pedagogical revolution and the critical transformation of development
Educational transformation is central to the Zapatistas’ struggle.  Their vision 
for vindicating basic rights such as health, education, and freedom from poverty 
demands a reworking of democracy based on cognitive as well as material social 
justice.  They are described as ‘pedagogical guerrillas’ who use education to re-tell 
history and reiterate local identity (Johnston, 2000: 463), transforming education 
from a tool of oppression into an instrument of resistance and liberation.  Critical 
of assimilationist state ideology and mindful of community needs, they demand 
that education be re-rooted in local languages, communal systems of economic 
production, and traditional ways of knowing and learning (Reinke, 2004: 490).  
The Zapatistas established a network of autonomous, community-based primary 
and secondary schools combining multilingual education with learning and skills 
relevant to daily lives, such as agriculture and animal husbandry.  Global solidarity 
networks have enabled them to bypass state resources and educational services, 
following a pattern of movement activism common to other transnational advocacy 
networks that emerged in the 1990s (Khagram, Riker and Sikkink, 2002).  The 
Zapatistas’ ‘pedagogical revolution’ created a new focus and momentum for social 
struggles across Latin America, connecting the critiques of failing state education 
systems and the search for alternatives to a wider set of social actors looking to 
education to create spaces for development alternatives, democratisation, and 
wider social transformation.

The Universidad de la Tierra (Earth University or Unitierra) was 
established by Gustavo Esteva in 1999 as part of the ‘Project for Oaxaca from 
Civil Society’.  Its purpose was to provide a tertiary learning space, supporting 
and complementing existing non-formal, autonomous community education 
initiatives.  ‘We wish to create or support autonomous ways of living, linked to the 
conditions and aspirations of the individuals or groups who come to us’ (Esteva, 
2006b: 12).  Unitierra was founded on a vision of autonomy from both the state and 
market, reflecting a democratic, community-centred ideal of economic, social, and 
cultural development.  A comparable concept from post-crisis Argentina defines a 
process that ‘distinguishes a person or group from the state and other hierarchical 
institutions, and is also used to reflect self-organisation, autogestion [self-
management], direct participation, and democracy’ (Sitrin, 2007: 46).  Unitierra 
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reflects a growing movement among indigenous communities to construct spaces 
where distinctive ethnic, cultural, and linguistic identities can be asserted.  Other 
Unitierras have been established across Mexico.  The most significant of them, 
the Centro Indígena de Capacitación Integral (CIDECI) in Chiapas, is discussed 
below.

The state of educational disadvantage and disconnect 
The context for the emergence of endogenous educational alternatives was 
essentially one of extreme deprivation for the indigenous and campesino 
communities in Mexico.  Former UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Education, 
Katarina Tomasevski, noted that Mexico was the first country in which the 
Washington Consensus was applied, prioritising debt servicing and fiscal austerity 
over public spending and public services.  Privatisation put private schooling 
‘on equal footing’ with public schools, even as the latter became increasingly 
impoverished (Tomasevski, 2006: 195).  Recent studies by the National Council 
for the Evaluation of Social Development Policy in Mexico show significant 
correlations between poverty, rurality, indigeneity, and educational disadvantage 
(CONEVAL, 2011, 2008).  Oaxaca, Chiapas, Guerrero, and Campeche, the states 
with the highest proportion of indigenous peoples, have the highest levels of 
combined disadvantage.  In some municipalities, 95 percent of the inhabitants 
live in extreme poverty (CONEVAL, 2011).  Chiapas and Oaxaca have the highest 
illiteracy rates, the lowest levels of primary school attendance, and the lowest 
completion rates for education at all levels (CONEVAL, 2008).  A World Bank 
report on poverty in Mexico similarly correlates extreme poverty, low educational 
and development outcomes, and high proportions of indigenous population 
(Walton and Lopez-Acevedo, 2004: xxxvi–xxxvii).

This situation of the indigenous peoples in Mexico is far from unique, 
reflecting global patterns of indigenous poverty and educational disadvantage.  
The 2004 report by Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 
Rodolfo Stavenhagen, examined the rights to quality and culturally appropriate 
education, and found that inequality between indigenous and non-indigenous 
people is increasing.  Indigenous populations are less able to access good-quality 
bilingual or culturally appropriate education; face racism and xenophobia in 
classrooms; and endure curricula that neglect indigenous cultures and reinforce 
negative stereotypes.  The emphasis on classroom-based schooling means that 
learning is situated outside the community context.  There is a disconnect between 
community-based forms of learning and the experience of education in the 
classroom.  Schooling may also prevent indigenous children from taking part in 
community activities which may be linked to seasonality and livelihoods, reducing 
opportunities for ‘the learning and teaching that take place as part of daily life’ and 
that is essential to ‘engender a sense of indigenous identity based in the intellectual 
and cultural heritage of the people’ (Aikman 1999: 69).  Predominant educational 
practices such as ‘copying … reading and memorizing texts’ differ from the 
experiential forms of learning found in communities – schooling imposes the ‘exact 
opposite of the traditional orientation of family and community socialization of 
the indigenous peoples based on active learning’ (Duque, 1998: 76).  These factors 
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likely contribute to a lack of successful attainment and completion of formal 
schooling, for indigenous children.

Across Latin America, schools have assumed the role of ‘incorporating 
indigenous people to “civilized” society’ by teaching almost exclusively in Spanish 
(Ibid.: 72).  Where there are attempts to provide bilingual education, programmes 
fail to address the unequal position of dominant versus indigenous languages 
and cultures.  Bilingual education therefore continues to epitomise ‘the socio-
linguistic dynamics which grant a lower status to indigenous languages vis-a-vis 
the hegemonic culture’ (Ibid.: 74). 

Indigenous responses to ethnocide: Spaces for subversion and proposals for 
endogenous education
The 1997 UNESCO-sponsored seminar in Oaxaca, ‘New perspectives on Adult 
Education for Indigenous Peoples’ collectively convened and formalised a global 
process of reflection about the negative impacts of formal state education on 
minority indigenous cultures.  The ensuing Huaxyacac Declaration on Adult 
Education for Indigenous People states that ‘official education has led to one 
single way of conceiving education which has produced the uprooting of our 
people and our lands … and ignores the value of our own knowledge’ (1998: 217).  
The growing resistance among indigenous communities raised the possibility of 
endogenous education as a form of subversion and symbolic reconfiguration, 
resisting cultural dominance, perpetrated through formal state education and 
‘embedded in systems of knowledge’ (Nandy, 2000: 115).

Esteva observes that the Zapatista uprising sparked the revitalisation of 
indigenous education as a concern within indigenous communities (interview, 
13 August 2011), who began to look within for the knowledge and skills needed 
to create sustainable alternatives to formal education.  A shift occurred towards 
autonomous, community-centred learning, balancing the educational needs 
of individual learners with the social, cultural, and economic needs of the 
community.  The concept of endogenous education has become increasingly 
relevant in the post-colonial and post-development context.  Rejecting externally 
imposed models of formal schooling and enculturation (exogenous education), 
endogenous education seeks to be community-based, culturally rooted and 
autonomous. It is based upon the ‘traditional way of transmitting knowledge and 
of developing useful skills based on the family and community environments, 
whereas exogenous education is education offered through formal, non-formal 
and informal education services’ (Duque, 1998: 68). 

Fals-Borda and Mora-Osejo challenge the Eurocentrism of the 
predominant Latin American educational paradigm, which serves to perpetuate 
North-South imbalances in knowledge, power, and wealth, keeping the global 
South in a position of economic, cultural, and social disadvantage, where ‘southern 
realities and facts may be unknown, disregarded or unilaterally exploited’ (2003: 
103).  Endogenous education rejects the claims of universalised knowledge 
that are ‘epistemologically racist’, Eurocentric, and that exclude non-Western 
cosmovisions (Fals-Borda and Mora-Osejo, 2003; Andreotti, 2011). Endogenous 
educational alternatives are instead ‘rooted in our own realities and circumstances 
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that would contribute more effectively to our progress and development.  [It] 
should be alternative to and more open than the dominant ones [paradigms]’ 
(Fals-Borda and Mora-Osejo, 2003: 104). 

The ‘re-routing and re-rooting’ of education in endogenous projects of 
cultural-political resistance and decolonisation (see Brydon, 2010; Loomba et al., 
2005; Wilson, Şandru and Welsh, 2010) is one way to understand how endogenous 
education fundamentally ‘cracks’ the global imaginary of education.  Endogenous 
education re-values the specificities of multiple and diverse cultures and contexts, 
grounding education in local realities, instead of a hierarchical and falsely universal 
globality.  Confronting ‘epistemic racism’, it recovers, revalues, and regenerates 
local knowledge in the hope that more truly universal alternatives can emerge: 
‘every scrap of local knowledge is not only a global heritage; it is an alternative 
form of universal knowledge’ (Nandy, 2000: 122).  Endogenous education makes 
strong claims for cognitive justice and the localisation of universal understandings 
of what makes a good education (Nordtviet, 2004), but its aims are also pragmatic: 
‘endogenesis of this kind should open the way for useful discoveries and initiatives 
that are able to alleviate social problems within the local world’ (Fals-Borda and 
Mora-Osejo, 2003: 104).

Unitierra and CIDECI: an endogenous university and tertiary education centre
Unitierra in Oaxaca is an endogenous university that distinguishes itself from 
state or market-driven higher education institutions, aligning instead with local 
communities desiring control over their education.  Following the Huaxyacac 
Declaration, indigenous communities began to experiment with community-
centred alternatives to learning (King, 1998).  In extreme cases in Oaxaca, rural 
and urban communities expelled state-employed teachers and closed state schools, 
replacing them with community-based traditional knowledge and practical skills 
considered to be more authentically related to people’s daily lives and community 
well-being.  The most pressing practical concerns identified by Unitierra’s director, 
Gustavo Esteva, were high unemployment, erosion of the social fabric, outward 
migration, and the failing education system. 

Esteva saw formal education as being overly distanced from the everyday 
lives of indigenous people, failing to inculcate the skills they needed to remain 
as productive members of their communities.  State education was failing to 
deliver on its promise of economic participation in the global economy, as many 
indigenous people could not access higher education, leaving them with the 
unattractive option of low-skilled, low-paid, and undignified jobs.  Mainstream 
education has fostered the belief that economic opportunities are only available 
outside the community, causing out-migration to cities and across the US border.  
The devaluation and neglect of indigenous knowledge means that ‘school impedes 
children from learning what they need, to continue living in their communities, to 
contribute to their common prosperity, and to that of their soils and their homes’ 
(Esteva, 2006b: 14). 

The solution was to foster local opportunities, ‘learning first and foremost 
how to stay in their own regions and lead a dignified life’.  Their three main criteria 
are to be ‘economically feasible, socially just and ecologically sensible’, so young 
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people can become less dependent on employers or the government.  Sustainable, 
community-based development allows young people to stay and prosper in their 
home communities, while communities benefit from their work and skills.  The 
principle of dignity is core. ‘Dignity’ is understood in terms of self-reliance for 
individuals and communities, freedom from dependence on outside forces for 
livelihood, living within one’s means and in an ecologically sensible and socially 
just manner (Esteva, 2006b: 12-13). 

For Esteva, Unitierra differs from conventional vocational training 
institutes, as it rejects the purpose, values, and methods of formal education. 
He draws on Ilich’s Deschooling Society (1971) to articulate a philosophy of 
autonomous, student-centred learning and reflective practice, based on a model 
of master-pupil relationships.  Rejecting the pedagogy of the formal classroom, 
Unitierra assigns the responsibility for learning to individuals, under the guidance 
of ‘masters’ with specific skills.  They wish individuals to be empowered, to regain 
control over their own learning, cease being passive receptacles of knowledge 
and actively pursue their individual learning paths.  The traditionalist interest 
in reclaiming ‘types of apprenticeship as old as the hills’ is complemented with 
‘contemporary practices to ensure shared learning and study’ (Esteva, 2006b: 
13).  Unitierra acts as a ‘matchmaker’, for example, matching a learner who is 
concerned with land rights with a practising agrarian lawyer.  Other examples 
include urban agriculture and permaculture, sanitation, traditional healing and 
medicine, video and digital technology, and recycling.  Unitierra tries to coordinate 
the interests of individual learners, study groups, and cooperating communities’ 
needs. ‘Control over learning is in the hands of the person who learns… based 
on the[ir] interest, initiative and determination’ (Esteva, 2005: 12).  The learner’s 
autonomy is mediated and facilitated by parents, family, and communities, with 
Unitierra filling any gaps identified within the learner’s immediate communities 
(conversation with Esteva, 13 August 2011). Practical learning and experience are 
informed and supplemented by research, prioritising the recovery of knowledge 
and practices which communities once transmitted across generations, but are 
under threat due to educational and societal devaluation and neglect. 

The establishment of Unitierra catalysed other autonomous educational 
initiatives in Mexico, and Esteva acted as advisor for the establishment of CIDECI in 
Chiapas. Both CIDECI and Unitierra are associated with the Zapatista movement, 
but a larger majority of CIDECI’s students come from more activist communities 
and have come up through the Zapatista system of autonomous primary and 
secondary schooling. CIDECI thus represents an endogenous tertiary progression 
route. Unitierra accepts students of any background from anywhere in Mexico 
or abroad, while CIDECI restricts enrolment to local indigenous communities.  
CIDECI’s policy reflects the Zapatista ideal of autonomy and resistance as the 
starting point for regenerating indigenous livelihoods and culture.  CIDECI is 
associated with internationally networked Zapatista events, for example hosting 
the annual international gathering of the Festival Mundial de la Digna Rabia 
(Worldwide Festival of Dignified Rage) and La Escuelita Zapatista. Beginning as 
a commemoration of the 1994 Zapatista uprising, this expanded into workshops 
including participants from different social movements across the Americas and 



Policy and Practice:  a  Development Education R eview

81

beyond, to explore alternatives to neoliberal globalisation (Bellinghausen, 2008).
CIDECI is principally oriented towards residential training and 

instruction within workshop settings.  This contrasts with the individual, ‘de-
schooled’, matchmaking strategy at Unitierra. Under the supervision of skilled 
craftsmen and women, CIDECI students learn artisanal or vocational skills, 
including animal husbandry, horticulture, carpentry, baking, mechanics, 
metalwork, tailoring, and shoemaking. CIDECI’s campus aims for self-sufficiency 
in food and energy consumption, but also generates income from the sales of 
products and services from their workshops. 

Both institutions have demonstrated a considerable capacity for 
adaptation, allowing them to stay relevant within a changing landscape of social 
movements.  Unitierra students have gone on to create an independent Centro 
Autónomo para la Creación Intercultural de Tecnologías Apropiadas (CACITA 
[Autonomous Centre for the Intercultural Creation of Appropriate Technology]) 
that aims to develop and promote technologies to serve the basic needs of families 
and communities in Oaxaca.  CACITA runs workshops, courses, and exchanges 
for people interested in ecological and sustainable technologies.  In Chiapas, the 
Festival Mundial de la Digna Rabia has been replaced by an annual gathering, 
Seminario Internacional de Reflexion y Analysis de Tierra Planeta Movimientos 
Antisistemicos (International Seminar for Analysis and Reflection for the Earth, 
Planet, and Resistance Movements).  This gathering focuses on the creation of a 
global space for dialogue, reflection, and sharing experiences from a diverse range 
of social movements (Bellinghausen, 2011).  Common ground is afforded by the 
focus on community-level examples of resistance and sustainable development 
from the global South, particularly amongst peasant and indigenous communities.

Dilemmas of responsibility and respectability
Endogenous experiments involve a de facto shifting of responsibility for education 
away from the state and onto civil society.  The communities discussed here have 
assumed responsibility for providing their own education at all levels.  Seeking ‘to 
apply energy and imagination to creating a whole new world in our own places, 
in the present’ (Esteva and Prakash, 2008: 416), endogenous efforts provide 
alternatives that bypass the state, instead of pressuring it to improve and reform.  
This has profound implications for how we understand the role of the state, 
especially with regard to its obligations to protect and fulfil the right to education 
according to international human rights law, norms and policies. 

Ratification of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR) obliges the Mexican state to respect, protect, and fulfil 
the right and accessibility to education at all levels:

“The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of 
everyone to education.  They agree that education shall be directed to the 
full development of the human personality and the sense of its dignity, 
and shall strengthen the respect for human rights and fundamental 
freedoms” (UN General Assembly 1966, Art. 13).
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Regarding higher education, states parties must ensure that it is ‘equally accessible 
to all, on the basis of capacity, by every appropriate means, and in particular by the 
progressive introduction of free education’ (Ibid). States have obligations to enact 
plans and implement these measures, taking steps to realise the right to education, 
according to their maximum available resources (UN General Assembly 1966, Art. 
14).  The rights-based approach to education is further founded on the principle 
of non-discrimination, meaning free availability and accessibility, regardless of 
sex, gender, religion, ethnicity, or race (UN Committee on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights [CESCR] 1999, para. 6.b.i).  

Reinke (2004: 487) complains that state efforts to address the 
discrimination and marginalisation of indigenous peoples in education have been 
misguided, ad-hoc, and inadequately resourced. In 2010, the National Congress 
on Indigenous and Intercultural Education highlighted continuing concerns about 
discrimination, repeating many of the issues raised in the lead-up to the Huaxyacac 
Declaration.  This suggests that the growth of endogenous education has not 
prevented formal schooling from continuing to function as the principal tool for 
assimilating indigenous people into a homogenising and discriminatory Mexican 
state (López y Rivas, 2010).  The 2010 National Congress indicated that more, not 
less, engagement and consultation was needed between indigenous communities 
and the state in designing and implementing education programmes.  The state 
retains obligations to guarantee and increase levels of school attendance and 
provide quality bilingual and intercultural education. If the state is to meaningfully 
address educational deficits within indigenous communities, it must demonstrate 
clear efforts to ‘remedy collective victimization’ (Tomasevski, 2006: 195).

The Mexican state’s failure to meet its international obligations has 
made the option of endogenous education a last resort for some communities.  
Paradoxically, the success of initiatives such as Unitierra and CIDECI may facilitate 
a further withdrawal of the state from educational provision, playing further to the 
neoliberal agenda to reduce state efforts in public education.  When individuals 
and communities assume the cost and responsibility of providing education, they 
may run the risk of replicating certain neoliberal tenets of education, recasting 
their citizens as neither more nor less than consumers. Tomasevski (2006: 182) 
highlights this as one of the greatest impediments to the realisation of the right to 
education for all.  Esteva is fundamentally opposed to the conception of education 
to primarily serve the market, not individual or collective wellbeing.  Unitierra’s 
vision of self-sustaining communities promotes ‘steady state’ economics, rather 
than the continuous pursuit of economic growth.  Human dignity and the freedom 
to lead a dignified life are core principles, an essentially communitarian, rather 
than individualist, statist, or consumerist worldview.  The local-global orientation 
is understood as a worldwide network of grassroots activists, not the imposition of 
a market-oriented ‘global design’ on local realities (Mignolo, 2000). 

Mexican society is deeply preoccupied with formal accreditation as a 
mark of status, and respectability and educational qualifications are important for 
social positioning and social mobility within a highly stratified society.  A lack 
of formal qualifications denotes exclusion from mainstream higher education 
and professional life.  The alternative of endogenous education is therefore risky, 
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because exogenous qualifications matter greatly.  Aware of this dilemma, Unitierra 
decided to award all participants a diploma, admitting that their diplomas lacked 
official status, but arguing that this nevertheless helped to legitimise Unitierra’s 
activities in the eyes of the outside world and to protect its participants.  By 
packaging their activities ‘under the rubric of a University’ Unitierra plays with 
‘the symbols of the official system’ using ‘to our benefit all symbols that we perceive 
as tools of domination’ (Esteva, 2006a: 14-15).  Learners and communities are 
knowingly complicit in this subversion, valuing the diplomas as ‘an expression 
of people’s autonomy’, symbolising the ‘commitment of our students to their own 
community, not a right to demand anything’ (Esteva, 2005: 15).

Educational horizontalism and sustainable development 
Sitrin’s notion of non-hierarchical community organisation, horizontalidad 
(horizontality), contextualises endogenous education within a broader canvas 
of emerging social movements.  Horizontalidad characterises the commonalities 
shared by myriad social movements attempting to ‘reorganise’ and ‘reshape’ lives.  It 
signifies the creation of ‘direct democratic relationships, rejecting hierarchy…and 
to construct a better environment through autogestionandose (self-management) 
in communities, neighborhoods, work places, schools and universities’ (Sitrin, 
2007: 47).  The focus of social movements has shifted from global to local, as 
communities of students, workers, landless peasants, and indigenous peoples strive 
to remake their current reality and ‘create a new future within the present’ (Sitrin, 
2007: 44, 47).  Sitrin contends that localisation and the focus on community do 
not necessarily demand the sacrifice of the individual. Individual and community 
are seen as mutually constitutive and interdependent.  The philosophy of Unitierra 
reflects this conception of a collectivity that values individuals, but not as free-
floating, autonomous beings.  ‘Real freedom’ is conceived in terms of a reciprocal 
relationship:

“Our ‘students’ do not belong to communities. They are their communities 
and have a responsibility to those communities, that is, to themselves ... 
[they] have the internal and social structure that is a fundamental condition 
for real freedom ... Real people, persons, knots in nets of relationships, can 
be together by themselves, in freedom” (Esteva, 2006a: 16).

Unitierra and CIDECI illustrate the horizontal logic of Latin American social 
movements: revisioning the idea of development, with education acting as an 
enabling force to create space for a plurality of human concerns and ways of being.  
The focus on essential skills for individuals-within-communities allows them to 
survive, to challenge neoliberalism and connect with other movements.  The 
‘curriculum’ at Unitierra is based on the communities’ identified needs for food, 
adequate and sustainable sanitation, waste disposal, and access to water (interview 
with Esteva, 13 August 2011).  ‘There is a determined effort to repair the damage 
inflicted by colonization, modernity, development, and globalization’.  Indeed, ‘for 
people on the margins disengaging from the economic logic of the market or the 
plan has become the very condition for survival’ (Esteva, 1992: 27).
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In seeking to recover and regenerate indigenous knowledge, Unitierra 
and CIDECI substantiate the concept of an ‘ecology of knowledges’ and an 
‘alternative way of thinking about alternatives’, as advocated by de Sousa Santos 
(Dalea and Robertson, 2004).  Endogenous tertiary education is intimately tied to 
the nurturance and valorisation of a plurality of knowledges and cosmovisions, as 
alternatives to the Eurocentric canon of the so-called ‘knowledge society’ (Dalea 
and Robertson, 2004: 158).  This answers Fals-Borda and Mora-Osejo’s call to 
‘construct more balanced, endogenous paradigms’ (2003: 104).

De Sousa Santos sees cognitive justice as dependent upon the ‘coexistence 
of many knowledges in the world’, given ‘the relation between the abstract 
hierarchies which constitute them and the unequal economic and political power 
relations which produce and reproduce increasingly more severe social injustice’ 
(2007b: xv).  Chan-Tibergien similarly argues for global (educational) justice 
to be achieved through a combination of critical pedagogy and a fundamental 
critique of the cognitive injustice inherent within hegemonic neoliberal ideology.  
Cognitive justice involves re-asserting value systems and restoring subjugated 
knowledges through alternative methodologies (2004: 191).  It requires resistance 
and grounding in alternative epistemologies that engender ‘alternative ways of 
looking at alternatives’ (Andreotti, 2011: 390).  Cognitive justice demands that 
epistemic racism be exposed, and diversity and richness in living, learning, and 
constructing knowledge be celebrated, validating ‘the beauty and wisdom that exist 
in communities and cultures which can be inspiring and mutually nurturing’.  The 
communities involved are not only concerned to seek alternatives to schooling, 
they have an explicit wish to pluralise epistemologies and recover experience 
(Fasheh and Pimparé, 2006).

Unitierra and CIDECI could be said to represent different localised visions 
of Santos’ proposal for a ‘Popular University of the Social Movements’, ‘a global 
university from below, indeed a counter-university aimed at bringing together 
activists of social movements and social scientists/artists engaged in participatory 
research-action’.  A plurality of knowledges could aid ‘the struggle against this 
monoculture of knowledge’ (Dalea and Robertson, 2004: 158) in another world 
where local and global citizens are willing and able to participate in new forms of 
democratic governance, like the World Social Forum.  It begins with, and is achieved 
through, the regeneration of education and the flourishing of alternative knowledge.  
Fals-Borda and Mora-Osejo call for ‘free and altruistic universities committed to 
… the creation, accumulation and diffusion of this knowledge committed to social 
progress.  They should be authentically participatory’ (2003: 107).

Endogenous education remains open to, but is determined not to 
be dominated by, external forces.  Fals-Borda and Mora-Osejo caution against 
isolation from outside influences: ‘one should not become xenophobic nor should 
we isolate ourselves from the general intellectual world … [W]e should comply 
with the need to accumulate diverse patterns of thought and action congruent 
with our specific modalities of growth and progress’ (2003: 106).  The aim is not 
to return to ‘colonial forms of bush gathering and the export of tropical products’, 
but to ‘facilitate a rational use of land, water, wind, and solar resources, as well as 
introducing more constructive and productive methods of territorial occupancy 
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and use’ (Ibid.: 107).  It requires an awareness of modern technological advances 
and the need for interdependence in the ever-globalising world.  Reinke (2004: 
489) shows that indigenous communities are not averse to modern technology: 
‘the Zapotecos [one of Oaxaca’s main indigenous groups] believe it is possible 
to fuse the traditional with the modern, taking advantage of new technology in 
order to maintain and recognise the value of their traditional way of life and resist 
assimilation’. 

Endogenous education can stimulate an often-necessary internal 
dialogue within the community.  An uncritical approach to community and 
traditions poses the danger of retaining, even encouraging, persistently unequal 
relations, such as gender or racial discrimination or violence within and between 
indigenous communities.  Unitierra and CIDECI try to address these issues and 
challenge destructive social norms through processes of dialogue.  Challenging 
community norms is a gradual process that should develop organically from 
within the community, rather than be externally imposed (conversation with 
Esteva, 13 August 2011).

Conclusion: possibilities for survival and interdependence
Unitierra and CIDECI do not just provide another form of development education; 
rather, through the autonomous regeneration of education at community level, they 
are using education as a space for re-defining development and shifting the power 
balances of globalisation as we know it.  This model of ‘development education’ 
can be seen as an enabling space for a plurality of human concerns and ways of 
being.  The Zapatistas maintain that their movement is not a prescription for global 
transformation, but one possibility out of infinite possibilities for transforming our 
present reality. Unitierra and CIDECI operate in the context of a deeply divided 
society where discrimination of the indigenous population is a routine, and often 
institutionalised reality.  Its alternative philosophy of knowledge is means for both 
survival and interdependence, though survival is no small concern in situations 
where the state has failed to provide basic social services. 

Endogenous educational spaces represent profound attempts to question 
the content, purpose and values of education.  They are radically different from 
exogenous, globalising educational discourses that can be found in the ‘Education 
for All’ or the ‘Millennium Development Goals’ initiatives.  Those policy models are 
primarily concerned with implementing a version of education and development 
whose superiority over other forms of education remains unquestioned.  The 
envisaged result involves the conversion of local people into a perhaps falsely 
universal ‘global’ education, where progress claims to be measured in terms of 
wealth, happiness, and cultivation (Nordtveit, 2009), but is actually an imposition 
of ‘global designs’ on ‘local realities’ (Mignolo, 2000). 

The significance of endogenous education lies in the efforts to create 
and strengthen collectivities, democratise educational, political and social 
relationships and deliberately shift from hierarchical to horizontal forms of 
learning and organisation.  This is a growing trend across the world, as a diversity 
of peoples and communities adopt alternative forms of organisation and look for 
autonomous solutions where states have failed.  The protagonists are as diverse as 
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the means employed to achieve this, but all share a common goal of re-examining 
‘local democracy and the possibility of variation within national states based 
on the recuperation of participatory traditions that had been suppressed in the 
process of constructing homogenous national identities’ (Santos and Avritzer, 
2008: xxxvii).  Andreotti (2011: 393) poses the question of how to support 
‘learners in the difficult stages of this undoing when they face the uncertainty, fear, 
anger and possible paralysis that comes in the early stages of the renegotiation of 
(and of disenchantment with) epistemic privilege?’  Esteva attempts an answer 
by reminding us that Unitierra was not actually needed to create the alternatives, 
since the alternatives were already in existence.  What endogenous alternatives 
can do is to facilitate authentic and critical dialogue between individuals and 
communities, nurture alternative ecologies of knowledge, and keep inclusive and 
democratic processes of transformation on our horizons.
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The Role of Development Education in 
Highlighting the Realities and Challenging 
the Myths of Migration from the Global South 
to the Global North
Simon Eten
Abstract: Though international migration is sometimes suggested as having the 
potential of propelling economic development and promoting multiculturalism 
in the world, there exists a certain ‘sedentary bias’ against the ‘irregular’ kind of 
international migrants.  This is reflected in the increasing adoption of restrictive 
immigration policies by countries in the global North, as well as a discernible 
rise in anti-immigration attitudes among the populace of these countries.  Many 
of these anti-migration attitudes are grounded in myths peddled by the media 
which feed into negative popular perceptions about immigration in the North.  
This article discusses how development education (DE) can challenge these myths 
and throw light on the realities of migration in the global South.  From a world-
systems’ perspective, the article goes on to explore how neoliberal globalisation 
and historical colonialism have contributed to creating the conditions that 
generate migrant flows from the global South to the North.  Further situating 
the discussions within a DE discourse, the author uses critical and postcolonial 
theories to highlight how anti-immigration stereotypes and prejudice can be 
tackled in the global North. 

Key words: Migration; Immigration; Anti-migration; Colonialism; Globalisation; 
Development Education; Global South; Global North. 

Introduction
International migration has been part of human history for many millennia, but 
the accelerated processes of globalisation and its associated impacts in recent 
years has given it a boost (Awumbila et al., 2008; Castles et al., 2005; Czaika and de 
Haas, 2014).  As a result, international migration is receiving heightened attention 
and debate in government and international development policy circles, especially 
in the global North (Chetail, 2008).  There is now evidence to suggest that South-
South migration is becoming a force to reckon with (Crush and Ramachandran, 
2010; Cenker, 2015; Nawyn, 2016), though the direction of international migratory 
flows has usually been thought of as a predominantly South-North occurrence 
(Castles, 2004).  According to the United Nations Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs (UN-DESA):

“nearly two thirds of international migrants live in Europe (76 million) 
or Asia (75 million). North America hosted the third largest number 
of international migrants (54 million), followed by Africa (21 million), 
Latin America and the Caribbean (9 million) and Oceania (8 million)” 
(UN-DESA, 2016:1). 

Yet one irony that seems to characterise international migration is that, 
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the more prominence it assumes in development discourse as an enabler of 
economic development (UN-DESA, 2016), the more anti-immigration sentiment 
appears to grow in the global North.  The indignation surrounding immigration 
in Northern countries (Thorbjørnsrud, 2015), is evident in the havoc that the issue 
appears to be wreaking on the European Union project, owing to the contributory 
role it played in Britain’s decision to leave the European Union (EU) by referendum 
in June 2016, a process better known as ‘Brexit’ (Curtice, 2016; Hakimi, 2016).  
Immigration has also been used as a springboard in political propaganda by 
populist and far-right politicians in efforts to win elections in Europe and North 
America (Greven, 2016). 

Consequently, irregular migrants who often live in Northern countries 
without requisite residency permits, are among the most marginalised and 
vulnerable groups in those societies.  They often face all kinds of human 
rights violations, discrimination and exploitation in the workplace as well as 
incarceration and forceful repatriation back to the very danger they escaped in 
the first place, sometimes without regard to their legal refugee status (UN-DESA, 
2016; Rwamatwara, 2005).  Bakewell (2008) traces the anti-immigration attitudes 
towards this group to the colonial period, which he calls ‘sedentary bias’; the 
assumption that migration of the poor and unskilled is a bad thing because they 
are a threat to development and should stay at home.  The unwelcoming attitudes 
in some societies in the global North are often founded on myths, but also 
sometimes based on the negative realities that immigration appears to have on 
such societies.  The myths include the loss of jobs to immigrants, insecurity seen 
in rising cases of terrorism, and a watering down of Western liberal values, among 
others (Castles, 2002; Cenker, 2015; Attinà, 2016).  Even within some government 
policy circles in the North, immigration is perceived to be a bad thing.  This is 
demonstrated in the increasing adoption of restrictive immigration policies, as 
well as development of aid packages directed to migrant-sending and transiting 
countries in the global South, intended to create better economic conditions that 
will minimise emigration from these countries (Castles, 2010).  The assumptions 
that underlie these anti-immigration attitudes are held with little consideration of 
the complex push factors, embedded in the colonial histories and encounters of 
the countries of the global South, as well as the impact of the current ordering of 
the global capitalist economy. 

This article looks at the issue of international migration under the 
lens of development education (DE) with the aim of challenging the myths 
often associated with immigration in the global North.  DE as a field of study is 
arguably ‘the only strand of education that organises itself around North-South 
relations and therefore is located right in the middle of local-global processes and 
debates’ (Andreotti, 2007: 2).  It is driven by a social justice agenda for the most 
marginalised and disenfranchised of the world (Skinner et al., 2013).  In doing 
this, DE takes an historical and global view of development processes and points 
out how these processes impact on the lives of the marginalised and poor, while 
offering a vision of what a just, equal, and dignifying world should be like for all.

The article briefly discusses some contemporary realities of migration 
in the global South vis-à-vis the global North in terms of the scale of migration, 
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and in the second section discusses a number of global economic and political 
drivers of international migration set within the neoliberal global order.  Section 
three then analyses how the historical epochs of the colonial era and slave trade 
have contributed to shaping migration from the South to the North.  The last 
section looks at how DE in the field of educational practice and non-governmental 
organisation (NGO) campaign activities in the global North can challenge the 
myths around migrants and immigration.  Though the broader discussions in 
the article touch on the global South, specific references are made to sub-Saharan 
Africa and the Middle East and North Africa regions. 

The realities of migration in the global South
Until recently, global research and policy on international migration has focused 
more on, and predominantly portrayed international migration as a South-North 
phenomenon, much to the neglect of South-South migration (Bakewell, 2009; 
Nawyn, 2016).  One of the reasons for the lack of attention given to South-South 
migration in international migration research over the years has been the absence of 
reliable data on human mobility between countries of the South (Solimano, 2015).  
This situation is changing, however, as research on international migration points 
to South-South migration becoming dominant (Abel and Sander, 2014; Solimano, 
2015; Nawyn, 2016).  The facilitating factors that account for increased migration 
between countries of the global South, according to Solimano (2015:12) relate to 
‘closer geographical proximity, cultural similarity and the existence of more open 
migration policies compared with the migration regimes prevailing in high income 
nations’.  Geographical proximity in particular is an important facilitating factor 
as migration is noted to occur more between countries located within the same 
geographical region (UN, 2015).  Furthermore, the inability of migrants in Southern 
countries to bear high costs associated with travelling to the North, as well as the 
desire to live in close proximity to their families also account for the increasing 
trends in South-South migration (Ozkul and Obeng-Odoom, 2013). 

The rise in South-South migration notwithstanding, media reportage and 
popular opinion in the western world continue to hype and portray South-North 
migration in largely negative terms, constituting an ‘invasion’ of Europe and other 
parts of the global North by migrants from the global South (de Hass, 2008; Beyer 
and Matthes, 2015).  This negative portrayal feeds into anti-immigration attitudes 
in western democracies, as there is ample evidence to suggest that the majority of 
citizens in these countries are in favour of more restrictive immigration policies than 
current migration regimes enforce (Freeman et al., 2013; Thorbjørnsrud, 2015).    

The notion of a large number of migrants from the global South ‘invading’ 
Europe, for example, is often linked to the portrayal of origin countries in the 
global South as places of ‘war and poverty’, which force people to flee in search 
of security and wellbeing in the North (de Haas, 2008).  Though conflict and 
poverty drive some of the migration flows from the South, these do not constitute 
the sum of the causal factors that underlie migration from these areas.  There is 
also ‘healthy’ migration between countries in sub-Saharan Africa, and even from 
most countries in the South to the North, driven by more positive factors such as 
trade, education, work and social factors such as marriage (Bakewell, 2009).  It is 
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instructive to note that, even for migration flows caused by conflict and war in 
southern countries, the bulk of such flows end up in neighbouring countries of 
the South.  According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) 2015 mid-year report: ‘Sub-Saharan Africa is host to the largest number 
of refugees (4.1 million), followed by Asia and Pacific (3.8 million), Europe (3.5 
million), and the Middle East and North Africa (3.0 million)’ (UNHCR, 2015a). 

The UNHCR has also reiterated the fact that about 86 percent of refugees 
are hosted by countries in the developing regions of the world (UNHCR, 2015b).  
Yet these countries in the South which host the majority of the refugee population 
around the world, lack the capacity and infrastructure to absorb large refugee 
populations into their countries.  This has led to a situation where many refugees 
in these countries live in deplorable conditions, as attested by a UNHCR report 
which found that, ‘86% of Syrian refugees in Jordan and 70% in Lebanon are living 
below the poverty line’ (UNHCR; cited in Metcalfe-Hough, 2015: 3).  Another 
report produced by the World Economic Forum confirms this fact by noting 
that, ‘Most forced migrants move to other developing countries, where social 
and governance systems may already be weak or likely to fail’ (World Economic 
Forum, 2016: 15).  The report further notes that, according to UN estimates, the 
cost of housing Syrian refugees in Jordan is over seven percent of Jordanian Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP), revealing the toll that the Syrian refugee crisis has had 
on a neighbouring country in the global South.

The argument above is not intended to dismiss the fact that there has been 
a sharp increase in the numbers of migrants travelling from the global South to the 
North.  The current refugee crisis in Europe as a result of the conflict in Syria and 
other conflicts in the Middle East and North Africa is evidence of the magnitude 
of migratory flows into Europe. In 2015 alone, it was estimated that more than a 
million migrants and refugees crossed the Mediterranean into Europe (Hakimi, 
2016).  International migration, therefore, is a global phenomenon and part of the 
processes of globalisation, and the ‘undesirable’ forms of it, expressed in refugee 
movements not only affect the global North, but Southern countries too. 

Whichever destinations migrants from the global South end up in, 
whether in neighbouring countries in the South or in the global North, one 
undisputable fact is that, their movement is driven by a multiplicity of factors 
grounded in historical and current global economic and political processes, as 
well as socio-cultural and ecological factors (Attinà, 2016; Bakewell, 2009).  The 
next two sections look at how global and historical forces have contributed to 
shaping contemporary migration from the South to the North. 

Neoliberalism and migration
International migration by its very definition occurs across borders of different 
countries, but Castles (2004: 210-211) has suggested that, ‘Today, the most crucial 
borders are not between nation-states, but those between North and South’.  Castles 
clarifies his assertion by noting that, as a political and social terminology, the North-
South divide is used to represent the increasing disparities in economic, social, and 
political developments between two broad regions of the world.  The global North 
is used to designate the developed countries of North America, Western Europe, 
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Japan and Oceania, while the global South represents the developing regions of 
Africa, Asia and Latin America.  The disparities in development between these 
two broad regions, according to Castles, are generated partly by the increasing 
processes of globalisation, the persistence of which create the push factors that 
compel people to migrate from the global South to the North in search of better 
economic prospects, human security and personal liberty (Ibid.). 

Generally, the impact of globalisation is felt in most parts of the world 
and in various spheres of human endeavour. In countries of the global South, 
globalisation can be credited with many important benefits: the opening up of 
developing countries to the gains of international trade; improved standards of 
living and life expectancy of people across the developing world; access to new 
technologies, skills and knowledge from the developed world; and access to 
markets in developed countries though limited, access to foreign aid which has 
brought with it many development projects (Stiglitz, 2003). 

But a closer look at the processes of globalisation shows that the benefits 
of globalisation are sometimes overstated, given their harsh effects in the global 
South.  Key elements of globalisation such as trade liberalisation and privatisation 
have often led to the marginalisation of the poor in the global South who mostly 
lack the capacity to compete for the benefits of open markets, whilst destroying 
the livelihoods of local farmers and fishermen (Guttal, 2007).  Akokpari (2000: 
81) has captured the impact of globalisation on farming in the developing world 
by noting that:

“Liberalisation and the expansion of the free market which are central 
doctrines of globalization, have also rendered farming, the predominant 
occupation of rural dwellers, an (a) non-competitive and a generally 
unattractive enterprise as imported agriculture products have become 
cheaper than the locally produced.  This is in turn a direct consequence 
of the ubiquitous de-subsidisation policies which affected agriculture 
inputs, including fertilisers”.

The rise of multinational corporations as part of the processes of 
globalisation has contributed to irregular migration.  Globalisation with its 
neoliberal expansionist agenda has promoted the flourishing of multinational 
corporations and extended their reach and impact to the remotest parts of the globe 
(Guttal, 2007). As Wickramasekara (2009: 27) rightly observes, ‘The phenomenon 
of irregular migration is also traceable to outsourcing of productions operations 
under globalisation’s forces’.  In developed countries, there has risen a group of 
‘labour brokers’ who facilitate the movement of irregular migrants to Northern 
countries and outsource their labour to corporations and companies as business 
(Ibid.).  In developing countries, these corporations, source, operate and thrive 
on cheap labour and in the process, out-compete local businesses and destroy the 
natural resource base of local economies (Ahiakpor, 1992).

A significant underlying factor for forced migration in the global South 
is armed conflict, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East and 
North Africa.  This fact is underscored in a UNHCR report, which notes that: ‘In 
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addition to the Syrian crisis, the outbreak of armed conflict or deterioration of 
ongoing ones in Afghanistan, Burundi, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Mali, Somalia, South Sudan and Ukraine, among others have contributed to 
prevailing trends’ in refugee crises (UNHCR, 2015a: 4).

The current immigration crises in Europe and North America can 
therefore be directly linked to ‘violence and civil wars in North Africa, the Middle 
East, and other parts of the Arab world and the stateless status of large areas of 
Africa’ (Attinà, 2016: 17).  These armed conflicts and civil wars which contribute 
to the refugee drive to Europe and North America have their roots in a global 
political economy as part of a post-modern era, which allows the most powerful 
countries and international institutions in the world to interfere, influence and 
direct the political and economic affairs of poorer and weaker states.  Moore 
(2000:17) gives a description of post-modernism in relation to Africa to highlight 
some of the interesting ways that the neoliberal global order contributes to foment 
conflict and war in Africa:

“A world in which state boundaries are falling down, structural adjustment 
policies have deprived state-makers and nation builders of the means 
to forge coalitions and ameliorate threats from pretenders to power, 
warlords have better links with global corporations and more efficient 
tax collection agencies than do putative politicians, ‘retraditionalisation’ 
reinvents latent ethnic identities, armies are replaced by ostensibly 
clean mercenary organisations while other soldiers and rebels change 
identities daily (the Sierra Leoneon term ‘sobel’ captures the confusion 
of the people terrorised by armed youths who may be soldiers by day 
and rebels by night), and NGOs do the jobs that used to be carried out 
by more formal organisations such as states and official international 
agencies”.     

In protesting and resisting stringent immigration policies in the global 
North, immigrants have demonstrated a knowledge of how the global capitalist 
system and unfavourable development cooperation policies of Northern countries 
have contributed to create the conditions that force them to flee their home 
countries.  A good case is the ‘Caravan Hunger Strike’ that migrants organised 
during a G7 Summit hosted in Cologne, Germany in 1999.  The grim banner 
under which this demonstration was held was ‘We are here because you destroy 
our countries’ (Nyers, 2003:1081), which speaks volumes of how the failures of 
the international system and policies of Northern countries contribute to the 
migration flows from the South.  

Globalisation therefore has been a huge facilitating factor for international 
migration, because globalisation itself involves the movement of goods, services 
and people across transnational borders.  In this sense, there is a reinforcing 
relationship between globalisation and migration, with each acting to reinforce 
the other, leading to a process Munck (2008:1229) has called the ‘globalization 
of migration’.  This not only involves economic globalisation, but also entails the 
movement of people along with their cultures and ideas (Castles, 2002).  With 
this understanding, the push back on international migration, especially within 
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government circles in Northern countries, appears to be inconsistent with the 
tenets of an open world.  This is what Munck meant when he observed that, 
‘Migration exposes a central inconsistency in neoliberal globalization because if 
capital, money, information and knowledge should all flow freely across the globe, 
then why not people?’ (2008:1227). 

How Africa’s colonial/slave history has shaped migration to the global North
One of the lasting impacts of historical colonialism is that it established relations 
between the colonisers and the colonised (Amighetti and Nuti, 2016).  These 
colonial relations flourished through migration to and from the colonies and the 
metropoles, and have persisted into modern times to give shape to the pattern 
of migration flows in Africa today (Amersfoort, 2008; Black et al., 2004; Castles, 
2000).  Migratory flows therefore follow the pattern of pre-existent historical and 
socio-economic links between originating and sending countries (Castles, 2000), 
coupled with other factors such as geographical nearness and economic prospects 
in destination countries (Amersfoort, 2008).  As an illustration of how these 
colonial linkages work in sub-Saharan Africa, Black et al. (2004:9) have noted that 
‘Migration to Europe has traditionally followed old colonial linkages, with the bulk 
of West Africans in France coming from francophone countries, and those in the 
UK coming from Nigeria, Ghana, Gambia and Sierra Leone’.  It should further be 
noted that the modern migration flows from francophone and anglophone sub-
Saharan African countries to France and the UK respectively are also influenced 
by the convenience of language between these respective countries, made possible 
by the colonial connections. 

The colonial project therefore thrived on movements between colonies 
and their metropoles in Europe and in the process produced ‘a multitude of 
mobilities across borders’ (Yeoh, 2003:373).  In the current global order, these 
mobilities have continued and produced inequalities between the global 
South and North.  The impact of colonialism on African countries is not only 
seen in the patterns of African transnational migration today, but also in the 
underdevelopment and inequality that it produced (Said, 1989).  Georgi and 
Schatral (2012:209) emphasise this point by noting that, ‘today’s inequality is the 
result of a history of conquest, colonialism and imperialism’.

The historical migration linkages even stretch back in time to the era of 
the slave trade under which Africans experienced a massive forced migration as 
part of the Trans-Atlantic slave trade.  Under the arrangement of forced labour, 
Africans were made to work as domestic slaves, and in plantations and mines in 
the metropoles.  The gains of the slave trade contributed to laying ‘the foundation 
of the early development of the capitalist world economy…generating the profits 
that led to the great expansion of British capitalism and the financing of the 
Industrial Revolution’ (Rwamatwara, 2005:178). 

Within the framework of the past relations between countries of the 
global South and North established through the historical epochs of slave trade 
and colonial era, some authors (Amighetti and Nuti, 2016:541) have noted that 
‘the national identity of former colonizing nations cannot be understood in 
isolation from their ex-colonies’.  Reasoning from this perspective and the role of 
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the colonised in the development history of colonising nations, it is argued that 
postcolonial migrants should have the right of entry into their former colonising 
nations (Ibid.), based on the ‘intertwining histories’ the two share (Said, 1994).

The role of development education in challenging the myths associated with 
immigration in the global North
The stereotypes associated with migrant communities in Western societies today 
is palpable, especially within conservatist governments, among some of their 
indigenous citizenry, populist media and far-right politicians (Boucher, 2008).  
The situation is particularly worrying in the case of the media, given the important 
role they play in public awareness raising and sensitisation.  A report produced by 
the Global Commission on International Migration has reiterated the fact that: 

“In many countries around the world, the situation of migrants in 
society has been jeopardized by media stories that portray members 
of the migrant and minority populations in the worst possible light: as 
criminals, terrorists, and more generally as people who represent a threat 
to the established way of life” (GCIM, 2005:52). 

Among the many myths that contribute to anti-immigration attitudes 
in Northern countries, a few notable ones are that, immigration undermines 
western identities and values, and leads to the clash of civilisations; immigration 
has a toll on the economies, and over-burdens the welfare systems of host 
countries; increasing unemployment in host countries as a result of loss of jobs 
to immigrants; immigrants are responsible for the increasing crime rates in host 
countries, including terrorism (Bianchi, Buonanno and Pinotti, 2012; Think 
Global, 2016; Attinà, 2016).     

A close examination of any one of the above myths associated with 
immigration will reveal that they are founded on anecdotal evidence at best (Bove 
and Böhmelt, 2016), a situation where isolated incidences of these myths are 
used to generalise and justify anti-immigration attitudes.  Taking the myth that 
immigration is responsible for high crime rates in host countries into consideration, 
as for example in cases of terrorism.  Though a recent upsurge in terrorism cases 
is perhaps a confirmation of some of the fears that people in Western societies 
harbour, a close look at reported cases of terrorism shows that, most of these are 
perpetrated by individuals born in host countries or travel on different visas to 
host countries, and not refugees or immigrants (Nowrasteh, 2016).  This fact is 
evident, for example, in a policy analysis on migration and terrorism produced by 
the Cato Institute which discovered that, in the United States:

“From 1975 through 2015 the chance of an American being murdered by 
a foreign-born terrorist was 1 in 3,609,709 in a year…the chance of an 
American being killed in a terrorist attack committed by a refugee was 1 
in 3.64 billion a year” (Nowrasteh, 2016: 2).

Most of the stereotypes that migrants face are founded on assumptions associated 
with incidence of terrorism, rise in unemployment, diminishing welfare 
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opportunities for the citizenry of Northern countries, and other developments 
that can be linked to globalisation and the 2008 global financial crisis (Castles, 
2002; Busch, 2010; Cenker, 2015; Attinà, 2016).

The development education sector has an important role to play in 
diffusing the prejudice and stereotypes that hang around migrant communities 
in the North.  Though DE in the global North has over the years focused on 
campaigns on poverty and underdevelopment in the global South, some authors 
have been critical of its limited approach to charity and awareness raising, calling 
for more critical approaches (Andreotti, 2006; Bryan, 2011; Selby and Kagawa, 
2011).  Andreotti (2006), for example has made the case for Global Citizenship 
Education (GCE) to move from ‘soft’ to ‘critical’ forms, with the difference rooted 
in whether such citizenship education is grounded in critical and postcolonial 
considerations.     

DE school learning activities and NGO campaign activities should 
therefore be underpinned by critical theory.  In Andreotti’s (2006:49) view, 
critical theory has the potential of empowering people to reflect and understand 
the ‘epistemological and ontological assumptions’ that they often associate with 
others and themselves.  Within a framework of critical citizenship education, 
learning and campaign activities should highlight the permeability of all cultures 
and citizenship beyond national polities.  According to Edward Said (1989: 225), 
this approach to citizenship education has the potential of making people in 
destination countries, ‘see Others not as ontologically given but as historically 
constituted’, and furthermore give them the option to see cultures either ‘as zones 
of control or of abandonment, of recollection or of forgetting, of force or of 
dependence, of exclusiveness or of sharing, all taking place in the global history’.  
Said (1989: 225) further notes that the experiences of immigration and the 
crossing of borders present an opportunity for people to conceive and construct 
new and varied narratives of citizenship that transcends narrow ethnocentrism, 
which can help ‘erode the exclusivist biases we so often ascribe to cultures, our 
own not least’.  The stereotypes associated with migrants from the global South 
partly stem from a lack of appreciation of the historical and contemporary roots of 
the conditions that force migrants to move from their home countries, and therein 
lies the usefulness of post-colonial theory.  A post-colonial lens on the issue of 
international migration is significant in its capacity to locate the root causes of 
migrant flight within the prism of the impacts of colonialism and neoliberal 
globalisation.

A key myth-making element around immigration in the North, usually 
peddled by the media, is the high and sometimes false numbers often associated 
with the influx of refugees and asylum seekers into Europe and North America 
(Think Global, 2016).  These high figures which are often cited out of the context 
of global migration scales and patterns contribute to stoking fears among the 
general populace, since this usually creates the picture of migrants from the global 
South ‘invading’ Northern countries (de Haas, 2008).  It is therefore important 
for DE campaign activities in the North to change perceptions around the actual 
numbers involved in immigration while also situating these numbers in the 
context of global migration flows.  
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The involvement of immigrants in DE campaign activities in Northern 
countries will go a long way to change the negative perceptions around them.  
DE campaign activities should provide the platform for immigrants to tell their 
own stories, while also using the profiles of prominent immigrants who have 
contributed positively to developing Northern societies to build trust between 
migrant and indigenous communities.  An exemplary DE campaign which uses 
this approach is the ‘I am an immigrant’ campaign promoted by the Joint Council 
for the Welfare of Immigrants (JCWI) which provided immigrants with a ‘voice to 
highlight the importance of their contribution to society and to demonstrate that 
they were part of the fabric of the British society’ (JCWI, 2016:8).      

Another effective means of managing the migration crises is for the 
international system to work towards reducing global inequality between the 
global South and North (Castles, 2004).  The DE sector through NGO activities 
should promote campaigns that focus on dismantling the structural and systemic 
causes of poverty in the global South that have links to neoliberal globalisation 
and development cooperation policies of Northern countries.  Such advocacy 
activities should throw light on how the different manifestations of the neoliberal 
status quo are contributing to forced migration from the South (Tsimouris, 2014).        

Conclusion
A discovery of how the neoliberal global order contributes to the current 
international migration crises should not lead to a retreat from globalisation, since 
globalisation carries enormous benefits in its fold (Stiglitz, 2007).  Such a realisation 
should not lead to a tightening of border controls or the institution of unfavourable 
immigration regimes which subject migrants to dehumanising conditions.  An 
understanding of how the historical epochs of slavery and colonialism have 
contributed to shaping migration patterns and produced inequality today should 
not lead to aid packages directed at countries in the global South, meant to cause 
a cessation of migratory flows from these countries.  These policy measures in 
Northern countries, as far as they have been implemented, have not achieved their 
desired results but instead resulted in more human suffering through trafficking 
and smuggling (de Haas, 2008; Rother, 2013; Sørensen, 2012).

This article has argued that migratory flows from the global South to 
North can positively impact on migrants and their host societies.  A UN-DESA 
report on migration found that, ‘When supported by appropriate policies, 
migration can contribute to inclusive and sustainable economic growth and 
development in both home and host communities’ (UN-DESA, 2016:2).  A 
coordinated effort is therefore required by both home and host countries in 
the pursuit of policies and programmes that do not solely focus on stopping 
migration from Southern countries, but that seek to develop the capabilities of 
people in home countries as well as migrants in destination countries within 
a human rights framework (Preibisch et al., 2016).  This will go a long way to 
guarantee a migration drive from the global South that is not precipitated by a 
situation of poverty, conflict and political persecution, but one that is motivated 
by a mutual interest to exchange labour, ideas and cultures in a world that has 
become increasingly inter-connected.  This will no doubt minimise the negative 
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fallouts that irregular migration in particular, is so closely associated with in the 
global North.  In developing and implementing such policies and programmes, 
public education is vital in challenging the myths that are often associated with 
immigration in Northern countries, and development education / Critical Global 
Citizenship Education have a central role to play in this respect.
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Critical History Matters: Understanding 
Development Education in Ireland Today 
through the Lens of the Past
Eilish Dillon

Abstract: This article argues that adopting a critical historical perspective can 
enhance our understanding of development education (DE) today.  Drawing on a 
genealogical approach which emphasises power relations, it focuses on discursive 
and institutional influences which have helped to shape different and contradictory 
understandings of DE in contemporary Ireland.

Key words: Development Education; Critical History; Ireland; Discourses of 
Development Education; Global Citizenship Education; Education for Sustainable 
Development; Human Rights Education; Genealogy; Power.

Introduction
Many of us see history as about the past or something which should be confined 
to it.  Where approaches to writing history of development have often been 
linear, uni-vocal, predictive or progressive, as any trawl of development theory 
texts would show, the relevance of critical history for understanding the present 
is increasingly being recognised, as is the importance of adopting a historical 
perspective for analysis of DE policy and practice (Fiedler, Bryan and Bracken, 
2011; Khoo, 2011; Bourn, 2015; McCloskey, 2016).  This article contributes to this 
historical work, emphasising the discursive and institutional influences on different 
understandings of DE in Ireland today.  While the history of DE in Ireland mirrors 
many of the trends and influences at a wider European level, the focus here is less 
on exploring similarities and more on examining the Irish Case. Readers will, no 
doubt, see both similarities and differences with their own contexts. 

When history is critical, it is written to challenge taken-for-granted 
assumptions and power relations which marginalise people.  It can see its role as 
political and the past and the present as inter-related and non-binary.  In some cases, 
critical history identifies silences in the histories of the past, it critiques historiography 
as white, male, heteronormative and Eurocentric, and it attempts to create histories 
based on different voices, especially those of the most marginalised, e.g., feminist or 
post-colonial histories.  As the field of critical history is itself diverse, here I attempt 
to apply just one such approach, based on Foucauldian inspired genealogy. 

Genealogy explores ‘the history of the present’ (Foucault, 1979) 
by investigating discursive, professional and institutional power relations 
and practices which have helped to shape current thinking and practice.  As 
Tamboukou puts it:

“instead of seeing history as a continuous development of an ideal schema, 
genealogy is oriented to discontinuities… our present is not theorised as 
a result of a meaningful development, but rather as an episode, a result of 
struggle and relations of force and domination” (2003: 9).
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Thus, ‘its intent is to problematise the present by revealing the power relations 
upon which it depends and the contingent processes that have brought it into 
being’ (Garland, 2014: 372).  Garland goes on to explain that a genealogy ‘is 
motivated not by a historical concern to understand the past… but instead by a 
critical concern to understand the present’ (Ibid.: 373). 

The starting point for this short critical history of DE in Ireland is the fact 
that those involved in DE in Ireland understand and talk about DE in different, 
contradictory and often uncritical terms.  This ‘diagnosis’, to use a genealogical 
term, is based on research undertaken with DE facilitators in Ireland in 2016 
which focused on discourses of DE.  In the research, discourses are understood 
as broadly coherent sets of assumptions or patterns of making sense of the world.  
They are ‘socially organised frameworks of meaning that define categories and 
specify domains of what can be said and done’ (Burman, 1994: 2).  ‘They form 
regimes of truth… meaning-resources and sense-making repertoires constitute 
the discourses’ (Ryan, 2011: 3).  Despite some common understandings, findings 
from my research with DE facilitators suggest that understandings of DE in Ireland, 
at least among those involved in the research, are eclectic, contradictory and often 
ambiguous.  Some people, for example, talk about DE building relationships of 
solidarity on the one hand while also emphasising accountability on the other.  
They see DE as creating mindset change, linking it to individualised action, while 
others emphasise its role in mobilising support for campaigns on poverty in the 
global South.  Some talk about DE as an open-ended process whereas others 
highlight the need for it to have measurable results. 

DE facilitators draw largely on a critical discourse of DE (Andreotti, 2006; 
2014) which sees DE as playing an important role in facilitating understanding of 
global realities for active global citizenship.  Rather than seeing the world in North-
South terms or development activism as charity-based or individualistic, a critical 
discourse assumes a role for DE in facilitating understandings of structural power 
relations and collective approaches to addressing them.  While drawing largely on 
a critical discourse, they also, and often simultaneously, draw on other discourses 
which are less critical, more individualistic or rooted in Eurocentric or modernist 
notions about the value of North-South development.  In tandem with discursive 
eclecticism and contradictions, findings suggest discursive ambiguity, with many of 
the same terms being used by DE facilitators albeit with different meanings and a 
discursive style which can be characterised as abstract, idealised and apolitical. 

Here, I argue that a critical look at the history of DE in Ireland helps to 
understand why there are so many different, and often uncritical, understandings 
of DE and the power relations which have helped to shape them.  I agree with 
Bourn (2015: 24) who argues, with reference to Mesa’s generational account of DE, 
that the trends in DE are ‘from linear’.  Thus, rather than presenting an evolutionary 
account of the past, critical history, at least as influenced by a genealogical 
perspective as this one is, analyses the past with a view to understanding its many 
and sometimes competing influences on the present.  In this sense, understanding 
the past as imbricated in the present, and framings of the past as shaped by the 
present, turns the history of DE into a critical and dynamic exploration which is 
essential for understanding the complexities of DE today. 
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I structure the discussion below in relation to organisational and 
discursive influences and struggles over three phases – informal beginnings in the 
1970s and 1980s; the formalisation and institutionalisation of DE in the 1990s to 
mid-2000s; and the fallout from the financial crisis and new professionalism of DE 
from 2008 to the present. 

Informal beginnings - 1970s and 1980s 
In the early years of DE, what became understood as DE in Ireland was 
significantly influenced by missionary and non-government development 
organisation (NGDO) (especially Concern Worldwide and Trócaire) involvement 
in DE, with shared but different emphases when it came to the type of DE they 
promoted.  Early on, DE in Ireland shared some similarities with its origins in the 
UK, other European countries and North America (Bourn, 2014), where it began 
by focusing on the delivery of ‘content’.  At the same time, at its establishment in 
1973, Trócaire emphasised DE’s broader role in contributing to awareness raising 
and structural change (Trócaire, 2012).  Fiedler, Bryan and Bracken argue that in 
the 1970s both Trócaire and the Irish Commission for Justice and Peace (ICJP), as 
well as Comhlámh, played significant roles in establishing DE as a core dimension 
of development cooperation in Ireland.  Ireland’s membership of the European 
Economic Community (EEC) in 1973 was also influential as it required the Irish 
government to establish a programme of development cooperation or overseas 
development assistance (ODA). 

Making the case for DE as an important aspect of development 
cooperation was a significant challenge at the outset and one of the first priorities 
‘was to promote DE within the NGOs themselves and among the public at large’ 
(Dóchas, 2004: 7), as ‘DE was treated with a measure of scepticism by some of 
the NGOs’ (Ibid.).  For Fiedler, Bryan and Bracken (2011), the 1970s brought an 
‘opening up of the agenda’ and in 1978 the government - in response to both internal 
and external pressures and recommendations - introduced a dedicated budget line 
for funding DE initiatives.  Despite threats to ODA funding in the 1980s, due 
at least in part to the recession at the time, in 1981 the first Minister of State at 
the Department of Foreign Affairs with special responsibility for development 
cooperation was appointed, followed in 1985 by Ireland’s membership of the 
Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) (Fiedler, Bryan and Bracken, 2011), an 
extremely influential body promoting professionalised development cooperation. 

In the 1980s there was growing civil society activity in DE in Ireland.  
Kirby (1992) highlights the influence of liberation theology and returning 
missionaries from Latin America on the establishment of solidarity groups.  
Comhlámh ran its popular, nation-wide debates (Hanan, 1996) and it established 
a branch in Cork in 1979.  Trócaire appointed its first DE officer in 1983 and a 
resource centre was opened in Dublin.  Throughout this period, also, the focus 
of DE on formal education was firmly established with Trócaire’s work on the 
development of resources and support for teachers and Concern’s focus on its 
Concern debates.  CONGOOD’s (now Dóchas) DE Commission, or working 
group, was also involved in the development of publications including the first 
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‘75:25 Ireland in an Unequal World’ in 1984 (Dóchas, 2004) – its seventh edition 
(now titled ‘80:20: Development in an Unequal World’) was published in 2016 
by 80:20.  Partnerships were established between people and places in Ireland 
and in the countries of the South, e.g., the Waterford Kitui partnership, and local 
development education centres (DECs) were established.  Thus, DE became the 
framing for education and awareness raising which involved public debate on 
development issues, campaigns, solidarity, workshops, courses and curriculum 
development.  Despite overlaps, differences in approach were also evident.

Organisationally and discursively, the 1970s set the tone for the DE 
which would follow in Ireland.  Fiedler, Bryan and Bracken (2011) argue that 
there were three broad discursive strands associated with the DE work of NGDOs 
and other civil society organisations.  The first is a value-based DE, which is 
based on global justice and equality and influenced by liberation theology, 
structuralist analysis of global North-South inequalities and the transformative 
education work of Paulo Freire (1970).  This approach was advanced initially 
by Trócaire and the Irish Commission for Justice and Peace (ICJP).  Invoking 
United Nations (UN) resolutions on the need for DE, through publications like 
‘Dialogue for Development’, Trócaire helped to define understandings of DE in 
the Irish context including various attitudes, knowledge and skills involved and 
different components of DE such as action outcomes (Trócaire, 1984).  Trócaire’s 
involvement in Latin America, e.g., through the publicity surrounding Bishop 
Eamon Casey’s attendance at the funeral of Archbishop Oscar Romero in El 
Salvador in 1980, and protests over President Ronald Reagan’s visit to Ireland in 
1984, also helped to bring a ‘solidarity’ hue to some DE activity in Ireland.

A ‘solidarity’ discursive strand was exemplified in solidarity movements 
as well as in the DE approach of Comhlámh, through its membership groups, 
debates and campaigns.  Established to enable returned development workers to 
‘bear their own particular experience in order to further international development 
cooperation’, one of the objectives of Comhlámh at its outset was to promote 
‘awareness and knowledge among Irish Government and people and public 
education’ (Hanan, 1996: 14-15).  A third discursive strand was also in evidence in 
the 1970s and ’80s, which Fiedler, Bryan and Bracken (2011: 23) call a ‘development-
as-charity perspective’.  Focused on humanitarian concerns and economic 
development (largely understood in modernisation terms) or ‘underdevelopment’ 
in the countries of the global South and drawing its influence from Irish missionary 
and non-governmental development organisation (NGDO) development work in 
Africa and Asia, this perspective involved promoting awareness and understanding 
for fundraising purposes especially in schools.  At the time there were also the 
beginnings of a state discourse on DE, i.e. the framing of DE within development 
cooperation with emphasis on individual action through overseas development 
work; working in partnership with voluntary agencies. 

Thus, from the outset, though all were labelled DE or associated with 
it, there were different emphases among different organisations and groups, with 
some promoting value-based education for justice, others emphasising awareness 
raising and solidarity, some promoting awareness raising to support development 
efforts and others focused on individual action and volunteering.  Each of these 
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emphases are still evident in DE in Ireland today, albeit with modifications and 
nuance which has emerged over time, as is the debate about the relative value 
attached to DE as an element of state development cooperation and the work of 
NGDOs. 

The formalisation and institutionalisation of DE – 1990s to mid-2000s
In the 1990s, the role of DE in development cooperation became more formally 
established.  With the development of government strategic plans, an emphasis 
was placed on mainstreaming DE in curricula (Fiedler, Bryan and Bracken, 2011) 
and on capacity building among development educators.  Discursively, DE was 
opened up with the introduction of emphases on related ‘adjectival educations’. 

In terms of curriculum development in the late 1980s and 1990s, two 
development education support centres (DESC) were set up in Dublin and Limerick 
by the Department of Foreign Affairs, with the aim of supporting professionals 
working in DE.  In addition, Trócaire continued to forge partnerships and projects 
with organisations such as the National Youth Council of Ireland (NYCI) and in 
relation to citizenship education, with the City of Dublin Vocational Education 
Committee Curriculum Development Unit (CDVEC CDU), and Civic Social 
and Political Education (CSPE) was introduced to the Junior Cycle curriculum 
in 1997 (Dillon, 2009).  Though the introduction of CSPE brought with it a lot of 
hope for the inclusion of DE perspectives and content into the formal second-level 
curriculum, there were significant challenges in its implementation (Jeffers, 2008; 
Bryan and Bracken, 2011; Doorly, 2015).  DE activity also began to expand at 
higher education level with the start of links between DE organisations and initial 
teacher education. 

In terms of civil society DE, Hanan (1996) refers to two Comhlámh 
projects, ‘Bringing it All Back Home’ (BIABH) (1987 - 1990), which tried to harness 
the interest of returning volunteers in DE in Ireland, and ‘Network Outreach for DE’ 
(NODE) (1991 – 1998).  These consolidated the DE work of Comhlámh and other 
DE groups in Ireland, especially One World Centres -there were 12 in existence by 
2002 (Kenny and O’Malley, 2002).  Other notable civil society DE initiatives active 
in the 1990s were 80:20, which published many important resources, including the 
book of the same name; the Lourdes Youth and Community Services (LYCS) DE 
training with community activists; Development Education for Youth (DEFY), 
a youth DE project run by the National Youth Council of Ireland and funded by 
Irish Aid; and Banúlacht, a feminist DE organisation primarily engaged in DE 
with community women’s groups.

Institutionally, in the 1990s, DE also became more integral to Irish official 
development cooperation. This was influenced by the growing recognition for the 
need for DE and human rights education at an international level, for example, 
through the Convention on the Rights of the Child, by the emphasis on human 
rights by the Labour Party in government and by a growth in professionalism in 
the Irish DE sector which promoted DE as integral to development cooperation 
and to formal education curricula.  Various bodies were established by the 
government to promote DE, e.g., The National Development Education Grants 
Committee in 1990 followed by the National Committee for Development 
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Education (NCDE) in 1993.  State funding for DE also grew throughout the 1990s, 
albeit with a percentage reduction in funding by comparison to overall overseas 
development aid (ODA) by the end of the 1990s (from 1.14 per cent of ODA in 
1992 to 0.55 per cent in 1999).  Throughout this period there were a number of 
important reviews, including the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) Development Assistance Committee (DAC) Peer Review in 
1999 which influenced a time of broader re-structuring within state development 
cooperation, and by extension, DE in Ireland.  This was exemplified in the Review 
of Ireland Aid (2002), which reviewed the structures, organisation and funding of 
Ireland Aid and its activities.  Research was also commissioned by Dóchas into DE 
in Ireland (Kenny and O’Malley, 2002).  Their report argued that there was:

“urgent work to be done.  The definition of DE is still unclear and is 
being interpreted diversely... there is a need for a structure to support DE 
activists, paid and unpaid, on an on-going basis” (Ibid.: 8). 

They highlight the need for ‘instituting a model of “best practice” that promotes 
the highest standards in all aspects of DE work’ (Ibid.: 8).

The disbandment of the NCDE, recommended by the Report of the Ireland 
Aid Review Committee, centralised DE provision through the establishment of 
the Development Education Unit of the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
in 2002.  This signalled a move away from more active participation by civil society 
development educators in the strategic direction of DE.  The first government 
strategic plan for DE was developed in 2003.  Its mission was that:

“every person in Ireland will have access to educational opportunities 
to be aware of and understand their rights and responsibilities as global 
citizens and their potential to effect change for a more just and equal 
world” (2003: 11). 

Such high, and potentially radical, ideals for DE were promoted through 
mainstreaming which, paradoxically, presented challenges for criticality.  
Highlighting ‘the mainstreaming of DE within education in Ireland’ as a key 
aim (Ibid.: 12), institutions were put in place to facilitate the mainstreaming of 
DE, e.g., with the Development and Intercultural Education project (DICE) and 
through NYCI.  On the one hand, McCloskey argues that ‘the DE sector was 
therefore becoming integrated into official development policy having previously 
languished in the 1970s and 1980s on the margins of education policy and practice’ 
(2014: 10).  On the other, with growing professionalisation of DE came concerns 
over civil society engagement in the direction of DE and questions about whether 
or not a growing emphasis on mainstreaming led to the de-radicalisation of DE 
(Khoo, 2011).  McCloskey goes on to argue that the increased support on the part 
of Irish Aid contributed to:

“reduced support for DE from within the non-governmental development 
sector which prioritised other areas of activity such as campaigns, 
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fundraising and overseas aid ... this left the sector more dependent on 
government resources and vulnerable to changes in policy” (2014: 11).

The Irish Aid DE strategic plan (2003) also focused on supporting 
capacity building within civil society organisations.  From 2004, civil society 
promotion of DE was channelled through the Irish Development Education 
Association (IDEA), which was established at the behest of Irish Aid as a network 
of support.  Through IDEA, capacity development, representation of the sector and 
advocacy, which were outlined as weaknesses in the Kenny and O’Malley report 
(2002), were advanced and membership grew rapidly.  The establishment of IDEA 
streamlined Irish Aid’s engagement with and support of civil society involvement 
in DE, placing emphasis on professionalism and working in partnership. 

A significant feature of policy discourses of DE in the 1990s and 2000s 
was the rise of ‘adjectival educations’ and challenges to the unitary framing of 
global critical education in development terms.  Discursively, they represent the 
coming together of influences from international policy as well as domestic politics 
and organisational influences. From the Rio Conference in 1992 with its emphasis 
on sustainable development to the 50th anniversary of the UN Declaration on 
Human Rights in 1998, these ‘adjectival educations’ were identified as related to 
DE and fundable by Irish Aid under its DE scheme, once they involved a global 
dimension.  These included education for sustainable development (ESD), human 
rights education (HRE), intercultural education (ICE) and global citizenship 
education (GCE).

The promotion of HRE was significantly advanced through work in this 
area by Trócaire and Amnesty International in the light of the ratification of 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child by Ireland in 1992.  Stipulating that 
all children should have access to HRE, a UN Decade for HRE was declared 
in 1995.  At the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in South 
Africa in 2002, commitments to ESD were developed and in 2005, the UN 
United Nations Decade for ESD was launched.  In the end, it was not until 2014 
that a strategy for ESD was developed in Ireland.  Though in other countries the 
strategy usually built on an existing environmental education strategy, in the 
Irish case, its natural companion was considered to be DE (DES, 2014).  Like 
other adjectival educations, many development educators not only embraced 
ESD but contributed to shaping its policy articulation. 

Where ESD and HRE had their origins in international development 
and human rights policy, ICE was framed as an important education strategy for 
promoting integration and anti-racism in the face of a changing Ireland.  Growing 
references to GCE reflected the emphasis on citizenship education at second level, 
the taskforce on citizenship (2006) as well as growing concerns about the need for 
citizenship education in East and Central Europe following the fall of the Berlin 
Wall and the expansion of the European Union (EU) in the 1990s and early 2000s.  
In general, by the time the first DE strategy was published in 2003, the link was 
already made by government between DE and related adjectival educations, with 
their promotion often advanced using a DE framing.  The question was whether 
they would divert attention away from DE or help to re-shape it, and if the latter, 
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would it be in more mainstream or more critical terms?

Fall-out from the financial crisis and the new professionalisation of DE – from 
2008 to the present
There is little doubt that the period following 2008 has been characterised by the 
fall-out from the global financial crisis and the subsequent recession and austerity 
in Ireland.  As a result, there were immediate and significant cuts to ODA overall, 
and disproportionately to DE, e.g., government allocations to DE fell from €5.71 
million in 2008 to €2.9 million in 2014.  Institutionally, Irish Aid’s dominance of 
DE grew through funding, partnerships, and accountability, good governance and 
measurement requirements.  From a discursive point of view, there was growing 
emphasis on promoting development engagement, on the global, as well as on 
accountability.  In advance of the recession, Irish Aid’s second strategic plan (2007-
2011) was developed, which made a commitment to promote DE in a variety of 
settings and Khoo argues that around that time ‘an ambitious agenda began to 
emerge around the mainstreaming, formalisation and professionalisation of 
DE’ (2011: 1).  At the same time, she argues, the recession moved DE ‘from an 
expansionary to a contractionary or survivalist mode’ (Ibid.: 2). 

The Synthesis Paper (2011), which was produced from a set of reviews 
undertaken on behalf of Irish Aid, highlighted extensive DE activity going on 
in Ireland at the time.  Despite this, it identified the need for Irish Aid to work 
more strategically in partnership with key DE providers and through commercial 
contractors.  Global Education Network Europe (GENE) has argued that this 
has ‘led to the successful and widespread integration of DE in some cases’ (2015: 
54).  At the same time, it has contributed to the construction of a ‘two-tier’ DE 
sector with the bigger, better funded, more organised partnerships and NGDOs 
on the one side and smaller, more financially vulnerable and less ‘mainstreamed’ 
organisations and groups on the other.  This can be partly explained by what 
Khoo (n.d) calls the fragmented but state-centric nature of civil society, which is 
highly dependent on the state. For her, ‘being too coordinated with the state also 
results in a civil society that does not raise the necessary critical, alternative and 
counterbalancing views’ (Ibid.: 6). Many smaller DE organisations became more 
dependent on Irish Aid and IDEA (2014) argues that cuts in Irish Aid funding 
severely affected regional DE and One World Centres (2014), while others carved 
out their own independently or externally funded engagement in DE.

By working in partnership with NGDOs, education institutions and 
DE organisations, Irish Aid also established its position of dominance through 
consultation and consent.  In this, IDEA’s role in consolidating the DE sector in 
Ireland over recent years has been widely acknowledged, especially in enhancing 
‘the coordination of those engaged in DE, in strengthening their capacity, and in 
providing a vision for its membership’ (GENE 2015: 27).  As such, it has facilitated 
consultations on a number of aspects of DE on behalf of Irish Aid and their work is 
viewed by Irish Aid as ‘commendable and a welcome initiative to help strengthen 
coherence among stakeholders in the field’ (Irish Aid, 2016a: 26).

Despite their contribution to IDEA and their work in DE more broadly, 
some commentators argue that the bigger NGDOs are less interested in DE now 
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than in the past and that this has also helped to cement Irish Aid dominance of the 
field.  Regan (2016) argues that:

“there has been the significant withdrawal of (too) many NGOs from 
effective and sustained DE ... At present the dominant ‘site’ of energy 
around DE is that of the Irish Aid agenda and its modalities ... it will lead 
to scenarios witnessed in other countries where government effectively 
controls the agenda, its priority foci and its politics”. 

Contrary to this view, spending on DE by Concern and Trócaire, for example, is 
relatively high.  In 2015, Concern’s budget for DE and advocacy was €3.68 million 
and Trócaire’s budget for DE and communications was €2.5 million.  While this 
is the case, the proportion of this allocated to DE is unclear and proportionate 
funding for DE and advocacy has declined from a high for Concern in 2007 of 
3.64 per cent to 2.08 per cent in 2015 and, in relation to DE and communications 
in Trócaire, from a high in 2004 of 7.8 per cent to a low of 3.9 per cent in 2015.  It 
is also the case that they still play a relatively significant role in their own DE work 
as well as in allocating DE grants to smaller organisations.  

Apart from funding cuts and new working relationships, another key 
influence on DE in the 2000s was the growing emphasis on good governance, 
accountability and measurement.  Driven by new managerialism and framed in 
DE in terms of aid effectiveness, emphasis on it was enhanced in Ireland following 
the recession in 2008.  This was reflected in Irish Aid DE strategic plans as well 
as in the governance and funding mechanisms which were instigated as a result, 
e.g., the current strategic plan’s priorities which are framed in what it calls its 
‘logic model’ and its Performance Management Framework (PMF).  Hardiman 
and MacCarthaigh (2013), for example, reflect on the centralised control and 
rationalisation associated with the politics of reducing the state in the wake of the 
recession.  The need for the state to respond to its debt crisis served, in this case, to 
further justify the application of performance management frameworks to the DE 
wing of development cooperation.  It also represented a way of showing ‘value for 
money’, initially at a time of projected growth (up to 2008) followed by budgetary 
restriction and increased public criticism of spending on aid (Delaney, 2012).  
Though not as powerful a lobby as in the UK, such criticisms helped cement support 
for accountability and NGDO governance mechanisms even among NGDOs who 
might otherwise criticise them.  This was buttressed by scandals and questions 
over governance in NGDOs and the consequent support by government for new 
charity regulations.  Through accountability, good governance and measurement 
tools and legislation, Irish Aid was therefore able to exert more direct control over 
what DE organisations and activities were funded or not. 

In the context of a more professionalised, results-oriented and state-
led organisational context, discourses of DE have begun to move beyond DE 
and educators have embraced a range of influences, including the push to build 
support for aid and development through ‘development engagement’, a focus on 
the global and on citizenship, and notions of ‘best practice’ and accountability.  
Fielder, Bryan and Bracken (2011) highlight that one of the key themes and 
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tensions, which has pervaded DE in the Irish context, is the relationship between 
public information or awareness of aid, and DE.  Increasingly, public information 
and communications, as well as advocacy and campaigning have found a home 
along with DE under the terms ‘development engagement’ or ‘public engagement’.  
The DAC Peer Review in 2009 encouraged the Irish government to ‘strengthen its 
efforts to communicate its role in Ireland’s development cooperation and illustrate 
the impacts of using different aid modalities’ (OECD, 2009: 28). 

IDEA, in its consultation document around the review of the White 
Paper on Irish Aid, agrees that there is a need for deep public engagement on 
development but argues that public communication and information exercises are 
not sufficient.  Where these are prioritised ‘support will remain “a mile wide and 
an inch deep’” (2012: 11), IDEA argues.  It calls on NGDOs to ‘adopt far more 
ambitious policies for public engagement.  Public engagement in Ireland is crucial 
– not only to support aid – but to eradicate structural global inequalities’ (Ibid.).  
The key issue here is the growing conflation between DE which is or can be critical 
of development and aid and development engagement which is usually not.  With 
Irish Aid pushing the value of and funding for the latter, where does this leave 
critical DE? 

Concerns about the blurring of lines between DE and development 
engagement are even more acute with the big NGDOs also moving away from 
talking about DE and embracing the language of public engagement.  Though it still 
sees DE as central to its work, Concern, for example, argues that ‘public education, 
advocacy and campaigning are all essential components in equipping people to 
take informed action for change, deepening their commitment to international 
development and to eliminating extreme poverty’ (2016a: 13).  Trócaire’s 2012 
strategic framework was framed in terms of ‘mobilising for justice’.  Trócaire 
describes DE as remaining ‘a flagship programme’ while it has continued to ‘build 
our campaigning and advocacy work’ and ‘external communications profile’ 
(Trócaire, 2012: 22).  In its latest strategic plan, it talks about the opportunities for 
Trócaire to ‘increase the levels of public engagement in our work for a more just 
and sustainable world’ (2016: 21). 

This increasing focus on development engagement has been influenced 
significantly by changing priorities and understandings of DE in the international 
development context, for example, both Irish Aid and IDEA refer to the OECD 
DAC’s work in this area.  The move among NGDOs towards short-term results-
based activism rather than more long-term DE is mirrored, Weber argues, 
in Canada and England where there has been ‘a shift in the nature of INGO 
development education programming from a sustained dialogical focus of 
learning towards programming that emphasises the shorter-term outcomes 
of fund-raising and advocacy campaigns’ (2014: 24).  The growing conflation 
between DE and development engagement, with its emphasis on campaigning 
and advocacy alongside communication and public information, is in danger of 
shifting DE towards education for development with its ‘support for’ rather than 
‘critical engagement with’ development. 

Another shift ‘beyond DE’ towards ‘the global’ has come in light of 
the move from the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) to the Sustainable 
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Development Goals (SDGs), which feature prominantly in the Irish Aid DE 
Strategy 2017 - 2023. It highlights the ‘important role for global citizenship 
education including DE’ in target 4.7 of the SDGs (2016: 10).  The SDGs indicate a 
shift internationally from focusing on poverty and inequality in ‘the Global South’ 
to addressing these issues globally, and there is greater focus on sustainability 
and environmental challenges and responses.  At the same time, as they are still 
framed broadly within a goals, targets, and measurement approach, they are 
potentially prone to repeating the inadequacies of the MDGs, especially if North-
South notions of development are not challenged.  In addition, IDEA argues that 
‘the SDGs require active citizen participation and broad partnerships in order to 
achieve the transformative change which they promise’ (2016: 3), and it reiterates 
the role that DE can play in that. 

In tandem with a shift in emphasis in the development goals, other terms 
such as GCE have become popular (Bourn, 2014), and the most recent Irish Aid DE 
strategy frames DE under GCE, a significant departure from previous understandings 
(2016).  Though there has been some debate about terms and understandings of 
DE in Ireland, which have featured over the years in various reports (Kenny and 
O’Malley, 2002), there is a reluctance in the Irish context to let debates about DE 
over-shadow the work.  While the shift to the global and GCE represents a more 
connected understanding of global development, its potential to challenge existing 
North-South development assumptions in DE remains a challenge. 

Along with the professionalisation of DE, a key feature of discourses 
of DE in recent years has been the increasing prominence of the notion of ‘best 
practice’ or ‘good practice’ in DE.  Following an Irish Aid recommendation in its 
strategic plan (2007), IDEA has promoted good practice through the development 
of various guidelines, e.g., for schools (2011), for producing DE resources, and 
for DE in adult and community settings (2014).  Other sets of ‘good practice 
guidelines’ developed include those for DE in volunteering (Comhlámh, 
2013) and in primary schools (DICE, 2014).  Currently, general ‘good practice’ 
guidelines are being piloted among some IDEA members.  This emphasis 
supports a type of professionalisation of DE which conflates ‘good’ or ‘best 
practice’ with accountability, good governance and measurement for results, with 
IDEA and NGDOs following Irish Aid in advancing the calls for accountability 
in the face of ‘huge challenges and a potential crisis of trust’ (IDEA, 2014: 5).  
Though the language of accountability has become pervasive, it is not understood 
in uniform terms throughout, with some emphasising accountability in terms 
of responsibilities to donors, whereas others regard it as ‘helping civil society 
become involved in holding governments, institutions and the private sector to 
account’ (Trócaire, 2012: 31).  At the same time, there is very little open critique 
of accountability or governance frameworks and their influence on DE in Ireland, 
and even where the emphasis on, or approaches to, measurement are questioned, 
its overall value is often taken for granted.

Many of these recent global trends were emphasised in the GENE 
Review of Global Education in Ireland (2015).  The review process which GENE 
undertook on the request of Irish Aid, involved significant engagement among 
DE practitioners and policy makers in Ireland and it served to focus Irish Aid on 
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DE and to contribute to its articulation of a third strategic plan for DE in Ireland 
(2016).  While the GENE Review recommendations largely reflect submissions to 
the review on behalf of IDEA members, its influence remains to be seen.  As yet, 
there has been little significant change in the structure and organisation of DE 
since the publication of the GENE Review or the latest Irish Aid strategic plan.

Conclusion 
The approach to critical history I have adopted here, which is influenced by 
Foucault’s approach to genealogy, shows that understandings of DE are not 
fixed but created, shaped, negotiated and struggled over in different institutional 
contexts.  As such, it does not regard the reality of DE as natural or as a progressive 
result of the past but shaped by the very real day-to-day living out of decisions 
and struggles.  Exploring the past to understand the present it calls us to question 
our assumptions about and understandings of DE, where they might have come 
from and what they might mean.  As evident here, there have been different waves 
of discursive and institutional influence in the Irish context where discourses are 
embedded in layers over time.  While emphasis on some is replaced by others, 
they often linger in complimentary or contradictory co-existence. 

In adopting this critical history approach, this article gives some insight 
into why critical discourses of DE are often accompanied, and sometimes 
overtaken, by more technical, individualised or charity ones e.g., with growing 
emphasis on development engagement and talk of accountability, good governance 
and the need for measuring results.  It highlights the power relations shaping our 
understandings and practices of DE, showing the rising dominance of Irish Aid in 
DE in Ireland in consultation and partnership with NGDOs, which has resulted in 
growing threats to the potential criticality of DE.

A critical understanding of how DE has been shaped by different 
influences offers insights into how it can be shaped more critically or instrumentally, 
collectively or individually, through more or fewer resources, in formal or non-
formal contexts.  It also invites more critical histories of DE, which place emphasis 
on different voices or experiences and which can provide new and alternative 
insights into the past of DE in Ireland so that we can more critically understand 
the present and shape the future. 
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Development Education in Politically 
Interesting Times

Niamh Gaynor

It is now almost three years since Policy and Practice published Issue 26 on the 
theme ‘Development Education in Politically Interesting Times’.  In his guest 
editorial to that issue, Gerard McCann (2018) wrote of the serious threats 
posed by the global retreat from the post-war consensus on global partnership, 
solidarity and interdependence, and the attendant rise of xenophobia, populism 
and micro-nationalism.  Warning of the dangers posed by this combative political 
environment, he highlighted an essential role for the development education 
sector in rebuilding trust, dialogue and shared understandings.  

As we finally emerge from a sharply divisive, damaging Trump era, at 
the time of writing (November 2020) we may begin to hope that changes to this 
combative political environment are imminent.  However, to do so is perhaps to 
forget what has given rise to people’s anger in the first place.  While the faces of 
those in the upper echelons of power in countries such as the United States and 
elsewhere may change, the climate and conditions that give rise to the racism, 
xenophobia and breakdown in solidarity which McCann decried will certainly 
take longer.  Indeed, in this respect, little appears to have changed since Issue 26 
was first published.  Economic and social inequalities persist and have continued 
to increase, both between and within countries (Oxfam, 2020).  Human rights 
are openly flouted in almost every country of the world (Human Rights Watch, 
2020).  Climate disasters and emergencies are now a regular occurrence, with 
particularly devastating impacts in the global South (UNDRR/CRED, 2020).  And 
discrimination and exploitation of different groups across a range of intersecting 
categories – gender, class, race, religion, sexuality – continue apace (Human Rights 
Watch, 2020).  In so many ways, little appears to have changed.  Yet, in a number of 
important respects, much has.  This signals some hope for the future, despite the 
odds.  Three developments over the intervening period between the publication of 
this volume and Issue 26 are noteworthy.  

First, the collective (although by no means equal) ‘living through Covid’ 
experience has afforded many their first experience of what it is like to live with 
uncertainty, fear and a loss of freedoms previously taken for granted.  While, for 
many around the world, such circumstances and the attendant psychological toll 
they exact are a daily reality, for many (although certainly not all) in the global 
North cosseted by the comforting certainties that come with relative affluence and 
privilege, this relative loss of freedom, control and security is a new phenomenon.  
It is indeed a truism that sometimes one needs to experience a thing for oneself 
(or a less acute version of it) to appreciate it.  Can one positive thing to come out 
of this pandemic be a greater empathy, if not understanding, for lives lived in more 
marginal, precarious circumstances than one’s own? 

Second, the exponential growth and engagement with popular 
movements such as #MeToo, Black Lives Matter, and Fridays for Future (FFF), 
to name just a few, show just how ‘interesting’ these political times we are living 



Fifteenth Anniversary Edition

124

in are.  While, with their obsession with personality politics and showmanship, 
the mainstream media often attend to the antics and twittering of elected leaders, 
it is across popular movements – ‘movements of outrage and hope’, as Manuel 
Castells has memorably termed them (Castells, 2012) – where politics, in its 
most inclusive form, is played out.  And third, and perhaps most significantly, the 
world’s younger generation is no longer content to leave arguably the single most 
important political issue of all time – climate change – to elected political leaders 
and policy-makers.  The FFF international climate strike movement has sent an 
unequivocal message that nothing short of radical structural and systemic change 
is required.

As though we needed any more evidence, we now have it.  The model is 
broken.  It hasn’t worked.  Promoting division and fear of the amorphous ‘other’, 
it has relentlessly gnawed at, undermined and ultimately destroyed our relations – 
with each other, and with our planet.  We are at a turning point.  This time of crisis 
provides a space to reflect on where to turn next, what direction to take.  And we 
have been told, emphatically and determinately, by our next generation, as well 
as by many other groups, that a return to the old model, the old ‘normal’, is not 
an option.  These are indeed politically interesting times.  They are challenging, 
but they are also hopeful.  There will be conflict and there will be change.  This is 
the essence of democratic, inclusive politics.  As the eminent political theorist Iris 
Marion Young has argued:

“A primary goal of democratic discussion and decision-making ought to 
be to promote justice in solving problems… this goal requires inclusion 
even if it creates complexity and reveals conflicts of interest that can only 
be resolved by changing structural relations” (2000: 119).   

Such inclusive politics pose both challenges and opportunities to development 
educators as we collectively reflect and act with students and friends to help move 
forward, and chart a path toward a more sustainable, equitable, hopeful future.  

The three articles chosen for this section of the 15th anniversary volume 
reflect this newly charged ‘politically interesting’ time.  While just one is taken 
from the original issue (Andreotti et al., 2018), perhaps reflecting the complexity 
and intersectionality of the issues facing us as we move forward, they each address, 
in critical and constructive ways, the challenges we face and point to directions 
that can be taken as we move forward.  A number of the key issues discussed 
above are brought together in the first piece.  Cirefice and Sullivan’s (2019) 
inspiring article on the activism of rural and indigenous women’s movements in 
the Americas in the face of the relentless extractive industry, highlights the nexus 
between economic, climatic and gendered injustices.  Chiming with the assertions 
of FFF activists, the authors argue that:

“If we leave untouched the system that brought us to breaking point… 
our future will be premised on old distortions, carrying over social, 
economic and environmental injustices into new structures that allege to 
save the planet” (2019: 2).  
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Cirefice and Sullivan ably make explicit the links between extractive 
capitalist expansion, gender-based violence, privilege and power.  As they note, 
because of gendered divisions of labour which leave women with a triple burden 
of work (in the paid productive sphere, and in the unpaid and often unrecognised 
domestic and community spheres):

“…when extraction impacts the local environment, women are on the 
frontline of its impacts.  For example, water resources can be poisoned 
and drained, mine blasting can create problems such as air pollution and 
damage to housing, and there is an associated increase in alcoholism and 
domestic violence” (2019: 7).

Capitalist expansion is violent and destructive.  It preys on the marginalised ‘other’, 
most notably indigenous women, and relies on their continued subjugation. 

Happily, and most welcomingly, Cirefice and Sullivan’s account does 
not end there.  Much of their article is given over to highlighting the agency of 
local women’s movements resisting these extractive industries.  In a problematic 
communications era where the agency and activism of local actors in the global 
South is often eclipsed by the images and messaging of Northern development 
agencies keen to highlight their own activities and programmes, it is refreshing, 
indeed essential, to empirically challenge these Northern narratives.  The women 
depicted in Cirefice and Sullivan’s examples are certainly not victims and they are 
far from passive.  Moreover, their activism is complex and far-reaching.  As the 
authors note, in their resistance they:

“are demanding systematic change to the paradigms of capitalism, 
colonialism and patriarchy and demanding respect and protection of 
women’s bodies, land, water, mother earth, culture and community” 
(2019: 10).  

Their actions serve to both inform and inspire development educators and activists 
in the global North as we reflect on both the impacts of our own economic model 
and its demands, and on how we frame and portray our actions and those of 
others more broadly. 

The second and third articles (McCloskey, 2019 and Andreotti et al., 2018 
respectively) presented here also touch on a number of these interrelated issues.  
In particular, their focus is on critically assessing how we, in the development 
education sector, go about challenging these.  Stephen McCloskey’s 2019 article 
focuses on one of the key cornerstones of the development education sector’s 
policy platform - the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), while Andreotti et 
al. (2018) focus on educational approaches to global change.  Both contributions, 
whether explicitly or implicitly, and in different ways with different levels of 
emphasis, acknowledge the deeply problematic and destructive nature of current 
political and economic structures.  Rooted in transformative change, their focus 
is on challenging the development education sector to critically interrogate these 
and to explore alternative models for political engagement for social change.  
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McCloskey’s article argues that the SDGs:

“cannot succeed as long as they are fatally hitched to the broken neoliberal 
paradigm of development which is resulting in wealth concentration in 
fewer hands and growing social polarisation” (2019: 1).  

Drawing on a number of reports which highlight the failure of the SDGs to reach 
their own targets in the areas of food security, education and equality, together 
with inconsistencies between goals 13 (action on climate change) and 8 (sustained 
economic growth), he urges development NGOs to ‘leave the policy comfort zone 
of overseas development assistance and become more politically engaged with the 
structural causes of poverty’ (2019: 5).  McCloskey’s two allied points are that 
global development (and by extension, development education) is inherently 
political, and that development agencies and actors need to engage critically with 
the politically thorny issue of the dominant economic system if they are serious 
about bringing about social transformation.   

This dominant system also forms the basis for Andreotti et al.’s (2018) 
thought-provoking article on educational approaches to global change.  Taking issue 
with more conventional development education approaches, the authors argue that 
it is not better policies, communication or information that are needed.  Rather, they 
argue, the focus needs to be on our relations with each other and with our planet – 
what they term ‘the ontological challenge of being’ (2018: 2).  Again, as noted earlier, 
this is not and cannot be a comfortable place.  Unmasking the invisibilised violences 
of the dominant development approaches, it forces us and our students to confront 
‘our complicity in systemic harm, [and] face the magnitude of the problems that we 
have ahead of us’ (2018: 3).  For Andreotti et al., as for others, ‘existing strategies for 
addressing global justice and social change are inadequate to the task of preparing 
us to face these uncertain times’ (2018: 4).  This again, is an explicitly political 
approach.  Eschewing consensus, coherence and quick and easy solutions to the 
complex, political challenges we collectively face, their proposals are designed to 
facilitate deep learning processes which invite curiosity, reflexivity and an expansion 
of sensibilities in development education approaches.   

Taken together, all three articles help us reflect on the depth and scope 
of injustice in our broken world.  Exposing and critically interrogating the 
approaches and policies we sometimes unthinkingly adopt in our talk and practice 
of development education, they invite us to rethink these, and to rethink the 
discourses that underlie them.  At no time is this more prescient than today where, 
in these Covid-19 addled days, talk of a ‘return to normal’ belies the fact that 
that particular ‘normal’ did not and does not work.  If we have learned anything 
over the last few years, it is that there can be no ‘return to normal’.  We must 
leave behind the discriminatory, exploitative and self-destructive discourses and 
practices of the past and move forward.  To do so will necessitate a new era, code 
and conduct of political engagement which facilitates and supports open, critical, 
reflexive and respectful analysis and debate, with our legislators and policy makers 
but also, ultimately, with each other.  As development educators, we need to be at 
the forefront in building the capacities and skills to do so.  
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Women on the Frontlines of Resistance to 
Extractivism
V’cenza Cirefice and Lynda Sullivan

Abstract: We are living in extreme times with planetary boundaries being breached 
and our current economic model pushing life to collapse.  The pressure to switch to 
renewable energy can no longer be avoided.  However, many industry actors want 
to continue with our current economic model and simply switch the energy source.  
For this to happen, mining needs to increase dramatically.  Rural and indigenous 
communities are disproportionately impacted by mining and other extractive 
industries, with severe negative consequences on local livelihoods, community 
cohesion and the environment.  In this article we will explore the gendered impacts 
experienced by these communities, which see women facing the worst impacts 
of a neoliberal extractive agenda.  Conversely, women are leading the resistance 
to extractivism and stepping outside of traditional gender roles to be leaders in 
movements fighting destructive extraction.  We will draw upon examples from the 
Americas, through a lens of ecofeminism and feminist political ecology, to explore 
how the women of these movements are demanding systematic change to the 
paradigms of capitalism, colonialism and patriarchy - highlighting that these forms 
of domination are connected and thus, need to be eliminated together. 

Key words: Ecofeminism; Feminist Political Ecology; Extractivism; Resistance; 
Climate Change; Neoliberalism; Gender; Americas.

Introduction
Our globe is facing climate chaos.  Humans are confronted with their biggest 
existential threat ever.  The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Special 
Report, published in October 2018 (IPPC, 2018), asserted that we have just 12 
years to make dramatic changes if we are to avoid catastrophic climate change.  
Students, the world over, are walking out of their educational institutions to 
demand that adults begin taking their future seriously (Laville, Noor and Walker, 
2019).  Global education, consequently, has a vital role to play in encouraging 
exploration of, and engagement in, this high priority topic.  To begin with, global 
educators are best placed to teach about the causes and impacts of the climate 
crisis and the linkages to global inequality and injustice (Hitchcock, 2019:7).  
Secondly, the educational process can provide a structure through which students 
can learn about current, and develop new, solutions to the crisis.  Additionally, 
by encouraging the participation of students in the climate strike in a safe and 
educational way, educators are facilitating ‘an excellent learning experience 
through which students can develop key thinking skills, capabilities, attitudes 
and dispositions that will develop them as “contributors to society and the 
environment”’ (McCloskey, 2019).

Delving deeper into the complex issue of solutions to the climate crisis, 
one oft-quoted solution is renewable energy, which has already been incorporated 
into government policies (McNaught et al., 2013) and the Northern Ireland 
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curriculum (Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment, 2016; 
2018).  Solar, wind, hydro, bio-fuels, these are some of the developments given 
by technology that are cited as healthy alternatives to our dependence on fossil 
fuels.  The burning of fossil fuels is one of the main contributors to the planetary 
crisis, producing carbon and other greenhouse gases (Nunez, 2019).  The need 
to switch to renewable energy can no longer be ignored.  However, the journey 
there is crucial and global education should highlight the intricacies of this.  If 
we leave untouched the system that brought us to breaking point then we will 
ultimately assimilate renewable energy into the neoliberal agenda based on 
deregulation, privatisation and a ‘free market’ economy (Ostry, Loungani and 
Furceri, 2016).  Thus, our future will be premised on old distortions, carrying 
over social, economic and environmental injustices into new structures that will 
allegedly save the planet (Hitchcock, 2019:11). 

To illustrate this, we follow through what it means to retain our current 
economic model, forever wanting, forever consuming, and simply switch the energy 
source to renewables.  For this to happen, mining needs to increase dramatically 
(Dominish, Florin and Teske, 2019: 5).  Rare earth metals especially, and other 
metals such as copper, will be in high demand as they are key components in 
solar panels, batteries, electric cars etc.  To date those most affected by mining and 
other extractive industries are rural and indigenous communities in the global 
South (Trócaire, 2019: 13), with severe negative consequences on local livelihoods, 
community cohesion and the environment.  If we continue with business as usual, 
which means more extraction, it will be these communities who will suffer the most.  
For example, a recent World Bank study identified Latin America, Africa and Asia 
as key targets going forward for rare earth and other critical metals (World Bank, 
2017).  There is also a gendered dimension to the impacts of mining, with women 
more affected than men, for reasons that we will explore in this article.  Thus, 
extraction to satisfy the demand for renewables within the neoliberal system will 
further discriminate against women.

However, by looking at how women are resisting destructive extraction, 
and drawing on the theories of ecofeminism and feminist political ecology, we can 
see how, through the essence of their resistance, women, and especially indigenous 
and rural women, are leading the way out of the trap.  This article will draw on 
examples from the Americas to show how women from movements in this region 
are demanding a systematic change to the paradigms of capitalism, colonialism 
and patriarchy, highlighting how these forms of domination are connected and, 
thus, need to be eliminated completely.  We conclude with practical suggestions as 
to how these themes could be incorporated into an educational setting. 

What is extractivism?
Extractivism can be defined as ‘activities that remove large volumes of non-processed 
natural resources (or resources that are limited in quantity), particularly for export’ 
(Acosta, 2017: 81).  It is often tied up with transnational capital, the state and 
neoliberal agendas.  But it is much more than that; it is a way of seeing the world.  
Klein, (2015: 169) calls extractivism, a ‘dominance-based relationship with the earth, 
one of purely taking’, which is ‘the opposite of stewardship’.  The main forms of 
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extractivism are mining, quarrying and oil and gas extraction (including fracking).  
However, deforestation and industrial agriculture are also sometimes considered 
forms of extractivism as they extract resources from the land causing severe ecological 
depletion. Hitchcock (2019: 9) further explains extractivism as ‘high-intensity, 
export-oriented extraction of common ecological goods rooted in colonialism and 
the notion that humans are separate from, and superior to, the rest of the living world’.

Theoretical framework

Ecofeminism and Feminist Political Ecology
The closely related ecological feminist approaches of socialist/materialist ecofeminism 
(Merchant, 1980; Mellor, 1992; Plumwood, 1993; Warren, 1997; Federici, 2004; Gaard, 
2015) and feminist political ecology (herein, FPE) (Agarwal, 1992, 2001; Rocheleau, 
Thomas-Slayter and Wangari, 1996; MacGregor, 2006, 2010, 2013; Salleh, 2009; 
Elmhirst, 2011; Sultana, 2011, 2013; Veuthrey and Gerber, 2012; Resurreccion, 2013) 
offer a fertile perspective to understand extractivism.  FPE ‘re-engages and rethinks 
neoliberal extractivism and violence through our analysis of our experience of diverse 
nature-cultures as part of a collective and ongoing process of decolonising development 
practices, political ecology and feminism’ (Harcourt and Nelson, 2015: 23).  Political 
ecology reminds us that human-environment relationships are mediated by wealth 
and power.  It links political, economic and social factors with environmental change.  
FPE, therefore, adds a gendered analysis to these processes. 

Ecofeminism is a reaction to how women and nature have been 
marginalised in modern patriarchal society, and highlights that all types of 
domination (capitalism, colonialism, patriarchy) are connected, therefore, one 
cannot be eliminated without the others.  Materialist and socialist ecofeminists 
have rejected the essentialism of any special or biological link between women 
and nature as proposed by spiritual ecofeminists (Diamond and Orenstein, 1990).  
Instead they locate the oppression of women and nature in capitalist patriarchal 
structures and the exploitative relations of capitalist production, connecting the 
exploitation of resources to the degradation of nature and women (Merchant, 1980; 
Mies, 1981; Federici, 2004).  This approach also recognises that both categories are 
socially constructed and in such a way that devalues them. 

Nature Culture

Women Men

Passive Active

Object Subject

Emotion Rationality

Traditional/Primitive Modern/Civilised

Body Mind

Non-Western Western

Private Sphere Public Sphere

Table 1: Dualistic thought structures (Cirefice and Sullivan)
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Ecofeminists have located the root of extractive ecological exploitation and social 
injustices in the patriarchal capitalist worldview that emerges from the Cartesian 
dualism (Merchant, 1980; Shiva, 1989; Plumwood, 1993).  The roots of the 
subjugation of women and nature are embedded in modern knowledge, which 
is dualistic and developed during the Enlightenment period.  This era saw the 
rise of the scientific and industrial revolutions and capitalism, and so ecofeminists 
critique the knowledge these ‘progresses’ are based on.  René Descartes established 
the Cartesian dualism of mind and body which extended to others, such as, 
culture/nature, man/woman, civilised/primitive (Merchant, 1980), as seen in 
table 1.  Ecofeminists argue this worldview is detrimental for nature, women and 
indigenous communities who are placed on the ‘passive’ or ‘object’ side of the 
dualism, implying they are resources, which are lacking in agency (Plumwood, 
1993).  Women become ‘viewed as the “other”, the passive non-self ’ (Shiva, 1989: 
14), hence, ecofeminists emphasise the agency of all humans and nonhumans who 
have been oppressed under this Cartesian division of the world.  Ecofeminists 
see the legacy of these thought structures continuing into extractive capitalist 
exploitation today, in which both women and nature become ‘othered’ to justify 
seeing them as inanimate resources. 

In the Cartesian worldview we see the objectification of the earth 
and devaluation of the frontline communities who suffer the worst impacts of 
extraction (Jewett and Garavan, 2018), with extraction points considered as 
peripheral, as ‘sacrifice zones’ (Ashwood and MacTavish, 2016; Klein, 2015).  
Many indigenous perspectives have highlighted that the opposite to extractivism 
is ‘deep reciprocity; it’s respect, it’s relationship, it’s responsibility and it’s local’ 
(Leanne Betasamosake Simpson quoted in Di Chiro, 2015: 217). Ecofeminism 
and FPE argue that the notion that nature is separate from us is central to 
environmental crises (Plumwood, 1993), therefore, relational approaches are 
needed which re-emphasise interconnection (Whatmore, 2002; Crittenden, 2000; 
Salleh, 1997; Plumwood, 1993; Haraway, 1991, 2008).  Ecofeminists and FPE 
theorists recognise that challenges to the oppressive world order seek to move 
from a dualistic, extractive, mechanistic, anthropocentric worldview to relations 
of an interconnected, relational and biocentric world.  Thus, an ecofeminist and 
FPE lens can provide a useful critical theoretical frame through which to explore 
and investigate the experiences, practices and worldviews of activists involved in 
contesting extractive development processes.  Both FPE and ecofeminism share 
an interest in the role of women in collective activism around environmental 
issues and how gender is configured in these struggles to redefine environmental 
issues by including women’s knowledge, experience and interests (Moeckli and 
Braun, 2001: 123). 

Why are women disproportionately impacted?
Most of the socio-environmental costs of the extractive industry are felt by the rural 
populations of extractive regions, however women are often disproportionately 
impacted (Barcia, 2017).  The benefits of resource extraction include employment, 
although most jobs are held almost exclusively by men.  The negative effects, 
however, are felt in the household, where due to gender socialisation, women have 
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the most responsibility (Federici, 2004).  The gender division of labour brings 
women in contact with natural resources and the environment for subsistence.  
Women, as primary care-givers, have a material connection as key stakeholders 
in farming and managing natural resources, as well as household consumption 
(MacGregor, 2006; Martinez-Alier, 2002; Agarwal, 1992).  Therefore, when 
extraction impacts the local environment, women are on the frontline of its 
impacts.  For example, water resources can be poisoned and drained, mine 
blasting can create problems such as air pollution and damage to housing, and 
there is an associated increase in alcoholism and domestic violence (Gies, 2015).  
These impacts are especially felt by indigenous communities who rely on natural 
resources for their subsistence economy; for hunting, fishing, foraging, medicine 
and culture.  Moreover, in the Americas, indigenous people, particularly women, 
are further disadvantaged by societal and economic problems as a result of 
colonialism, such as poverty and marginalisation, a lack of power and land rights 
and a limited influence on decision making (Smith, 1997; Nestra, 1999). 

Therefore, it is women’s material conditions which push them to resist.  
For example, in Guatemala, the Kaqchikel women’s movement see their activism 
as ‘care work’.  The environmental destruction impacts most on reproductive work 
which is done by women.  Women are involved in this not due to some natural 
or essentialist characteristic which makes women more caring, but because they 
are conditioned to be caregivers through a process of gendered socialisation.  The 
Kaqchikel women are critical of the ways in which care work overburdens women, 
their movements want to see a re-valuing and redistribution of care work in society 
(Hallum-Montes, 2012: 115).  Women’s resistance needs to be understood in 
relation to gender relations and resource management and use and not idealised.  
From this vantage point, relationships with the environment are gendered due 
to the division of labour and socialised gender roles, following which, gendered 
understandings of environmental change need to integrate subjectivities, scales, 
places, and power relations (Sultana, 2013: 374).  By questioning essentialising 
discourses, FPE perspectives can be critical of narratives that romanticise women 
as having a special innate relationship to the environment which naturalises their 
reproductive work and resistance. 

Patriarchy’s disregard for nature, women and indigenous people is further 
compounded by colonial legacies which impact on the bodies of indigenous 
women (Smith, 2003: 81).  The attack on nature by mining industries can also 
impact on indigenous women’s bodies as the effects of radiation poisoning are most 
apparent on women’s reproductive systems with impacts such as increased cases of 
ovarian cancer, miscarriages and birth defects (Smith, 2003: 82).  In the Blackhills 
of the United States (US), women on the PineRidge reservation experience a 
miscarriage rate six times higher than the national average (Smith, 1997: 23).  The 
same conceptual framework of thought that commodifies and exploits nature can 
be extended to women’s bodies and in this case, indigenous women. 

Studies have also drawn the link between sexual violence and the mining 
industry (Cane, Terbish and Bymbasuren, 2004) which will be explored further 
later. Women who resist extraction, standing up for their communities, lands and 
environment are often the targets of gender specific violence and threats (Barcia, 
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2017).  In many ways they are challenging not only corporate power but patriarchal 
structures and gender norms (Barcia, 2017: 5; Willow and Keefer, 2015).  Smith 
(2003) believes indigenous women’s bodies threaten the legitimacy of coloniser 
states like the US because of their ability to reproduce and continue resistance.  She 
sees colonialism as structured on the logic of sexual violence; colonised people are 
projected as body as opposed to mind, much in the same way colonised nature is 
seen as raw materials without agency (Smith, 2003: 82).  Both nature and women 
are understood as the passive ‘Other’ and a commodity to be exploited. 

Women on the Frontlines

Why are (indigenous) women on the frontlines fighting a neoliberal extractivist 
agenda?
Many of the accounts above portray women as passive victims, reinforcing dualistic 
thought structures which place women on the passive, object side of the dualism.  
Therefore, highlighting the agency of women, their subjectivity, resistance and 
activism becomes paramount.  Ecofeminism highlights the link between the 
abuse of earth and suppression of women, but there is also a strong link between 
empowerment and activism of women and the healing of the earth.  Examples of 
this include The Women’s Earth and Climate Action Network (WECAN, 2019) 
which has many campaigns and groups in the Americas and around the world 
connecting women’s solutions and resistance to extractive industries.  Also, in 
September 2015, the Indigenous Women of the Americas signed a Defend Mother 
Earth Treaty against extractive industry (Indigenous Rising, 2015).  It stated that:

“While opposing extractive industries, women human rights defenders 
are advancing alternative economic and social models based on the 
stewardship of land and common resources in order to preserve life, 
thereby contributing to the emergence of new paradigms” (Barcia, 
2017:12).

This alternative worldview is seen in the following case studies which highlight the 
agency of women in their resistance to social and environmental injustice. There is 
a huge political and practical significance to the hundreds of women who initiated 
protests and grassroots organising activities for both women and nature (Warren, 
1997:10).  As previously outlined, women are often prime movers in protecting the 
environment not because they have some special essentialist link to it but because 
in many cases they are affected the most by environmental destruction.  Similarly, 
women often play a primary role in community action because it’s within the 
domestic sphere, a domain related to women due to gender norms.  Women are 
providing small scale solutions with large impacts while reclaiming power at the 
local level (Hamilton, 1991). 

FPE literature has critiqued the fact that a focus on women as 
environmental saviours can lead to an increased environmental responsibility and 
unpaid work for women (MacGregor, 2013).  FPE adds to debates by highlighting 
the need for context specific accounts of gender and material realities to avoid 
homogenising women, romanticising their resistance or placing unwanted 



Fifteenth Anniversary Edition

134

responsibility on them for creating solutions.  The stereotype of women as 
environmental victims or as environmental caretakers can contradict the complex 
daily reality of resource use, power and negotiation (Resurrección, 2013).  Further, 
by glorifying indigenous women’s movements it is easy to hide the other elements 
of reality that are not so glorious: the violence, poverty and exhaustion they face 
on a day to day basis (Lind, 2003). 

It remains important, therefore, to counter the narrative of rural and 
indigenous women as powerless victims of environmental change with no 
mention of their life experiences, their struggles, resistances or alliances (Dey, 
Resurreccion and Doneys, 2014: 946).  Indigenous women’s activism against 
extractive industry and environmental degradation is diverse and needs to be 
understood in relation to the social, historical, political and economic setting in 
which it is embedded.  These resistances are demanding systematic change to the 
paradigms of capitalism, colonialism and patriarchy and demanding respect and 
protection of women’s bodies, land, water, mother earth, culture and community 
(Gies, 2015).  The next section provides examples from the Americas, through 
a lens of ecofeminism and feminist political ecology, that explore how women 
are demanding systematic change to the paradigms of capitalism, colonialism and 
patriarchy.

Case studies from around the Americas

North American- Indigenous women resist
Honor the Earth is an organisation set up by indigenous ecofeminist Winona 
LaDuke.  This organisation highlights the interconnectedness of the domination 
of nature, indigenous people and women.  Honor the Earth has a campaign against 
sexual violence in extraction zones.  They state that there is an epidemic of sexual 
violence perpetrated against indigenous women driven by extreme extraction 
in the Brakken oil fields, North Dakota and the Tar Sands of Alberta.  In these 
locations the violations against the earth run parallel to the violation of human 
rights.  They requested a formal intervention by the United Nations (UN) and 
their submission document contextualises the relationship between oil booms and 
sex trafficking booms within broader historical processes of colonialisation and 
genocide (Memee Harvard, 2015). 

This campaign argues that the same conceptual framework which 
commodifies and exploits nature can be extended to (indigenous) women’s 
bodies.  Studies have drawn the link between sexual violence and the mining 
industry (Cane, Terbish and Bymbasuren, 2014; Memee Harvard, 2015; Farley et 
al., 2011).  Sex trafficking, which disproportionally affects indigenous women in 
North America, is higher near points of extraction where there are large camps of 
temporary, highly paid male labour (Memee Harvard, 2015).  Gies (2015) highlights 
that for the women involved in resisting extractive industry their fight against 
gender violence, that disproportionately affects indigenous women, is integral to 
their struggle.  Canadians highlight that in their country over 4,000 murdered and 
missing indigenous women have been largely uninvestigated (Ibid.). 

Indigenous women’s resistance in Canada is strong too; the Mining 
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Injustice Solidarity Network is made up of 90 percent women (Ibid.).  Further, 
women are at the heart of the Klabona Keepers, a society formed by Tahltan 
Elders, fight to protect the ecologically sacred headwaters in northern British 
Colombia from mining contamination (Roy, 2019).  As well as protecting the right 
to their ancestral lands, they are also protecting the biodiversity they depend on 
for hunting, fishing and foraging for their livelihood (Gies, 2015).  The Unist’ot’en 
blockade camp is led by Freda Hudson and stands against oil and gas pipelines 
coming from the Tar Sands operation in Alberta.  The proposed pipeline would 
encroach on the Witsuwit’en people’s unceded territory (Temper, 2019).  They have 
created a border to their un-surrendered land, and demand that their consent is 
needed to go there.  This is a right enshrined by the UN Declaration of Indigenous 
Peoples which they reinforce (Toledano, 2014). 

Mining has had a key role in Indian-settler relations from as early as 
the 17th century (Ali, 2003: 6).  It is closely tied to issues of colonialism and how 
indigenous people were erased from their lands (Braun, 2000; Stanley, 2013).  
The construction of a wilderness, available for exploitation, was seen by colonial 
powers as completely separated from human, cultural influence.  This impression 
of empty, virgin land, legally justified its confiscation by the Terra Nullius Act 
(Stanley, 2013).  Moreover, the land was often gendered in colonial accounts 
and was represented as a feminine space with successful use of the wilderness 
compared to acts of sexual conquest and rape.  It also enabled mining companies 
to capitalise on aboriginal unemployment and use their lands and bodies as waste 
sinks (Stanley, 2013: 211).

As environmental destruction from mining can be regarded as a form 
of colonialism and racism which has marked Indian / White relations since the 
arrival of Columbus in 1492 (Halder, 2004: 103), the environmental impacts of 
mining cannot be examined without also considering their impacts on indigenous 
culture and bodies.  Indigenous peoples have strong cultural and social links to 
their land (O’Faircheallaigh, 2013: 1792).  Because of this, native people need 
high levels of environmental quality to meet not only physical but spiritual needs.  
As these religious rights are inseparable from environmental protection, this 
makes the indigenous case different from environmental racism in other contexts 
(Nestra, 1999: 114).  Mining can have devastating effects on the environment and 
can compromise native culture and social life as sites of cultural significance are 
sometimes destroyed (O’Faircheallaigh, 2013: 1791). 

Studies of environmental racism have shown how native lands are 
frequently used as sites of mining, toxic dumps and nuclear and military testing 
(Nestra, 1999: 114).  In North America, 60 percent of energy resources are found 
on Indian land (Smith, 1997: 22), and are frequently threatened by capitalist 
operations.  For example, the Blackhills, home to the Lakota Sioux, has faced 
many problems relating to mining.  When gold was discovered on their land in 
1875, the Sioux lost their land rights by 1877 (Halder, 2004: 108). 

Latin America
Gender based violence and extractive activities in Latin America often go hand in 
hand.  One example is the case of Margarita Caal Caal, an indigenous woman, one 
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of ten women gang raped and then forcibly evicted from their homes in a village 
in Lote Ocho, Guatemala, by a Canadian mining firm (Daley, 2016).  Mrs. Caal 
has taken her case to the Canadian courts to demand justice for what she suffered.  
So, the feminist environmental struggles see this violence as a result of the same 
oppressive systems (capitalism, colonialism, patriarchy) that exploit the earth.  It 
is these connections between physical and sexual violence against women and the 
exploitation of the land which informs their resistance (Gies, 2015). 

In 2015, six indigenous Mapuche women in Argentina, at the heart of a 
fight against fracking, chained their bodies to fracking drills in protest. Moreno 
(2016) argues that these women face a triple intersectional threat as indigenous, 
women and workers of the earth.  In their worldview there is no division of nature 
and culture (Moreno, 2016), unlike the logic of capitalism (Klein, 2014; Bauhardt, 
2013; Federici, 2004) which is embedded in this dualism (see table 1).  In the 
Mapuche language of these indigenous women there is no concept equivalent 
to natural resource, there is no need to accumulate a surplus, and the natural 
world is inseparable from the social world (Moreno, 2016).  Ecofeminists point 
out that women struggle against extractivism because this system is based on a 
mechanistic rationality historically associated with masculinity (see table 1) and 
positioned as superior to non-rational ways connected to feeling, the earth and 
taking care of life (Moreno, 2016).  For these struggles there is no separation 
between production and reproduction, land and life, resistance and survival, 
and that is why women take on leadership roles in defending their territory and 
fighting gendered oppression (Gies, 2015). 

Feminist approaches have highlighted that the personal is political and 
so link processes at differing scales from the household and body to the national, 
international and global (Monhanty, 2007; Truelove, 2011).  In her study with 
indigenous Kaqchikel women in Guatemala, Hallum-Montes (2012) highlighted 
that the women saw a link between challenging domestic violence and the abuse 
of ‘Mother Earth’.  These women who established the ‘Women United for the Love 
of Life’ group bring a gendered consciousness to their environmental activism and 
link their local activism to wider social movements. 

These struggles are intersectional and so link environmental activism to 
issues of gender, race, class, opposing the interlocking systems of oppression and 
privilege and so they relate these systems of patriarchy, colonialism and racism to 
their everyday lives (Hallum-Montes, 2012: 105).  The impacts of extractivism on 
women’s material subsistence structure their mobilisations against the extractive 
industries thus making visible the impacts of industrial capitalism on the 
environment and their own lives.  They challenge power relations on many scales; 
between local poor communities and national elites and between men and women 
in their villages (Veuthey and Gerber, 2012: 620).  Framing discussions about 
extraction only in technical environmental terms or only in relation to climate 
change can silence the social injustice, particularly gendered issues, which are 
sometimes connected to these projects.  It also marginalises issues that are often 
most relevant to women’s lives, such as polluted water, increased gender violence 
or contaminated land and food insecurity. 
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Global learning
The case studies set out above on women and extractivism can support further 
discussion on issues of gender, patriarchy, extractivism, colonialism, and 
neoliberalism.  Exploring the essential link between these paradigms could 
make an invaluable contribution to global education.  Debating the impact of 
extractivism on women, particularly indigenous activists, offers the opportunity 
to analyse factors underpinning oppression, empowerment and systemic change.  
Through the example of women, especially indigenous and rural women, young 
people can flesh out the meaning behind the popular chant often heard at the 
Youth for Climate Strikes: ‘system change, not climate change’.  There are various 
tools and resources that could be employed to bring this issue to students.  For 
example, the use of case studies to illustrate theory, as we have done, is a useful 
tool which can stimulate creative thinking, open-mindedness and empathy.  
Comhlámh, the Irish development non-governmental organisation (NGO), is 
producing a resource, called Digging Deeper, on extractivism in Peru and Ireland, 
which includes case studies of activists involved in mining conflicts from both 
countries.  Also, Trócaire and The Future We Need have produced a mining toolkit 
entitled Digging At Our Conscience (The Future We Need, 2016). 

Additionally, there are numerous visual aids that capture the complexities 
of gender and extractivism.  From Peru, Las Damas Azules (ISF, 2015) showcases 
women involved in the defence of their land against mining and their reasons 
for becoming active in the resistance movement.  Also, from Peru, La Hija de 
La Laguna (Cabellos, 2015), explores one woman’s spiritual connection with the 
water she is protecting, along with her community.  From Bolivia, Abuela Grillo 
(The Animation Workshop, 2010) is a visually stunning short animation following 
the grandmother figure representing water who is threatened by a corporation 
who wants to bottle her tears which is based on the Water Wars in Bolivia in 2000 
(Democracy Now, 2010).

Another avenue for global education on extractivism would be to link 
with organisations locally and globally who are working on these issues.  Learners 
could be encouraged to organise a volunteer project or solidarity action with the 
communities in defence of their resources, land and rights.  This would provide 
a form of experiential learning based on the realities of extractivism both locally 
and globally.  Some Irish organisations operating in the Americas and working on 
extractivism are Latin America Solidarity Centre (LASC), Trócaire, Comhlámh 
and Friends of the Earth (country specific). 

Conclusion
This article has explored extractivism through the framework of ecofeminism.  
It has considered how women and nature are dually exploited because they 
are seen as ‘other’ and without agency by the paradigms that underpin their 
exploitation; namely capitalism, colonialism and patriarchy.  Furthermore, by 
not romanticising women’s involvement in the resistance against extractivism, 
but rather understanding it in terms of a division of labour and socialised gender 
roles, we escape the trap of inadvertently reinforcing these political, economic 
and social injustices.  The case studies presented not only illustrate the violence 
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the system imposes on women and nature, but also highlights the link between 
the empowerment and activism of women and the healing of the earth.  Global 
education is well positioned to bring these issues to learners through the use 
of interactive and participative training methodologies that illustrate how the 
paradigms propping up the extractivist agenda are also driving us to the brink 
of climate chaos and mass extinction.  We can make use of the educational space 
to explore the complexities and solutions to the crises our world is facing, as well 
as encouraging active projects of global citizenship, such as participation in the 
climate strikes or other forms of exercising their agency. 
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The Sustainable Development Goals, 
Neoliberalism and NGOs: It’s Time to Pursue a 
Transformative Path to Social Justice
Stephen McCloskey

Abstract: This article argues that two recent reports on food security and education 
call into question the technical and managerial development process set in motion 
by the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  It suggests that the goals can’t 
succeed as long as they are fatally hitched to the broken neoliberal paradigm of 
development which is resulting in wealth concentration in fewer hands and growing 
social polarisation.  The article encourages non-governmental organisations to 
broaden their policy ambit toward a more political and transformative agenda that 
directly addresses the fundamental causes of inequality and injustice.  Clinging to 
the aid agenda and the SDGs is unlikely to alter the neoliberal trajectory on which 
we are set toward more social fragmentation and political authoritarianism.

Key words: Sustainable Development Goals; Neoliberalism; Non-Governmental 
Organisations; Aid; Development Policy; Social Transformation.

Introduction
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (UNDP, 2019) were adopted in 
2015 by the United Nations and its member states as an ambitious programme 
‘to promote shared prosperity and well-being for all over the next 15 years’ 
(UN, 2015).  Four years into their delivery, two reports in as many weeks have 
cast serious doubt on the efficacy and intended outcomes of the SDGs.  These 
reports not only indicate that two key goals – food security (WHO, 2019) and 
inclusive education (UNESCO, 2019) - are significantly off-track and unlikely to 
be achieved by 2030, but more fundamentally question the development process 
that the Global Goals represent.  This debate around the goals goes to the heart 
of contemporary international development delivery.  Does it remain a largely 
technical, managerial and depoliticised discourse on aid or does it widen its ambit 
for debate into the need for systemic change and political influence addressing the 
root causes of economic inequality?  It is difficult to anticipate a scenario where 
the managerial path alone, which the SDGs appear to represent, will provide the 
transformative change needed to achieve poverty eradication.  The damaging 
reports on food security and education appear to underline this view.

Food security and education
The first report on food security from a UN multi-agency taskforce has found 
that 820 million people worldwide are still going hungry and argues that reaching 
the target of zero hunger by 2030 is ‘an immense challenge’ (WHO, 2019).  SDG 
2 (2015) aims to ‘End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and 
promote sustainable agriculture’ but the report finds that ‘The pace of progress in 
halving the number of children who are stunted and in reducing the number of 
babies born with low birth weight is too slow’ (WHO, 2019).  Moreover, the number 
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of children overweight and obese – indicators of malnourishment - continues ‘to 
increase in all regions, particularly among school-age children and adults’ (Ibid.).  
And in suggesting difficulties in achieving SDG 5 (2015) on gender equality, the 
report states that ‘The chances of being food insecure are higher for women than 
men in every continent, with the largest gap in Latin America’ (WHO, 2019).

The second recent report showing the SDGs to be off-track, was published 
by UNESCO on the key area of education.  It finds that ‘one in six 6 to 17-year-
olds will still be excluded [from school] in 2030’ (UNESCO, 2019).  It goes on to 
suggest that ‘40% of children worldwide will fail to complete secondary education, 
a figure that is forecast to reach 50% in sub-Saharan Africa where the proportion 
of trained teachers has been declining since 2000’ (Ibid.).  SDG 4 (2015) aims to 
‘Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all’.  However, a 2017-18 UNESCO Global Education Monitoring 
Report found that the education share of total aid fell for six consecutive years, 
from 10% in 2009 to 6.9% in 2015 (UNESCO, 2017: xvii).  Helen Clarke, the former 
prime minister of New Zealand and chair of the Global Education Monitoring 
Report advisory board said that world leaders ‘had a lot to answer for’ in letting 
education slip ‘down the aid agenda’ (Lamble, 2019).  In voicing her concern about 
‘complacency’ among countries regarding the education target, Clarke added that 
lack of progress toward SDG 4 had ‘worrying implications for the whole 2030 
agenda on sustainable development’ (Ibid.). 

Aid is not enough
While Helen Clarke bemoans the lack of aid and collective commitment of nation 
states as the chief impediments to SDG delivery, it is doubtful that increasing 
development assistance to countries in the global South alone will eradicate 
stubborn levels of poverty.  For example, Hickle reported in 2017 that ‘for every $1 
of aid that developing countries receive, they lose $24 in net outflows’.  Most of the 
outflows represent the illicit flow of capital from the global South to the North as a 
result of the use of tax havens or the reporting of false prices on trade invoices.  The 
World Bank (2017) has defined illicit flows as ‘Money illegally earned, transferred, 
or used that crosses borders’ and argues that they ‘reduce domestic resources and 
tax revenue needed to fund poverty-reducing programs and infrastructure in 
developing countries’.  Aid also pales alongside the remittances sent by migrants 
working abroad back home to countries in the global South. The World Bank 
(2019) reported that remittances reached a record high of $689 billion in 2018 
which is nearly four times the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD)-estimated total of official donor assistance in 2018 of $153 
billion, a drop of 2.7 percent on 2017 (OECD, 2019).  

But the full scale of global inequality and the limitations of development 
aid were starkly revealed in an Oxfam report (2019) showing the wealth of the 
world’s billionaires to have increased by $900 billion in 2018 alone while the 
wealth of the poorest half of humanity fell by 11 percent (Oxfam, 2019: 11).  The 
report also showed that wealth is becoming more concentrated with 26 billionaires 
controlling the same wealth as the bottom half of humanity (Ibid.).  But what is 
ignored by the standard economic measurement of development, Gross National 
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Product (GNP), is the unpaid work of millions of women across the world which 
Oxfam estimates annually at $10 trillion, a sum 43 times greater than the annual 
turnover of the transnational giant, Apple (Ibid.).  

Oxfam’s report indicates that the main driver of gender inequality, social 
injustice and wealth concentration is neoliberalism:

“Our economic rules have been written by rich and powerful men in 
their own interests. The neo-liberal economic model of today has made 
this worse - cuts to public services, cuts to taxes for the richest individuals 
and corporations, and a race to the bottom on wages have all hurt women 
more than men” (Oxfam, 2019: 14).

SDGs and neoliberalism
There appears to be a lack of critical engagement in the international development 
sector with the SDGs and their capacity to impose meaningful change on a 
dangerously deregulated neoliberal economic system.  However, an academic 
study carried out in the Valencian autonomous region in Spain considered 
whether the SDGs can address structural problems in development aid policies 
and practices, ‘such as the lack of accountability and coherence, unequal power 
relations, or depoliticisation’ (Belda-Miguel et al., 2019: 1).  The study found that:

“the SDGs do not overcome the depoliticisation of aid discourses and 
policies as they still frame development problems as technical, managerial 
and measurable problems. For example, issues of power and key political 
issues such as redistribution are totally absent from the Agenda” (Belda-
Miguel et al., 2019: 2).

The international development sector appears reluctant to leave the policy 
comfort zone of overseas development assistance and become more politically 
engaged with the structural causes of poverty.  As John Hilary, former director 
of War on Want, said: ‘Over the past two decades, a highly professionalised NGO 
sector has increasingly moved to identify international development with overseas 
aid, despite the numerous critiques of such an elision from the majority world 
itself ’ (Hilary, 2013: 11).  The SDGs appear to be locked in a similar managerialist 
and technical approach to development with the Valencian study suggesting that:

“Despite the references to structural issues, the new global agenda has 
been criticised for reproducing the status quo and for not addressing the 
causes of impoverishment created by the existing dominant capitalist 
and developmentalist model” (Belda-Miguel et al, 2019: 2).

While the Goals recognise the importance of climate action with SDG 13 (2015) 
calling for ‘urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts’, SDG 8 (2015) 
calls for ‘sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth’.  How do the goals 
square the circle of combating climate change while enabling poor and middle-
income countries to higher levels of growth with the enhanced global consumption 
of carbon which that implies?  The goals seem to be fatally hitched to the same 
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tried and failed economic system that created climate change, global inequality 
and social polarisation in the first place.  It seems certain that until this nettle is 
grasped by international development NGOs and they start working with unity 
and purpose toward a more heavily regulated economic system that supports 
progressive taxation, properly funded public services and decent wages, then the 
social fragmentation suggested by Brexit and the election of Donald Trump will 
continue (McCloskey, 2017).  

In Ireland, a study by Kleibl and Munck (2018) argued that ‘there is a shared 
discourse across the government, NGO and academic sectors which does not really 
encourage critical enquiry’ (2018: 2).  However, in light of the safeguarding crisis 
which has enveloped Oxfam (Charity Commission, 2019) and has since impacted 
on other NGOs in the development sector, they argue now is the time for ‘honest 
self-reflection’ and propose ‘a carefully crafted and openly debated research project’ 
to consider the role of NGOs as agents of development (Kleibl and Munck, 2018: 
22).  This debate appears to be overdue, particularly as the development process to 
which so many NGOs have imbued with their social capital and policy formation - 
the Sustainable Development Goals - is already sending out signals of distress.
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Alternative Futures in Uncertain Times

Vanessa Andreotti, Sharon Stein, Ali Sutherland, Karen Pashby, 
Rene Suša, Sarah Amsler with the Gesturing Decolonial Futures 
Collective

Abstract: In this article we present four social cartographies with the intention 
to contribute to different conversations about global justice and education.  
The cartographies aim to invite curiosity, depth, reflexivity, openness, and the 
expansion of sensibilities as we engage with different analyses and possibilities 
for global change.  We start with a review of HEADS UP, a social cartography 
that maps recurrent patterns of representation and engagement commonly 
found in narratives about poverty, wealth, and global change in North-South 
engagements and local engagements with diverse populations.  We then describe 
the HOUSE, a social cartography that presents one way of diagnosing current 
crises and their multiple, overlapping dimensions.  The third cartography, the 
TREE, makes a distinction between what is offered by different layers of analyses 
of social problems in terms of doing, knowing, and being.  The last cartography, 
EarthCARE, is presented as a framework for global justice education, which 
emphasises the integration and entanglement of different dimensions of justice, 
including ecological, affective, relational, cognitive, and economic dimensions.  
The four social cartographies address different dimensions of the challenges of 
mobilising development and global education in socially complex and politically 
uncertain times.

Key words: Social Cartography; Global Challenges; Global Crises; Global Justice; 
Global Change; Global Capital; Cognitive Justice; Ecologies of Knowledge; North-
South Relations; Reflexivity.

Each day, it seems, we awake to news about a different global crisis; stagnant wages 
and insecure employment, shrinking public services, market instability, growing 
numbers of refugees, famines, racial and gender violence, rising incidences of 
anxiety and depression, climate change disasters, and the re-emergent prospect 
of nuclear war.  Indeed, evidence that we are reaching the limits of our current 
systems abound: the planet cannot sustain current levels of consumption and 
waste production; volatile financial markets can crash any day; and mistrust, 
resentment and social polarisation can erupt into open violence.  The usual 
educational response to these challenges is that we need to develop and disseminate 
more knowledge and better policies, as well as more compelling arguments, in 
order to effectively convince more people to change their convictions, and, as 
a consequence, their behaviour.  This perspective assumes a number of things.  
It assumes, for example, that the crux of these problems is a lack of knowledge 
and social consensus that can be addressed with more data, and more effective 
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communication; that individuals are rational, self-interested, utility-maximising 
units; and that positive change happens through the implementation of policies 
produced within existing institutions.  These assumptions are forged within a 
modern/colonial imaginary that presumes a single story of seamless progress, 
development and human evolution that divides humanity between those heading 
history, and those lagging behind. 

We have been researching and experimenting with a different educational 
orientation that does not see the problems of the present primarily as rooted in a 
methodological challenge of better strategies (i.e. the call for more effective policies 
and communications), nor an epistemological challenge of knowing (i.e. the call 
for more data or information).  Rather, we consider the problems to be rooted in 
an ontological challenge of being (i.e. the call to address how we exist in relation 
to each other and the planet).  From this educational orientation, the problem lies 
in the universalisation of the modern/colonial imaginary restricting ecological, 
cognitive, affective, relational, and economic possibilities.  This orientation draws 
attention to how education within this imaginary has both invisibilised the violences 
that subsidise modernity, and masked modernity’s inherent unsustainability.  The 
modern/colonial approach to education has supported cognitive, affective, and 
relational economies that have left us unprepared and unwilling to address our 
complicity in systemic harm, or face the magnitude of the problems that we have 
ahead of us. 

Therefore, we propose that the ways of knowing and being that have 
enabled the current system so far are not likely to provide guidance for new 
horizons of possibility.  However, since we are deeply embedded in the current 
system, we cannot simply jump beyond existing horizons into something new 
without first digesting the lessons from the old and composting its waste.  Given 
this, we will need to experiment with new kinds of education that can enable us 
to sit with the discomforts and complexities of death and (re)birth.  This involves 
facing our complicities in harm and the dis-illusionment involved in interrupting 
our satisfaction with and investments in harmful economic and ecological 
processes. It also involves developing stamina for the long-haul of facing the 
difficulties, uncertainties, and paradoxes of cognitive, affective and relational 
‘decluttering’ as we learn to ‘hospice’ a system in decline and assist with the birth 
of something new, undefined, and potentially (but not necessarily) wiser.

As one of such educational experiments, in this article we present four 
social cartographies that we use in different education research projects. 

Social cartographies for global education
Often when one seeks to identify and interrupt recurrent social patterns, the 
expectation is that one will offer not only a critique, but also a prescription for 
subsequent action – that is, a clear path from a single understanding of ‘here’ 
to a predetermined ‘there.’  By offering social cartographies, we take a different 
approach that emphasises not just alternative thinking, but alternative thinking 
about alternatives (Santos, 2007).  Inspired by the work of Rolland Paulston (2000, 
2009), we approach social cartographies as provisional depictions of different 
perspectives on shared problems of concern, addressing the theoretical orientations 
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and philosophical assumptions of these perspectives, including where they derive 
from, what they enable, and what they foreclose (Andreotti et al., 2016).  This 
approach, which is more pedagogical than prescriptive, recognises that existing 
strategies for addressing global justice and social change are inadequate to the task 
of preparing us to face these uncertain times.  Beyond the particular challenges 
of our conjuncture, the desire for guaranteed alternatives is rooted in a desire for 
intellectual certainty upon which modern/colonial ideas of ontological security are 
premised (Stein et al., 2017).  It is precisely this set of linked desires that rationalise 
the reproduction of harmful relations, asserting a series of partitions and security 
measures rooted in fantasies of separation, autonomy, and control.  Thus, rather 
than provide a model or checklist for transformation, or a clearly defined way 
out of the ‘wicked problems’ that characterise the present, these cartographies 
serve as open invitations to explore the limits, intersections, tensions, nuances, 
convergences, and divergences between and within different imaginaries. 

From our experience, these cartographies can have a very interesting 
effect on our relationship with knowledge and the expectations we place upon 
knowledge production.  When used educationally, they challenge learned modern/
colonial desires for consensus, coherence, neutrality, and quick resolutions.  
In contexts where social imaginaries are marked by the search for certainty 
and control, they can facilitate deep learning processes and invite curiosity, 
reflexivity, openness, and the expansion of sensibilities as we engage with other 
possibilities.  Engagements with social cartographies have resulted in the creation 
of new or revised vocabularies, deepened analyses, and dialogues that can breach 
cognitive and emotional lockdowns, change to the terms of conversations, and 
open communities up to new horizons of possibility (Andreotti et al., 2015).  By 
refraining from simply replacing one set of intellectual certainties with another, 
we suggest that these cartographies intervene at the layer of epistemological 
challenges, and gesture toward the limits of existing ontological possibilities; 
particularly for those accustomed to operating at the methodological layer, this 
can be a powerful interruption. 

The four social cartographies that we offer address different dimensions of 
the challenges of mobilising development education in politically uncertain times.  
The first social cartography we present, HEADS UP, maps recurrent patterns of 
representation and engagement that are commonly found in narratives about 
poverty, wealth, and global change, particularly in North-South engagements and 
local engagements with diverse populations.  The problems that this cartography 
articulates gestures towards the historical and structural foundations upon which 
current crises have emerged; these foundations are then further explored in the 
second cartography, the HOUSE, which seeks to illustrate the basis of current 
structures of existence, and thus serves as one way of diagnosing current crises and 
their multiple, overlapping dimensions.  Having offered this diagnosis of current 
crises, and thus indicated the necessity for further analysis and interventions, 
the third cartography, the TREE, makes a distinction between what is offered by 
different layers of analyses of social problems in terms of doing, knowing, and 
being.  The last cartography, EARTHCARE, is presented as a framework for global 
justice education, which emphasises the integration and entanglement of different 
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dimensions of justice, including ecological, affective, relational, cognitive, 
and economic dimensions.  This cartography was created by a collective of 
educational practitioners who come from diverse locations, both geographically 
and in relation to the challenges and crises they are confronting.  Specifically, 
the cartography emerged in the context of a collaboration between the research 
project ‘Social Innovation for Decolonial Futures’ funded by the Social Sciences 
and Humanities Research Council of Canada (see http://decolonialfutures.net), 
and the ‘Ecoversities network’ (see Teamey and Mendel, 2016).

There is increasing consensus that contemporary times are and will be, 
for the foreseeable future, characterised by political, economic, and ecological 
uncertainty and instability; yet there exists a considerable diversity of critiques 
about the origins of these challenges, and thus, propositions about how we might 
address them.  Often in moments of crisis, people look for solutions that are 
available within our existing system.  Within our diagnosis, however, the existing 
system is itself the root of many contemporary problems.  Thus, with these four 
cartographies we have sought to indicate the limits of this system, without over-
determining what an alternative system might look like.  These cartographies 
invite people to think ‘with’ rather than ‘about’ them, and seek to prompt the 
possibility of dynamic movement without directing people toward a particular 
end, in fact, presuming that there are multiple possible points of arrival, and 
subsequent moves. 

HEADS UP
While the social cartographies we present are meant to pluralise rather than foreclose 
possibilities for imagination and action, at the same time, we also attend to the risks 
that well-intended interventions might circularly reproduce the very patterns that 
they seek to transform.  It is well-documented that educational initiatives that attempt 
to address global challenges without critically examining historical and systemic 
patterns of oppression and inequality tend to promote simplistic understandings 
of global problems and solutions, paternalistic North-South engagements, and 
ethnocentric views of justice and change (e.g., Andreotti, 2012, 2016; Pashby, 2011, 
2013, 2015; Stein et al., 2016; Stein, 2017). Therefore, the need for critical thinking, 
engagements with multiple perspectives, and ethical forms of solidarity have been 
emphasised in recent policies and practices of global and development education.  
However, the challenges of engaging educationally with dominant practices in ways 
that enable learners to problematise and move beyond the enduring single story 
of progress, development and human evolution is often under-estimated.  It is for 
this reason that, in addition to cartographies that foster creative potentiality, we 
also need ones that enable us to learn from systemic mistakes and unlearn harmful 
patterns of thought, action, and existence, so that we might make different kinds of 
mistakes in the process of developing alternatives.  Thus, for our first cartography, 
we present the HeadsUp educational tool.

The HeadsUp tool facilitates critical interventions in the contexts 
of efforts to address global justice and enact social change (Andreotti, 2012).  
This tool lists seven problematic patterns of representations and engagements 
commonly found in narratives about development, poverty, wealth, and global 
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change, particularly in North-South engagements, as well as engagements with 
local structurally marginalised populations.  The HeadsUp tool helps learners and 
practitioners identify:

•	 Hegemonic practices (reinforcing and justifying the status quo)
•	 Ethnocentric projections (presenting one view as universal and 

superior)
•	 Ahistorical thinking (forgetting the role of historical legacies and 

complicities in shaping current problems)
•	 Depoliticised orientations (disregarding the impacts of power 

inequalities and delegitimising dissent)
•	 Self-serving motivations (invested in self-congratulatory heroism)
•	 Un-complicated solutions (offering ‘feel-good’ quick fixes that do 

not address root causes of problems)
•	 Paternalistic investments (seeking a ‘thank you’ from those who 

have been ‘helped’)

There are questions for educational initiatives that go with each of the patterns 
identified: 

Whose idea of 
development/ education/
the way forward?

Whose template for knowledge 
production?

Hegemony What assumptions and 
imaginaries inform the 
ideal of development and 
education in this initiative?

Whose knowledge is perceived to have 
universal value? How come? How can 
this imbalance be addressed?

Ethnocentrism What is being projected as 
ideal, normal, good, moral, 
natural or desirable? Where 
do these assumptions come 
from?

How is dissent addressed? How are 
dissenting groups framed and engaged 
with?

Ahistoricism How is history, and its 
ongoing effects on social/
political/economic relations, 
addressed (or not) in the 
formulation of problems 
and solutions?

How is the historical connection 
between dispensers and receivers of 
knowledge framed and addressed?

Depoliticisation What analysis of power 
relations has been 
performed? Are power 
imbalances recognised, and 
if so, how are they either 
critiqued or rationalised? 
How are they addressed?

Do educators and students recognise 
themselves as culturally situated, 
ideologically motivated and potentially 
incapable of grasping important 
alternative views?
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Self-
congratulatory 
and Self-serving 
attitude 

How are marginalised 
peoples represented? How 
are those students who 
intervene represented? 
How is the relationship 
between these two groups 
represented?

Is the epistemological and ontological 
violence of certain individuals being 
deemed dispensers of education, rights 
and help acknowledged as part of the 
problem?

Un-complicated 
solutions 

Has the urge to ‘make a 
difference’ weighted more 
in decisions than critical 
systemic thinking about 
origins and implications of 
‘solutions’?

Are simplistic analyses offered and 
answered in ways that do not invite 
people to engage with complexity or 
recognise complicity in systemic harm?

Paternalism How are those at the 
receiving end of efforts to 
‘make a difference’ expected 
to respond to the ‘help’ they 
receive?

Does this initiative promote the 
symmetry of less powerful groups and 
recognise these groups’ legitimate right 
to disagree with the formulation of 
problems and solutions proposed?

The HeadsUp educational tool also highlights that trying to challenge all 
the problematic patterns identified at once is very difficult because they are tied to 
the ‘common sense’ of how we think about the world and each other (through the 
single story): how we are taught to perceive wealth, poverty, progress, development, 
education, and change.  Thus, if these patterns are challenged all at once, the 
resulting narrative/intervention can become largely unintelligible.  In addition, 
interrupting these patterns also tends to create paradoxes where a solution to a 
problem creates another problem.  The message here is that the transformation 
of our relationships is a long process where we need to learn to travel together 
differently in a foggy road - with the stamina for the long-haul rather than a desire 
for quick fixes.  The questions below illustrate some of the paradoxes we face in 
educational practice. How can w

Hegemony without creating new hegemonies through our own forms of 
resistance?  Ethnocentrism without falling into absolute relativism and 
forms of essentialism and anti-essentialism that reify elitism?  Ahistoricism 
without fixing a single perspective of history to simply reverse hierarchies 
and without being caught in a self-sustaining narrative of vilification and 
victimisation?  Depoliticisation without high-jacking political agendas for 
self-serving ends and without engaging in self-empowering critical exercises 
of generalisation, homogenisation and dismissal of antagonistic positions?  
Self-congratulatory tendencies without crushing generosity and altruism?  
People’s tendency to want simplistic solutions without producing paralysis 
and hopelessness?  And, paternalism without closing opportunities for 
short-term redistribution?
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We encourage readers to bring these questions with them as they explore 
the possibilities that are potentially enabled by the maps and moves of other 
cartographies. 

The HOUSE
Responses to contemporary 
global crises vary according to 
different analyses of existing and 
ideal roles played by economic 
growth, consumption, 
technology, wealth, governance, 
and national borders.  One 
way of mapping these debates 
is to establish a distinction 
between those who think that 
our current economic, social, 
and environmental systems 
are defensible (i.e. they are 
sustainable and ethical) and can 
be: 1) improved with more of 
the same, or 2) fixed with better 
policies; and those who believe 
the systems are not defensible 
(i.e. they are unsustainable 
and unethical), and suggest 
that either: 3) we need and can 
immediately create new systems; or 4) that genuinely new systems will only be 
possible once the old systems have become impossible.  Each perspective presents 
different ideas for what global learning and development education should entail, for 
example, in alignment with the four possible analyses presented immediately above: 
1) entrepreneurship and innovation for market expansion; 2) more effective citizen 
participation and expanded trust in representational democracy in order to create 
better policies towards more inclusive, equitable, and greener economic growth; 
3) degrowth, community autonomy, energy self-sufficiency, food sovereignty and 
solidarity economies; or, 4) palliative care for a dignified death for the old system 
and assistance with the gestation and birth of new, potentially wiser systems. 

We have created a cartography that maps analyses 3 and 4, and that opens 
the possibility for attendant responses, which we describe through the metaphor 
of ‘the house modernity built’ (Stein et al., 2017).  Through this cartography, we 
consider why the structure of this house appears increasingly shaky, and also why, 
despite this shakiness, many people continue to cling to its blueprints.  In order 
to address how this relates to the modern/colonial system’s basic elements, we 
consider each element in turn: a foundation of anthropocentric separability; two 
carrying walls of universalist, Enlightenment rationalism, and modern nation-
states; and a roof of global capitalism.  	
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The House That Modernity Built
The house modernity built, first and foremost, institutes a foundational set of 
categories that are not just epistemological (related to knowing), but ontological 
(related to being), which enable certain possibilities for existence, and foreclose 
others.  These categories presume that living beings are autonomous, and that 
relationships between them are premised on naturally occurring differences in 
intrinsic value.  In particular, separations are presumed between humans and the 
earth/ ‘nature’/ other-than human-beings.  These distinctions are further arranged 
in a hierarchical relationship premised on human domination/ownership, as well 
as separations between humans and other humans. Separations occur through 
the creation of racial and gender categories and the institution of hierarchical 
relations premised on white and male supremacy, and other forms of normativity.  
These categories and their interrelations are instituted and reproduced through 
the production, transmission, and materialisation of Enlightenment knowledge 
(a load-bearing wall) within its attendant educational institutions, in which there 
is one universally relevant truth and moral code that qualifies and empowers 
people to describe, predict, and control the world and engineer the future.  It is 
presumed that any flaws can be addressed through internal critique to ensure that 
human understanding progresses toward greater perfection, certainty, objectivity, 
and mastery.  Meanwhile, this knowledge system enacts the erasure of other value 
systems and ways of knowing and the suppression of epistemic uncertainties and 
contradictions. 
	 Politically, the house is made up of the nation-state (another load-
bearing wall), which promises to maintain order to secure sovereignty by policing 
its boundaries and ensuring advantages for its citizens.  The state guarantees 
property rights, and operationalises categories and hierarchies of humanity 
(e.g. citizen/non-citizen; deserving/undeserving) that are instituted through the 
house’s epistemological and ontological categories (i.e. its foundation).  Although 
some states grant their citizens some power over how they are governed, the law-
instituting and law-maintaining violence of the state is rationalised by the need to 
ensure safety and protect property, including by deploying the police, military, and 
border police if deemed necessary.  Increasingly it has become clearer that nation-
states will tend to choose the protection of global capital over the well-being 
of (even their own) people; and/or it is assumed that deferring to the demands 
of global capital is the best or even the only way to ensure people’s well-being.  
The current condition of this wall clearly indicates the limits of representational 
democracy, and the limits of possibilities for political action that are premised on 
institutionalised processes, policies, and practices.

Economically, this house is premised on a regime of perpetual capital 
accumulation (the roof), which exploits human labour, expropriates lands and 
lives through processes of slavery and colonisation, and treats other-than-human 
beings as natural resources to be extracted, all for the creation of profit for a very 
few.  These profits are then protected through the laws and policing of the wall of 
the nation-state.  This economic system invites the investment of even those that 
it exploits, through its promises of social mobility, economic growth, and self-
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expression and realisation through consumption.  However, today these promises 
appear increasingly shaky given slowing economic growth, under- and precarious 
employment, growing wealth inequality, and the increasing inaccessibility of 
affordable food, shelter, clean water, and even air.  Further, more people are making 
connections between capitalism’s imperative for endless economic growth, and 
the (dramatically unevenly distributed) realities of global climate change. 

Viewed together, it has become increasingly difficult to deny that the 
foundations of the house show serious cracks, and leaks proliferate on its lower 
floors.  At the same time, the house still offers one of the most stable forms 
of shelter, largely because of the instabilities that its operations have caused 
elsewhere.  As noted at the beginning of this section, the increasingly shaky house 
has been interpreted in different ways.  However, these interpretations generally 
either assert that the underlying structure of the house is sturdy and just needs 
renovations (whether major or minor), or that the house is ethically indefensible 
and unsustainable, and thus, it is necessary to build new forms of shelter, whether 
immediately or when the house starts to crumble on its own.  How one understands 
the root causes and possible solutions to the house’s current instability depends 
significantly on how one diagnoses the current problem, which we examine 
further using our cartography of the tree of different layers of analyses. 

The TREE
According to Scott (2004: 6), ‘the way one defines an alternative depends on the 
way one has conceived the problem.  How we conceive of a problem and what we 
propose in response shapes the critique we offer and our accompanying horizon 
of possibility.  In this cartography we review three possible critical responses to 
contemporary systemic crises, in order to consider the assumptions, investments, 
and attachments that shape them, and to consider where each of them might 
lead.  We describe each response as it relates to three different layers of possible 
analysis and intervention (methodological, epistemological, ontological), and 
how one would approach system transformation at each of the layers (soft, radical, 
or beyond reform of the system [see Andreotti et al., 2015]).  We illustrate each 
layer further by considering how they relate to different approaches to education, 
international development, and social change, and by identifying some of the 
questions that one might ask when operating at each layer.

To help illustrate how each layer of analysis addresses different 
dimensions of a problem of concern, we use the metaphor of an olive tree.  The 
leaves and flowers represent the methodological layer, the branches represent the 
epistemological layer, and the roots and trunk represent the ontological layer.  
Focusing on the leaves and flowers emphasises how to maximise growth of the 
existing system, to more efficiently produce and improve outputs - i.e. olives.  
Focusing on the branches would entail exploring different directions and angles 
of growth that could help the tree produce a broader range of better and more 
diverse outputs.  The ontological is partly visible, through the trunk, and partly 
invisibilised, through the roots, but together they form the basis of the tree, upon 
which the branches and leaves are grounded.  Focusing on the trunk and roots 
enables one to pay attention to the wider life cycle of the plant, its relation to the 
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larger ecological metabolism within which it is embedded, as well as its inevitable 
death.

The Olive Tree
Methodological Critique (leaves and flowers)
Critiques that operate at the level of methodology conclude that the system is 
not operating as it should, that is, at its optimum performance level, and thus it 
needs to be adjusted in order to realign with its underlying principles and goals.  
Thus, this critique emphasises changing what and how we do something within 
our existing system to make it more effective on its own terms.  The assumption 
is that any problems we face are attributable to a failure of the existing system 
to live up to its underlying promises.  These include a lack of efficiency within 
capitalist markets, a lack of access to Enlightenment knowledge, and a lack of 
trust in a nation-state’s politicians.  Conversations about how to move forward 
are ultimately limited because there is only one viable direction for progress.  This 
critique is based on the assumption that the system is structurally sound, but there 
is room to improve what is already working well, thus following the imperative 
to engineer continuous progress.  A deep investment in traditional intellectual 
economies and the presumed moral authority of traditional institutions inform 
both the critique offered from this position and its desire to produce policies and 
practices that will support predefined outcomes and goals.  In this way, approaches 
emerging from critiques at the methodological level seek to address contemporary 
problems using solutions internal to the system itself (asks the same questions, 
and gives the same answers).

Approaches to education that are driven by these kinds of investments 
in linear, seamless progress in order to ensure continuity rather than a more 
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fundamental transformation, will likely take a soft reform approach to modern 
institutions and relationships.  Meanwhile, approaches to international development 
from this critical space will be mainstream, premised on the presumed supremacy 
and benevolence of the most powerful and wealthy ‘leaders’ of the system (namely, 
Western nation-states), and the universal extension/adoption of their models for 
development elsewhere.

Approaches to social change that operate at this layer of critique are 
characterised by confidence that the generation of new ideas, products, and 
processes will solve persistent gaps in equity of the current system, so that what 
it offers is accessible to all. Some interventions in this realm emphasise the 
contributions of individual entrepreneurs whom have been deemed visionaries, or 
what Papi-Thornton (2016) describes as ‘heropreneurs’; other interventions might 
foster social change through collective impact and a networked, systems approach 
rather than individual achievement.
	 Questions that might be asked at the methodological level are: What is 
the problem?  Who is affected?  How can we fix it?  How can I help?  What should 
we do?  How should we do it?  What changes have people already tried to make, 
and what lessons can be learned from those efforts?  What strategies are effective?  
What outcomes are expected?  What challenges are faced?  How does/will it work?  
How to improve effectiveness?  What knowledge/expertise/data is missing?  What 
policy is needed or not being implemented correctly?  How does this compare to 
what happens in other contexts?  What tools, incentives and training are needed for 
change makers to attain the understanding needed to make successful social change, 
and to appropriately address the problems they seek to solve?  If the goal is progress, 
development, equity, and inclusion, how do we support change makers in a diversity 
of roles?  How can social change be viewed as a distributed/interdependent process 
rather than a centralised/individualised effort?

Epistemological Critique (branches)
Critiques articulated from the layer of epistemology agree with the layer of 
methodology that we need to do things differently, but add that we need to think 
about things differently as well.  Epistemological critiques identify how the politics 
of knowledge are deeply linked to the naturalisation of historical, structural 
inequalities.  These inequalities include the uneven distribution of power, wealth, 
labour, as well as hierarchies of merit, credibility and worth of cultures, individuals 
and life itself.  Having identified more deeply-rooted flaws in the system, this 
approach tends to advocate for more drastic (radical reform) changes to existing 
political, economic, and educational systems.  That is, we need to reconsider what 
and how we know - and how we might know differently.  Such a critique identifies 
how our dominant frames of reference favour certain ways of knowing over others 
and thereby determine what is intelligible, desirable, and imaginable. 

These dominant frames, in turn, shape: the kinds of questions we can 
ask and the answers that can be provided; the ways we adjudicate the authority 
of knowledge claims; and the perceived validity of approaches to change.  In 
recognising the limitations of these dominant frames, several imperatives become 
clear, including a need to attend to epistemological diversity and thus, to disrupt 
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the illusion of epistemic certainty (and the universality that certainty implies).  
Thus, critiques of dominant ways of knowing and framing key issues at the 
layer of epistemology question the construction of what is perceived as natural, 
normal and common sense.  Such critiques attend to how knowledge (rather 
than ignorance) can be used to rationalise socio-material practices that sacrifice 
the well-being of certain populations for the benefit of others.  Epistemological 
layer critiques therefore help to identify the role of knowledge in historical and 
ongoing slavery, colonialism, imperialism, racism, capitalism, heteropatriarchy, 
and ableism, although it is rare to identify all these dimensions at the same time.  
Thus, it is deemed necessary to change the content of existing conversations and 
institutions by rethinking who is considered an ‘expert’, and ensuring access for 
more historically marginalised populations, thereby addressing questions of 
representation as well as redistribution.

When addressing the role of education, this layer of critique will emphasise 
the limits of a single story of progress, development, and human evolution.  
Educational interventions in line with this approach will focus on the inclusion of 
perspectives that have been excluded and encourage learners to make the unknown 
known in order to increase the range of options (same questions, different answers).  
Regarding international development, critique at this layer questions the hegemony 
and presumed universality of Western-led development models, in particular how 
they ignore and invalidate local knowledges and the possibilities they offer for 
developing differently.  Thus, they imagine alternative forms of development, for 
instance, democratising participation in development so that local communities 
have greater power in decision making.  Meanwhile, approaches to social change 
oriented by this layer of critique focus on understanding what is holding the current 
system in place and who stands to benefit from its continuation, or to lose out if the 
problem is solved (Papi-Thornton, 2016).  These approaches will also consider what 
historical, related, and interconnected issues are causing or impacted by the problem 
being addressed.  Finally, they consider that often those who are encouraged to 
solve social problems may not have the lived experience and/or other adequate 
understanding of the complexity of the problems they seek to address, thus possibly 
unintentionally worsening the problems rather than solving them.

Questions that might be asked at the epistemological level are: Whose 
bodies/voices are represented in what is perceived to be normal or natural?  Who 
decides which direction forward is?  In whose name?  For whose benefit?  How come 
(i.e. historical/systemic forces)?  How are dissenting voices included (or not)?  Whose 
terms of dialogue/inclusion are in operation?  What collective traumas are present?  
Why?  Who has been historically and systemically wounded?  Whose vulnerabilities 
are visible/invisible?  What notions of authority, merit, credibility, normality and 
entitlement are at work?  What is being opposed and proposed as replacement?  How 
am I complicit in harm?  How am I reading and being read?  How can I enact ethical 
solidarity?  What information needs to be known in order to enact contextually and 
culturally appropriate solutions?  What experiences and sensibilities would allow us 
to access this information?  How do desires for mastery and individual heroism limit 
social change that might otherwise be oriented by concern for collective impact and 
relationships that value interdependency?
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Ontological Critique (trunk and roots)
At the ontological layer of critique, there is a notion that the problems plaguing 
the system are in fact of its own making, and further, that the system has always 
been subsidised by the violence of exploitation, ecocide, and genocide.  Because 
solutions articulated from within the system itself will ultimately result in more of 
the same violence, the system is deemed to be beyond reform.  The conclusion of this 
critique is that we cannot expect capitalism, the state, or Enlightenment humanism, 
to fix the problems that capitalism, the state, and Enlightenment humanism have 
created – we therefore need to learn to exist otherwise and elsewhere.  Thus, in 
the short term, contemporary problems might be mitigated in important ways by 
minor or major adjustments to its existing institutions.  However, in the long term, 
the problems will not be eradicated until this system is dismantled, or collapses 
on its own, as we learn from its mistakes, mourn its decline, and create different 
possibilities in its place. 

This perspective shares much of the major reform critiques, but goes 
beyond reconsidering what we do, and how and what we think, to also ask 
questions about who and what we (think) we are, the conditions for us to be and to 
understand being that way, the nature of reality (time, space, conscience, being), 
and how we could experience existence substantially differently.  This critique 
seeks to explore the boundaries of what we perceive to be real, intelligible, possible 
and relevant and look for alternatives.  The premise is that, if the architectures of 
existence that support the maintenance of the house are premised on continued 
violence, then we must reimagine our existence if we want the violence to stop.

When it comes to education, this layer of critique emphasises the 
pedagogical need to expand our existing sensibilities and constellations of 
knowledge, relationality, and affect.  Such an expansion might then prepare us with 
the stamina and strength to face the difficulties of unlearning our investments in a 
dying system, and of learning the joys of travelling alongside one another (rather 
than in front or behind), in order to pluralise possibilities for co-existence in a fragile 
planet.  With regard to international development, this critique tends to question 
the very idea of ‘progress’, and thus considers the need not just for alternative 
forms of development, but alternatives to development (Santos, 2007; Stein, 
Andreotti, and Suša, 2016).  This analysis addresses the limits of the development 
model within the West itself, which has led us dangerously close to the limit of 
our planetary capacity.  Thus, within this analysis, mainstream development is 
identified as a theory of change that no longer offers a compelling nor ethical 
narrative vision for the future – if it ever did.  Approaches to social change that 
undertake this analysis consider the possibility that the roots of the identified 
problems do not stem only or primarily from a lack of relevant, appropriate, or 
specific knowledge needed to fix it.  Rather, the roots of these problems might 
(also) be related to the desires that shape the pursuit of predetermined solutions, 
mastery, and innocence that constrain other ways of relating and modes of 
existence.  The critique shifts from an emphasis on how to understand problems 
in deeper and more nuanced ways, to a questioning of the desires for and limits of 
trying to fix the present for an imagined future on behalf of a supposedly universal 
humanity (Amsler and Facer, 2017; Osberg, 2018). 
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Questions that might be asked at the ontological level are: What is the 
nature of reality, self, consciousness, time, space, change, life, and death in this context?  
What cognitive/ affective/ relational/ educational/ healing/ sensorial practices are 
possible from this worldview?  How is the possibility of my understanding (knowing/
sensing), or lack thereof, shaped and limited by my positionalities?  What is this 
experience (of not knowing) teaching me about the possibility of possibilities that I 
could never have imagined before?  What pedagogical frameworks might support a 
relationship to knowledge that is not constrained to description (becoming aware of 
the problems) and then prescription (seeking out appropriate actions to solve it), and 
instead towards holding and working with and through complexity and uncertainty?  
How might desires to ‘fix’ and ‘solve’ limit what global social change might be imagined 
as possible?  What possibilities for global social change are enabled by a commitment 
not to ‘fixing’ but to unravelling what structures our ‘being’, and what possibilities 
lie beyond what we can know?  What might a non-normative responsibility entail?  
How do we shift the action-oriented tendencies that currently dominate in global 
education and social change discourses away from fixed teleologies and towards 
engaging with the not-yet-possible?

Table: Usual Assemblages

Methodological 
(leaves and 
flowers)

Epistemological
(branches)

Ontological
(trunk and roots)

Analysis of the 
system

Soft reform
[system expansion]

Radical reform
[system revamp]

Beyond reform
[system change]

Theory of change Maximise 
effectiveness and 
efficiency of existing 
economic, political, 
educational 
institutions through 
changes in public 
policy and practice

Diversify 
representation, 
access to existing 
economic, 
political, 
educational 
institutions 
through 
collective action 

Disinvest from existence 
ordered by existing 
economic, political, 
educational institutions, 
consider the limits of 
representability

Horizon of hope/ 
possibility

Plan/engineer 
for the perpetual 
expansion and 
improvement of 
existing institutions, 
working toward 
a single/universal 
story of human 
development

Deepen our 
analyses and 
understanding so 
as to determine 
what changes 
might enable 
more people to 
be included into 
an expanded 
version of the 
existing system

Establish and maintain 
ethical, equitable 
relations premised on 
respect, reciprocity, 
solidarity to uphold the 
well-being of present 
and future generations

Terms of the 
conversation

Same questions, 
same answers

Same questions, 
different answers

Different questions, 
different answers
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Approach to 
education

Ensure system 
continuity, 
continual 
progress, and the 
transmission of 
‘universal’ truth/
values

Learn from 
alternative ways 
of knowing in 
search of models 
and roadmaps 
that can lead 
toward a different 
future 

Messy, collective 
process of learning/
unlearning that may 
lead to viable but as-
yet-undefined and 
unimaginable futures

Approach to 
development

Mainstream 
development

Alternative forms 
of development

Alternatives to 
development

Approach to social 
change

‘Heropreneurship’ Collective 
impact through 
interconnected 
networks and 
systems thinking

Deep learning 
through collective 
experimentation, 
improvisation and 
reflexivity

We note that this cartography is not exhaustive, and only presents some 
of the most common assemblages.  An important response not articulated in this 
cartography expresses a need to ‘defend and protect the system by any means 
necessary’.  It is essential to attend to this response as it projects the source of 
all systemic problems onto the most vulnerable populations who are already 
marginalised.  Further, it justifies the intensification of securitisation at, within, 
and beyond the borders of the states in the name of protecting state sovereignty, 
private property, and conservative humanist values.  The analysis emanating from 
this response often rationalises racist rhetoric and physical violence, intensified 
immigration restrictions, blatant discrimination, and expanded powers of the 
police, military, and intelligence agencies.  While we do not wish to validate this 
response as a viable option, we nonetheless think it important to consider how and 
why its analysis appeals to some people, and to ask how elements of this approach 
might appear within any of the possibilities we do consider.

We also note that it is possible for a person or a collective to engage more 
than one of these assemblages, intervening at multiple layers and/or deploying 
contrasting elements of different critiques depending on the context.  This more 
messy approach to knowledge contradicts the tendency that characterises our 
dominant approach to problem solving, in which the identification of a problem 
must be accompanied by a prescription for clearly articulated and coherent 
responses.  Yet the dominant imperative can lead us to avoid problems that 
seemingly have no coherent solutions, to circularly try and solve problems created 
by our system with solutions articulated within that system, or to prescribe 
universal responses that are not appropriate for all contexts. 	 Part of the 
necessary work is therefore to learn to become comfortable with the unknown 
depth of the challenges that we face, and with the inevitable uncertainties 
involved in transformation.  We must develop the stamina for addressing complex 
problems without a predefined end point, and for experimenting (responsibly) 
with different possibilities when opportunities arise.  This, in turn, requires that 
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we disinvest from our attachments to viewing ourselves as heroic, problem-
solving protagonists and leaders who have the answers to the world’s problems, 
and instead investing in the integrity of a collective, horizontal (messy) process of 
transformation.  This is why the affective dimension of this work must accompany 
the cognitive one.  We are still working on a version of the tree cartography that 
includes the affective dimension, but for now, we pose a series of questions to 
consider alongside the intellectual analyses, in particular for those working at the 
interface between the epistemological and ontological layers:

•	 What perceptions, projections, desires and expectations inform what you 
are doing/thinking and how do these things affect your relationships?

•	 What kinds of ignorance do you continue to embody and what social 
tensions are you failing to recognise?

•	 What is preventing you from being present and listening deeply without 
fear and without projections?

•	 What problems do your solutions reproduce or generate?
•	 What do you need to give up or let go of in order to go deeper?
•	 What truths are you not ready, willing, or able to speak or to hear?
•	 How can we distinguish between distractions and important stuff? How 

do we know when we are stuck? What strategies can get us ‘un-stuck’?
•	 How can we respect the pace and readiness of people’s learning while 

being accountable to those negatively affected by this learning and its 
pace?

In our final cartography, we seek to integrate not only the intellectual, or 
cognitive, dimension of global justice and social change, but also the affective, 
relational, ecological and economic dimensions, all of which are addressed with 
an eye to intergenerational implications.  Together these make up the EarthCARE 
framework. 

EARTHCARE
The EarthCARE global justice framework combines six complementary approaches 
to justice that encourage alternative approaches to engagement with alternatives 
(Santos, 2007).  These approaches seek to move beyond the search for universal 
models and problem-solving approaches towards preparing people to work together 
with and through the complexities, uncertainties, paradoxes, and complicities that 
characterise efforts to address unprecedented global challenges collaboratively today.  
The framework proposes a vision of deep transformational learning processes that 
combine practical doing (together), building of trust (in one another), deepening 
analyses (of self, systems, and social and ecological complexity), and dismantling 
walls (between peoples, knowledges, and cultures).  In this vision, intellectual 
engagements, the arts, ethics, cosmovisions, the environment, and embodied 
practices are all understood as important conduits for learning.  The framework 
invites learners to: explore the contributions, paradoxes, and limits of their current 
problem-posing and problem-solving paradigms; engage experientially with 
alternative practices that challenge the limits of their thinking and capabilities; and, 
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contribute to the emergence of new paradigms of social change that open up not-
yet-imaginable possibilities for co-existence in the future.

As envisaged by the EarthCARE network, an EarthCARE-informed curriculum 
for global justice engages participants in experiential learning that focuses on 
alternatives to the dominant modern/colonial global imaginary, including alternative 
economies, alternative ways of relating to ecology, Southern epistemologies, and 
initiatives that highlight the importance of teachings from grassroots resistance 
and soil-centred movements, including black, indigenous, landless, peasant, and 
Quilombola struggles.  There is an emphasis on the knowledge of women and the 
reduction of gender, racial, and sexual violence and of vulnerabilities produced by 
intersectional systems of oppression. The EarthCARE framework offers guidance 
for developing learning experiences that can:

1.	 Challenge narrowly-imagined ideas of the public good;
2.	 Critically evaluate dominant practices and flows of knowledge 

production, and cultivate an appreciation for the gifts of multiple 
epistemic traditions, especially indigenous knowledge systems;

3.	 Resist paternalistic notions of progress and development;
4.	 Foster reflexivity through an awareness of the complexities, complicities, 

difficulties and paradoxes of doing this work; cultivate, develop and 
disseminate practices and skills that build various aspects of alternative 
presents and futures (e.g. around food, architecture, energy, media, 
waste, etc.); and,

5.	 Build a global alliance of people and communities with both the passion, 
wisdom, and humility to confront complex social crises by advancing 
integrative justice.

Conclusion
The approach to education outlined in this article and illustrated through the 
various social cartographies aims to enable people to work with and through the 
complexities, uncertainties, paradoxes, and complicities that characterise efforts 
to address unprecedented global challenges.  In particular, this approach seeks 
to create spaces for the flourishing of an ‘ecology of knowledges’ (Santos, 2007) 
in which there is symmetry between different and intersecting knowledges and 
ignorances (Teamey and Mandel, 2016; Santos, 2007).  Such an ecology creates 
the conditions of possibility for people from diverse positions and histories to 
engage critically with the contributions and limitations of every knowledge system 
(including the most novel ones, which are only just in the process of formation) 
without reducing ‘being’ to ‘knowing’.  In this way, we might instead speak in 
the plural about ecologies of knowledges, as well as accompanying ecologies of 
ignorances, as every knowledge system has foreclosures and limitations. 

This approach to education challenges mainstream educational approaches.  
It also offers alternatives to reactive dogmatism, romanticisation of alternatives, 
and/or absolute relativism that are presently creating intercultural inertia and other 
barriers to collaborative approaches to imagining and enacting global justice and 
social change.  In this approach to education, learners would be supported to:



Policy and Practice:  a  Development Education R eview

167

•	 Engage constructively and in critically-informed ways with the difficult 
issues and discomforts that emerge in processes of deep intercultural, 
intergenerational, and intersectional learning and change;

•	 Develop more complex, systemic, multi-layered, and multi-voiced 
questions, analyses, and practices that challenge and provide experimental 
alternatives to simplistic solutions to global injustices;

•	 Work with diverse and intergenerational others in developing coalitions 
and dissolving cognitive, affective, relational, economic, and ecological 
inequalities;

•	 Identify and transform problematic on-going patterns of local and global 
engagements that tend to be hegemonic, ethnocentric, depoliticised, 
ahistorical, paternalistic and offer uncomplicated solutions;

•	 Cultivate awareness of how we are personally implicated in the problems 
we are trying to address - that is, how we are both part of the problem 
and the solution in different ways;

•	 Understand historically marginalised people and communities as equally 
capable, intelligent, knowledgeable, and complex;

•	 Expand frames of reference, acknowledging the gifts, contradictions and 
limitations of different knowledge systems, moving beyond ‘either or’ 
towards ‘both and more’;

•	 Move reciprocally from theory to practice and from practice to theory, 
understanding the essential and dynamic link between them, and valuing 
both equally;

•	 Recognise systemic ongoing harm without paralysis, quick fixes, or 
pessimism, in order to re-ignite our visceral sense of connectedness with 
and responsibility towards each other and the planet; and

•	 Open our social and ecological imaginations to different forms of 
knowing, being, sensing, and relating, and to different futurities beyond 
a single story of teleological progress, development, and evolution.
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The Policy Environment for Development 
Education
Gerard McCann

Development education’s (DE) influence as an inter-disciplinary agent of global 
awareness and social change has evolved greatly in the past decade.  It has moved 
into a position within education systems where it has become a lens through 
which development issues can be viewed and scrutinised; taught and learned 
through the offices of specialised and experienced practitioners.  Its emergence 
in education has also mirrored a myriad of policy changes that have impacted 
on international development and reflects how countries, particularly in the 
global North, deal with some of the most entrenched global issues of the day.  
Development education reacts to policy shifts and with this, practitioners are 
constantly recalibrating their methodology and pedagogy to articulate the need 
for human development as a holistic and humane process.  Foremost among 
these policy shifts have been the manner in which the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) (UN, 2020a) - as central planks of the policy-making 
architecture with respect to international development - have fared.  The articles 
in this section address three themes tied to this nexus, the unrealisability of the 
SDGs as they currently stand (McCloskey, 2020), the decoupling of international 
development from foreign trade and economic interests (Bourn, 2020), and how 
we evaluate and manage DE practice (Liddy and Gallwey, 2020).

The Covid-19 pandemic, its impact and mitigation, has brought the 
world to a point where climate change and conflict have been joined by another 
challenge of global scale.  Countries have moved differently in their responses with 
inequality and selective resource distribution again revealing the extent to which 
various regions and groups within societies have been ill-served and unjustly 
treated (Carmody et al., 2020: 1-4).  In the vortex of a pandemic and with climate 
disruption ongoing, developmental processes - and indeed how we teach and 
learn about them - are difficult to measure.  The United Nations has attempted to 
speculate on the outcome of this exceptional period in human history, becoming 
very vocal in anticipating difficult times ahead: 

“UNICEF and Save the Children warn that the pandemic could push 86 
million children into poverty, an increase of 15 per cent relative to the 
baseline.  As the pandemic is spreading across developing countries, the 
eradication of extreme poverty, currently affecting around 680 million 
people, seems nearly utopian” (UN/DESA, 2020: 1). 

Arguably, the outworking of mitigation strategies will have as much 
impact as the virus itself, bringing the triple nexus of humanitarian aid, development 
support and peace-building under mounting pressure.  This will put formidable 
strain on development policies and, at a macro-level, the SDGs themselves.  
Indeed, while unprecedented weight has been piled onto the attempts to achieve 
the United Nations’ SDGs during the pandemic and actions that accompany them 
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generally thought to be formative in the interests of international development, 
they are arguably only partially achievable at this point.  Stephen McCloskey 
(2020) draws on a critical report by Philip Alston (2020), the outgoing United 
Nations Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights, on the challenges 
ahead for the faltering SDGs.  McCloskey outlines the areas that urgently need 
confronted in a refocusing of global development, and indeed, changes applicable 
to the post-Covid-19 policy framework: 

“closing tax havens that facilitate illicit transfers from the global South 
to the North; tax justice that increases the tax burden on the broadest 
shoulders; eradicating the debt burden; ending the growth imperative 
and restoring powers of economic sovereignty to the state; decarbonising 
our economy to mitigate global warming and address the climate 
emergency and framing development objectives in the context of human 
rights” (McCloskey, 2020: 87).

Recalibrating obligations
The open availability of health care services provides a primary measure 
through which we can view and evaluate how access to life-saving resources and 
medication have been managed.  Imbalances over what has been made available 
to the global North and South to those who can and cannot afford health care and 
support gives some insight into the policy context.  Likewise, access to education 
is another policy area that has brought forward incredulity and revelation at the 
varying levels of privilege and exclusion within societies and across states.  In 
some of the poorest countries on earth, despite a dedicated SDG on education 
(4) and recurrent commitments by governments globally stating that education 
is the basis of development, as of 2020 up to 90 per cent of the poorest children 
in the most deprived regions will not get the opportunity to attend school 
(Education-Inequalities, 2020; Carmody et al., 2020: 161-172).  This situation, as 
with health inequality, remains a product of political mentalities and bad policy 
design, representing a failure of policymaking at best, and at worst complacency 
in the application of relief for some of the most vulnerable people on earth.  In 
practice, such approaches have debilitated the core of the development ethos 
and application - leveling up society through targeted interventions and socio-
economic support under the auspices of social justice, equality and human rights. 

Poor households around the world have suffered horribly during the 
pandemic, with the United Nations’ (2020b) Global Humanitarian Overview 
(GHO) for 2021 estimating that there are 40 per cent more in need of emergency 
aid as a result.  To restate the rationale and first principle, emergency aid is there 
to ‘stave off famine, fight poverty, and keep children vaccinated and in school’ 
(UNOCHA, 2020).  Indeed, while the richest states have directed $10 trillion 
into national pandemic mitigation and economic support, the United Nations 
has struggled in its call to get $35 billion in emergency support to the 160 
million people most in need in 56 of the world’s poorest countries (UN, 2020b).  
This is compounded by the withdrawal of emergency support by some of the 
richest states, including the United Kingdom’s shock reduction of its overseas 
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development assistance (ODA) budget by one third in a like-for-like transfer 
of resources to defence spending (Hansard, 2020).  In the second article I have 
selected for inclusion in this collection, Douglas Bourn (2020) looks at the way 
in which government departmental shifts have left development education and 
civil society straining to present continuity through policymaking.  Addressing 
the merger of the UK government’s Department for International Development 
with the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO), he compares the way other 
countries profile development and highlights the need - in particular - for civil 
society organisations to be given a more influential role in policy design and 
making (Bourn, 2020).

Reprofiling pedagogy
Vulnerable children, as always, are at the bottom of the development pyramid.  
This can be seen with respective governmental policy reactions to the pandemic 
around the world.  Global mitigation measures put in place to cope with the 
spread of the virus have included the closure of schools, the ending of school 
meals, play areas closed, authoritarian social distancing rules, basic rights being 
suspended and the introduction of privileged access to digital learning.  The 
derogation of human rights alone is an area of deep concern, yet a situation has 
emerged where amid a global crisis the trafficking of children for the purposes of 
slavery has reached historic levels (McCann and Ó hAdhmaill, 2020: 1-8).  There 
has also been the forced adaptation of familial experiences where children are 
increasingly committed to work or left in a childcare role, causing an estimated 
further seven million primary school children to drop out of school. It has pushed 
many children across the world into dangerous and illegal child-labour markets, a 
market that has boomed in 2020 (UN/DESA 2020: 1).

The aforementioned context leaves those who study and teach about 
global development in a disconcerting position.  There is the need to get an 
understanding of the processes of development and a desire to carry social justice 
perspectives across various academic disciplines and sectors.  The adaptation to 
the understanding of and learning about such global issues has been a formidable 
enough exercise for educationalists and learners alike.  The key problem that 
remains is: how do educators interpret such events to articulate and frame 
solutions and futures in a positive and hopeful manner?  Against the tide, as is 
often the case, the educators are left to interrogate adverse circumstances to shine 
a spotlight on humanity’s potential for good.  

One positive alignment that has taken root in recent times has been 
further interdependence between those working in the field in educational 
development and development education.  This has increased the connectivity 
between theory and practice, development intervention and pedagogy.  The closer 
strengthening of the knowledge base has been productive on both sides and has 
been seen recently in the policy framework that has formed around both.  For 
example, UNESCO (2020) has launched an initiative that monitors how states 
are responding to global challenges.  Profiles Enhancing Education Reviews 
(PEER) surveys country policies on key themes in education, such as inclusion 
and equality, gender in education and human rights.  Tied to the annual Global 
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Education Monitoring (GEM) reports, the initiative links policy adaptation to 
opportunities in education and indeed how this is interpreted in a comparative 
platform.  Interestingly, the 2021 report gives another insight into the emerging 
market of education around the globe in an exposé of the role of non-state actors 
in education provision (UNESCO, 2020).  Influencing policymaking is key to 
addressing such concerns and understanding the processes therein remains the 
starting point. 

Covid-19 has delivered a harsh blow to all the efforts over the years to knock 
many development advances back by decades (Alston, 2020).  One lesson that may 
come out of this experience for policy design is that structured frameworks and 
set development strategies need to be constantly reprofiled, protean and flexible 
enough to adapt to the contingencies of environmental shifts (such as sprawling 
conflict or a pandemic).  It is something that has been recognised for a number 
of years at operational level, where contexts and environments were continually 
changing and in need of more mercurial approaches.  Indeed, the International 
Council for Voluntary Agencies (ICVA) listed more adaptive programming with 
regards to working from context to policy rather than from policy to context.  It saw 
policy design as needing these useful additional and less functional approaches:        

“Scaled-up presence of development actors and programming in 
protracted crises. • Sustainable solutions for chronic crises in stable 
contexts. • Better complementarity between all international policies 
without blurring the distinctions on the comparative advantages of each 
actor/sector. • Focus on multi-year planning and resourcing, and increase 
in unearmarked funding for frontline responders” (ICVA, 2016: 4).

With respect to development education and adaptability, in the final of 
the three articles in this section, Mags Liddy and Susan Gallwey (2020) look at 
results-based approaches (RBA) for the measurement of programme outputs, 
resisting linear management foci for more innovative and experiential inputs.  
They specifically write about how development education is evaluated using an aid 
assessment process that is not predominantly qualitative.  Drawing from the work 
of Vanessa Andreotti (2006), Rowan Oberman (2010), Judith Dunkerly-Bean et 
al. (2017) and Benjamin Mallon (2020), methodology in progamme analysis and 
evaluation are looked at as a means of examining the subjective interpretations 
of the learning developmental process to give more meaningful application to 
activities (Andreotti, 2006: 40-51; Dunkerly-Bean et al., 2017: 679-688; Mallon, 
2020: 181-193; Oberman, 2010).  It is a position that is equally appropriate for 
the repurposing of the SDGs and indeed reaches into the formative nature of 
development theory and practice itself (Liddy and Gallwey, 2020: 12-31).  

The three articles in this section of the text provide specialist insight into 
key areas of policy development and the problems that are to be anticipated with 
the outworking of development practice, be it through the learning process and 
pedagogy or development education’s attempts to understand and communicate 
positive futures through adverse circumstances, essentially facilitating solutions. 
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The Wrong Tool for the Job?  The Application 
of Results-Based Approaches in Development 
Education Learning 

Mags Liddy and Susan Gallwey

Abstract: Results-based approaches (RBAs) to evaluation have become central 
in development cooperation and were applied to development education (DE) 
evaluation in 2012 by Irish Aid, the primary funder of DE work in Ireland.  After 
almost a decade of using results-based approaches in DE, it is timely to review 
their use as a measurement and evaluation tool, recognising the evidence provided 
as valuable, as well as naming many issues of concern over their continued 
application.  While the use of results-based approaches is compulsory for all Irish 
Aid funded DE work in order to align with Irish Aid’s strategic goals, there has 
been some flexibility in their application.  We highlight some innovative practices 
in measurement of results used by the DE sector in Ireland in this article. 

RBAs can be effective at tracking change at institutional or programme 
level; additionally, this approach can bring a strategic goal-orientated outlook to 
organisational planning.  But overall, we argue that RBAs are not appropriate tools 
for measuring development education learning.  Many negatives are highlighted: 
the results chain view of learning as linear; the assumption that DE can be measured 
separately from other life events or actors; the failure to take into account the 
varying capacity of DE practitioners; and the tendency of the format to encourage 
‘soft’ DE learning outcomes.  We suggest that the use of RBAs encourages less 
radical and transformative DE ‘results’ and misses attitudinal and value changes, 
as well as the vibrancy, innovation and enthusiasm of the DE sector in Ireland.  
The richness of DE learning and its effects on participants is lost, especially in 
assessing the full range of pedagogical effect and learning in the attitudinal and 
affective domains.  To paraphrase Chambers (1997), DE ‘results’ become reduced, 
controlled and simplified. 

Key words: Development Education; Learning; Evaluation; Results-Based 
Approaches; Critical analysis.

Introduction  
During the past decade, the monitoring and evaluation environment for 
development education (DE) in Ireland has been increasingly dominated by the use 
of results-based approaches (RBAs) to measure their effectiveness.  In this article, 
we review the implementation and use of RBAs in DE work in Ireland; we recall 
their initial application by the primary source of DE funds in Ireland, highlight 
some of the innovative strategies employed by DE practitioners to measure 
and evaluate their work, summarise the primary issues with the use of RBAs in 
education, and conclude by reflecting on future directions for the monitoring and 
evaluation of DE work.  RBAs are well embedded into all current Irish Aid-funded 
DE project funding and play a central role in how all grantees report DE ‘results’.  It 
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is timely to review the events of the past eight years showing how DE practitioners 
in Ireland have adapted to the imposing of RBAs onto their work.  We highlight 
some examples of where Irish DE organisations and practitioners have adapted to 
use of RBAs in an innovative manner, but questions and challenges remain about 
the adoption of this approach to the measurement of DE learning. 

What are results-based approaches?
RBAs originated in the international development sector and can be described 
as a management strategy that focuses on the achievement of measurable results 
and demonstrating impact.  Throughout the 2000s, OECD (organisation for 
economic co-operation and development) countries agreed to use results-based 
management strategies to improve aid effectiveness and monitor results.  Results-
based management (RBM) is defined in development cooperation by the OECD/ 
Development Assistance Committee (DAC) as a ‘management strategy focusing 
on performance and achievement of outputs, outcomes and impact’ (OECD, 
2002).  This approach measures if policies and programmes are effectively and 
efficiently producing the expected results, where improving performance is the 
central orientation and accountability is its secondary function.

RBAs are most commonly represented in a ‘Results Framework’, 
which articulates the result/change that is sought in the target group, details 
key indicators that demonstrate the desired change is taking place, and displays 
baseline and target data in order to chart progress towards the programme goal.  
RBAs are often visualised through a results chain, a linear chain where inputs and 
activities lead to outputs, outcomes and impact.  While it has been applied in aid 
and international development, the origins of the approach lie in management 
theory for the corporate world and public administration (Vähämäki, Schmidt 
and Molander, 2011).  These strategies reflect the reforms in public administration 
termed New Public Management, which emphasises proof, effectiveness, efficiency 
and accountability (UN Secretariat, 2006).  Designed to improve the public sector 
and government performance, they bring the focus of public spending and 
policies onto results and outcomes, rather than process or procedures.  The reform 
movement aims to essentially apply entrepreneurship, competition, and market-
based mechanisms to public policy. 

This reform impact can be seen in how education has become market-led 
rather than a public service; the emphasis is placed on performance and ranking 
measured by evaluation outcomes such as grades and graduate employability in 
a system of increased surveillance and seemingly open choice (Lynch, Grummell 
and Devine, 2012).  New managerialism undermines education as public right 
and the ‘purpose of education is increasingly limited to developing the neo-
liberal citizen, the competitive economic actor and cosmopolitan worker built 
around a calculating, entrepreneurial and detached self ’ (Lynch, 2014: n.p.).  
Whilst the impact of new managerialism is seen in recruitment and educational 
administration, it also influences pedagogy where output is emphasised over 
process.  Teaching becomes an efficient exercise of data input and instruction, 
where student passivity is encouraged rather than participation, reminiscent 
of Freire’s concept of education as banking (Freire, 1970).  The knowledge that 
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is valued is what the ‘entrepreneurial and actuarial self ’ requires for market 
performance (Lynch et al., 2012: 22).  A culture of carelessness is created 
diminishing the pastoral aspects to teaching and where moral values such as 
solidarity and care are diminished (Lynch, 2014) - arguably the global orientated 
values that DE promotes (Bourn, 2014).

Imposition of results-based approaches in Ireland 
The shift to RBAs in Ireland was driven primarily by Irish Aid (IA), the major 
funder for DE in Ireland.  Having successfully embedded RBAs across their 
international development cooperation work, Irish Aid sought to extend this 
approach to their DE work.  In conjunction with the publication of their new DE 
strategy in 2016, Irish Aid published their Performance Management Framework 
(PMF) for DE covering the period 2017-2023 (Irish Aid, 2017).  The PMF links 
DE work to Irish Aid’s broader strategic goals.  This goal for DE states:

“People in Ireland are empowered to analyse and challenge the root 
causes and consequences of global hunger, poverty, injustice and climate 
change; inspiring and enabling them to become active global citizens in 
the creation of a fairer and more sustainable future for all through the 
provision of quality development education” (Irish Aid, 2017: 4).

This overall strategic goal is broad enough to include all DE sectors, formal and 
non-formal education as well as youth and community work.  It is also broad 
enough to encompass a wide range of DE topics and projects.  Arguably, it asks for 
critical DE addressing the root causes of poverty and injustice (Andreotti, 2006), 
although the critical and political nature of addressing these causes may conflict 
or find culpability with government policy.

Since 2012, all DE projects and programmes funded by Irish Aid have 
been obliged to include a results framework in funding applications and in end-of-
project reports.  From 2017 onwards, these reporting requirements have included 
particular forms of data on DE work.  Some disaggregated data on participants 
in DE programmes is also requested in these reports; disaggregated by gender, 
age, sector, educational level (e.g. early childhood education, primary, post-
primary), third level by discipline, and non-formal education.  Specific questions 
for inclusion in all post course surveys/ evaluations are given to grantees, and 
learners’ answers are to be reported to Irish Aid. 

The grantees’ results framework is not expected to mirror the Irish Aid 
performance management framework document, rather flexibility is encouraged 
and grantees were tasked with writing their own indicators and outcomes, where 
outcomes are defined as ‘changes in skills or abilities that result from the completion 
of activities within a development education intervention’ (Irish Aid, 2017: 3).  
Whilst flexibility exists in the writing of a grantees’ results framework, nevertheless 
it must be stressed that all funded DE projects are required to contribute to the 
outcome indicators of Irish Aid’s PMF for 2017- 2023.  Furthermore, the DE project 
performance indicators of the project must be in alignment with the language of 
the Irish Aid PMF (Irish Aid, 2019: 12).  This is a requirement for funded projects.  

The adoption of RBAs in the evaluation of DE was not a decision of the 
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DE sector in Ireland; the use of these approaches was imposed as an essential 
element to the funding granted.  This imposition from above was initially met 
with resistance from development education practitioners, who questioned the 
appropriateness of using RFs in educational contexts (Gallwey, 2013).  However, the 
Irish Development Education Association (IDEA), the national Irish network of 
development education organisations and individuals, has facilitated constructive 
dialogue between Irish Aid and the DE sector.  The DE sector has accepted the 
need for DE to deliver measurable results in terms of Irish Aid’s strategy.  DE 
practitioners also have recognised that a focus on results can lead to valuable 
critical reflection about what we do, why we do it, and how we can improve our 
practice.  Indeed, anecdotal evidence suggests that RBAs are effective in measuring 
impact at institutional or programme level, for example, tracking the extent to 
which DE has been integrated into Initial Teacher Education (ITE) courses, or 
tracking progressive stages of engagement by schools enrolled in a global learning 
programme.  Like a Theory of Change, a RBA compels organisations to examine 
how change happens in their area of work, and thus enables refinement of inputs 
to better meet the needs of target groups.

Irish Aid’s willingness to be flexible has allowed for some innovation and 
contextualisation of results frameworks to specific DE settings.  For their part, 
Irish Aid acknowledge the value of qualitative measures of learning and accept 
that there are difficulties inherent in capturing the complex, long-term attitudinal 
changes characteristic of DE.  This is a primary concern with the use of RBAs as 
measures of learning in education and is described in the next section.

Results based approaches in education: the ‘proof ’ 
There are a number of positives in the use of RBAs for DE. The primary positive 
feature is that the data gathered provides evidence of the vibrancy and range of 
work carried out by DE practitioners and organisations in Ireland.  This evidence 
is necessary for accountability of how public funds are utilised effectively and to 
support the continuation of DE work by making a case for further resourcing and 
funding.  Additionally, the presentation of DE ‘results’ in a format similar to other 
Irish Aid work helps to secure the position of DE within the overall IA programme.

In their annual report for 2018, the data collected from the Irish Aid 
DE annual reports, DE Strategic Partnership Programme, and Programme Grant 
funding streams is shown in the following infographic:  

The collective data was shared with the IDEA Quality and Impact 
Working Group for review on its usability and informativeness.  This raw data 
highlighted the vibrancy of the sector and the range of work carried out, the 
high volume of participants and learners, and the geographical spread across the 
island.  In the ensuing discussion, the Working Group raised issues of concern, 
such as General Data Protection Regulation (GPDR) challenges in reporting 
learners’ characteristics.  While presenting interesting data, there were large gaps 
missed in this infographic, which seems to flatten the energy and enthusiasm of 
the DE sector.  The range of activities across formal and non-formal education is 
absent.  Feedback from learners or measures of their gain from DE (beyond stated 
changes in their behaviour or attitudes) are absent.  However, we recognise that 
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this infographic is the beginning of the reporting on DE ‘results’ by Irish Aid and 
hopefully more depth of data will be visualised and included in future reports. 

Figure 1. ‘Achievements in DE in 2018’ (Irish Aid, 2019: 54).

Difficulties with use of RBAs in development education 
This section outlines the many negatives on the use of RBAs; firstly, they are clumsy 
instruments, focused on counting and numerical scores of results which work 
towards an overall impact, rather than rich accounts of learning on development, 
the range of topics addressed, and activism for positive social change.  The inherent 
assumption as illustrated in a results chain is a move by learners in a positive, left 
to right spectrum, as a learner will move from ‘little or no’ knowledge to more.  
But this assumes that gaining knowledge is positive while the reality is that more 
knowledge may lead to more questions, confusion in their values, or indeed lead 
to rejection of knowledge as it may challenge biases and assumptions about how 
the world works (Allum et al, 2015).  Also designing a pedagogical intervention 
based on objective development knowledge is straightforward, drawing on 
development studies and political economy knowledge.  However, addressing the 
subjective responses to global learning is more complex as many factors mediate 
the affective learning domain including beliefs and morals, efficacy and emotional 
responses (Liddy, 2020).  How are these elements of learning to be measured and 
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counted?  Can we measure a transformation?  Or more profoundly, should we 
even attempt to quantify a learner’s values, emotions and beliefs?  DE should aim 
to create a pedagogical space for questioning and challenging values and beliefs, 
even allowing for unknown beliefs and attitudes to emerge during learning 
activities rather than aiming to measure, quantify and attribute changes.

The influential role of the DE practitioner is an important factor when 
attempting to evaluate DE resource material.  In a study on the use of the Just 
Children resource for young children (Oberman, 2010), Judith Dunkerly-Bean and 
colleagues (2017) found that learners’ understanding of poverty and inequality 
depended on the ‘nexus of practice’ established by their teacher.  For example, 
one teacher in Dunkerly-Bean’s study unconsciously framed poverty as ‘a choice 
that those who are resilient can potentially overcome’, thereby creating a value-
laden framework through which her pupils made meaning from the Just Children 
resource.  Therefore, if we are attempting to assess the impact of a resource, we 
have to ask: are we assessing the impact of the resource as it was produced, or 
are we assessing the impact of the resource as it is delivered within the nexus 
of practice of an individual educator?  Where are the values and attitudes, even 
the knowledge of the educator addressed and measured?  Are the root causes of 
poverty and injustice named and challenged, or is poverty framed as a personal 
choice?  The information the practitioner gives in their work, as well as their values 
and ideological assumptions on the topic must be interrogated, or else it can run 
the risk of ‘indirectly and unintentionally reproducing the systems of belief and 
practices that harm those they want to support’, as Andreotti (2006: 49) argues.  
This interrogation becomes more necessary in an era of new managerialism with 
the dominance of economic imperatives over global justice values.  

A key element in DE is action; the definition of development education by 
Irish Aid (2006: 9) says it ‘seeks to engage people in analysis, reflection and action 
for local and global citizenship and participation’.  However, actions arising from a 
DE programme could have a wide variety of results; for example, learning on food 
miles may encourage one learner to be a more local based consumer while another 
learner could argue to support farmers in developing world contexts through 
buying imported fruit and vegetables.  Can these two results be reported in a similar 
manner in a pre-defined results framework?  And if we merely count actions arising, 
then do we encourage questionable activism such as charity and fundraising? 

The temporal dimension is a further issue; the results chain is read from 
left to right following the timeline of the funded project.  Many of the projects 
funded by Irish Aid in recent years have been funded on an annual basis as 
opposed to the three-year funding offered in the past (the reinstatement of 
two-year grants in 2019 was a welcome step in the right direction).  This short 
timeframe has two implications. First of all, what ‘results’ can be expected after a 
year?  Secondly, most of the DE project work lacks a continuity of learners.  Only 
in formal education can you assume a long-term engagement (i.e. post-primary 
5-6 years; third level 2-3 years).  Furthermore, many DE programmes target a 
specific year group (often Transition Year) and thus have a new cohort of students 
every year.  Without this continuity, opportunities for gathering baseline data and 
tracking DE learners over a period of time is gone.
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A further issue is the inherent challenge of attribution versus contribution 
in evaluation of education interventions.  For example, if we are carrying out a 
DE programme on diversity, using learners’ pre- and post-programme work 
to track how attitudes towards diversity changed, how can we be sure that any 
changes we observe are a result of the DE programme?  And can we even draw 
a boundary around a ‘DE programme’?  In reality, learners are exposed to a 
myriad of influences outside of the DE setting, including family, community, and 
the media.  Inside a classroom or non-formal setting, a DE initiative does not 
operate in a vacuum either but is integrated into the educator’s overall practices.  
Recently, Trócaire and Centre for Human Rights and Global Citizenship applied a 
pre- and post-programme approach to research on the impact of the Just Children 
resource for early childhood settings (Gallwey and Mallon, 2019).  This included 
a photo-based activity in which children discussed similarities and differences 
between themselves and children in the global South (Allum et al., 2015: 23).  The 
researchers noted in the post-programme session an increased ability to describe 
and discuss nuanced differences in skin tone and hair colour.  It is tempting to 
attribute this change to activities in the Just Children resource.  However, in an 
interview, the teacher mentioned her recent classroom work with diversity dolls 
and role-play about physical similarities and differences.  The learning evident in 
the post-programme activity could not be attributed definitively to Just Children, 
nor to the diversity dolls, nor indeed to other influences.  Research and evaluation 
in this case suggest that Just Children contributed to and enhanced the children’s 
learning, which is as far as a ‘result’ can be attributed to a particular DE activity. 

Usually results-based approaches aim to identify and attribute impact 
but, in educational practice, it is not possible nor is it desirable to demonstrate 
causal links.  If carefully used, pre- and post-programme activities can serve as 
a window onto learning or as part of a multi-strand evaluation.  However, any 
toolkit or evaluation methodology based on comparing ‘before’ and ‘after’ data 
runs the danger of appearing to deliver clear evidence of change and there is a 
need to be vigilant about its limitations.  One author of this article remembers 
vividly arriving late and frazzled at a DE conference, which was reflected in her 
pre-assessment tool while her post-assessment was calm and reasonable.  How is 
the evaluation of such data to be read, analysed and reported on?  It was not the DE 
event itself that calmed her.  Likewise, the role of socially desirable responses and 
bias (Callegaro, 2008) in evaluation forms must be considered. When participants 
and learners know the funding for the DE programme is related to the evaluation, 
it is likely they will be less critical and more positive in their assessments. 

The impact of DE is what funders want to be able to demonstrate and 
‘prove’; however, this impact cannot be solely accredited to the DE intervention.  
Media, family and community, global events, as well as other learning programmes 
can all play a role in generating the ‘result’.  Some of these factors can be named, 
others are unexpected.  Who would have known a year ago that we would all 
become so knowledgeable in global health pandemics and disease transmission? 

The limitations in the use of results-based approaches to prove results 
and impact miss the other gains and positives that can be attributed to the DE 
work.  The right form of evaluation and right questions just need to be asked.  
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Tools for tracking DE at the level of the learner need to be appropriate for the 
work.  Firstly, tools need to be capable of handling the complex attitudinal learning 
outcomes characteristic of DE.  Secondly, tools need to respect the participatory, 
learner-centred values base of DE (Bourn, 2014).  Thirdly, while tools that capture 
an action taken as a result of learning are very valuable, we also require tools that 
recognise that not all learning is accompanied by a short-term action or a visible 
change of behaviour.  Reflection on learning and taking time to integrate new 
knowledge into established beliefs and behaviours can be challenging and long-
term (Liddy, 2020).

How has DE in Ireland responded and adapted to use of RBAs
To help balance the need for measurable results with the need to do justice to rich 
DE learning, IDEA developed a hands-on toolkit for using RBAs in DE settings, 
and have updated the toolkit annually (IDEA, 2019a).  Furthermore, Irish Aid staff 
have provided detailed feedback to funded organisations and have encouraged 
applicants to move beyond purely quantitative measures towards more qualitative 
measures in their RFs (IDEA, 2019b).  IDEA’s Quality and Impact Working Group 
also played an important role in engaging with Irish Aid staff on the data collected 
using RBAs in DE.  This dialogue has been very helpful as it takes place outside of 
the direct funder-funded power dynamic and provided feedback on the PMF data 
generated by Irish Aid.  The use of qualitative indicators and anecdotal reporting 
(Collins and Pommerening, 2014) of positive learning outcomes were two of the 
areas of results reporting that Irish Aid now recognise and welcome in the annual 
reporting process. 

However, there are many issues which require further exploration and 
reflection.  Using results frameworks because they are a necessity for funding can 
lead to a mechanical repetition of what was accepted by the donor in previous 
years.  Furthermore, as organisations understandably are averse to risking an 
empty results column at the end of the year, they may choose ‘safe’ indicators that 
rarely explore diffuse, long-term or cumulative impact.  The root causes of poverty 
and injustice are complex topics; what organisation would claim that ‘challenging 
white privilege’ or ‘ending global hunger’ as their intended result, when ‘increasing 
awareness of racism’ or ‘learning about food security’ is a more realistic statement, 
especially as the funding is for just one year.

This choice of safe indicators has implications not only for how we 
measure our DE work, but also for the DE content of our programmes.  There is 
truth to the maxim, ‘what gets measured, gets done’; if we choose ‘safe’ indicators 
over innovative ones, then creative DE can be squeezed out by more formulaic 
projects.  This process then perpetuates the ongoing deradicalisation and de-
clawing of DE (Bryan, 2011).

Responses by DE sector 
The DE sector in Ireland has come a long way in creating and refining such tools.  
One example is the Self-Assessment Tool (SAT) used by WorldWise Global 
Schools, Ireland’s national Global Citizenship Education programme for Post-
Primary Schools (2019).  The SAT allows students and teachers to self-score across 
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four learning areas: knowledge, skills, attitudes/values, and action.  The before and 
after scores in the four areas can be collated to give a composite picture of learning 
in the school, and potentially can give an indication of how the WWGS-funded 
learning programme has contributed to changes in the school.  In addition, the 
SAT contains an activity for students and teachers to record qualitative responses 
on their key learning in relation to these four learning areas, in the form of four 
key questions.  It is important to note that the SAT is intended primarily as a tool 
for learning within schools and only secondarily as a way to measure the impact of 
the WWGS programme.  It is also worth noting that the SAT is quite formal in its 
language and framing, as it was designed for use in a post-primary school setting.  

Another example of an innovative approach to generating data for a RF is 
Trócaire’s (2018) Empathy Scale.  This is a numerical scale designed to track depth 
of engagement in the complex learning area of empathy.  The Empathy Scale is 
applied to work submitted by learners, such as games submitted into the Trócaire 
(2019) Gamechangers competition, and results are then fed into Trócaire’s DE 
Results Framework.  The Empathy Scale is valuable in that it is based on ‘showing’ 
rather than ‘telling’; it uses evidence gleaned from materials produced by learners, 
rather than relying on learners’ self-reported responses to survey questions.  
However, it is recognised that the scale is inherently subjective in terms of the 
assessors’ interpretations of learners’ materials, and which is also influenced by 
many external contextual factors, such as teachers, peers and media.   

Although it is designed as a tool for the practice of DE and not purely 
for evaluation, the new IDEA Code of Good Practice for Development Education 
(IDEA, 2019c) offers an opportunity for the sector to articulate good practice of 
quality DE and potentially illustrate the impact of DE work.  A strength to this 
approach is that the identification of good practice is carried out in a way that 
is compatible with DE ethos, defined in the Code as ‘global solidarity, empathy 
and partnership, and challenging unequal power relations across all issues we 
work on’ (IDEA, 2019c: 14).  Through the Code process, members self-assess 
the quality of their DE practice and identify evidence to illustrate specific good 
practice indicators.  For example, Principle Four encourages critical thinking 
in exploring global issues and one attendant indicator asks if diverse and 
challenging perspectives from both local and global contexts are included.  In the 
accompanying handbook, DE practitioners and organisations can describe the 
evidence they have (such as supporting documentation, policies, meeting details, 
photos, programme plans), as well as rate themselves on a four-point scale from 
minimal to full ability to meet this indicator.

The evidence gathered in the Code process could be collated to show 
how the provision of quality DE is creating a collective impact in target groups 
across the sector.  Practitioners self-assessment through the Code could become 
one element of a broader evaluation of DE work, including perspectives of the 
learners, and more objective results can be obtained by just applying the RBA.  
This evidence could illustrate, rather than prove, the impact of quality DE on 
learners, and would be an educationally-appropriate tool for demonstrating the 
power of DE. 
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Questions for the way forward
Results-Based Approaches can play an important part in DE at institutional and 
programme level; these approaches can track successes and highlight areas to 
refine in further evaluation work.  They also work well at individual level when 
the culmination of a programme involves taking a specific and measurable action.  
However, this article highlighted some of the challenges that emerge if we attempt 
to apply a RBA to an attitudinal learning and values based learning programme 
(Bourn, 2014).  In these cases, tools are problematic, interpretation of data is 
ambiguous, and attribution of change is next to impossible.   

Standardised surveys, such as some of the templates offered in the 
Annex to the Irish Aid PMF (Irish Aid, 2017) can provide ready-to-use statistics 
to populate a Results Framework, but do they serve the needs of learners or of DE 
practitioners?  In a one-hour workshop, is it really worth asking participants to 
spend valuable minutes at the start of the session rating their knowledge or skills, 
and then spend more time repeating the process at the end of the 60 minutes?  Do 
these ratings contribute to an understanding of the ‘impact’ of DE?  And more 
significantly, do these duties surrounding these measures occupy the ‘monitoring 
and evaluation space’ and thereby distract from creating more meaningful 
methods?  If the sector continued to apply RBAs rigorously to the aspects of DE 
work to which they are suited (e.g. levels of stakeholder engagement or measuring 
depth of integration) could their use move away from unsuitable contexts?  Instead 
of wasting time and energy on clunky pre- and post-programme measurements 
of learning at individual level, why not invest time, resources and innovative 
thinking into other ways of demonstrating that ‘DE works’?    

In terms of funders who may seek more impact measurement data, the 
DE community needs to press for an acknowledgement that at best, pre- and post- 
measurements of learning will yield data about contribution, not about attribution.  
Funders also need to be more realistic about the level of change that can be expected 
to take place over the brief timespan of most DE initiatives.  Robust longitudinal 
studies are extremely costly; for example, the ESRI (Economic and Social Research 
Institute) Growing Up In Ireland study has cost the taxpayer approximately €2.5 
million per year (Wayman, 2018).  Yet we cannot adequately deliver data about 
the long-term impact of DE learning without longitudinal research.  Large-scale 
research funding could address many of the issues raised earlier and work towards 
the application of appropriate measurement and evaluation tools for DE learning, 
and find the right tools for the job.

The opportunity to explore some innovative approaches would be 
welcomed by the DE sector; however, research funding is key.  The Mid-term 
Review of the Irish Aid DE Strategy has been paused due to the Covid-19 
pandemic, but we hope it will resume in Autumn 2020.  The IDEA Quality and 
Impact Working Group has prepared a submission for this review, outlining many 
of the difficulties we see in the usage of RBAs in DE and with recommendations to 
improve its awkward framework.  However, this submission strongly suggests and 
encourages Irish Aid to examine other evaluation and learning tools, particularly 
for use in their new strategy beyond 2023.  Furthermore, this research could link 
with Ireland’s reporting responsibilities under SDG 4.7; ‘the essential knowledge 
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and skills’ for sustainable development.  These knowledge and skills are not yet 
fully outlined (Gallwey, 2016) and the appropriate measurement tools need to be 
progressed to meet our reporting commitments.

Conclusion 
Since 2012, RBAs have become central to evaluation in DE work in Ireland as 
a compulsory requirement by Irish Aid as part of the evaluation mechanism 
established for its development education grants scheme.  While the DE sector has 
adapted to this, the use of RBAs in education is not without question or concerns. 

DE practitioners in Ireland acknowledge the need for evidence to 
support their work, to improve quality, and to argue for ongoing resourcing and 
funding to continue their work.  But quantitative numerical measures of results 
do not fully embrace the extent and range of DE work and they do not fully 
engage with learners’ responses.  They do not measure or describe the full range 
of pedagogical processes involved in teaching or facilitating learning.  There are 
many varied outcomes from a DE programme, from knowledge gain to attitudinal 
change to activism for positive social good.  Use of a formulaic assessment and 
evaluation tool can miss the richness of individual case studies of learning and 
the overall vibrancy of the DE sector in Ireland.  Unexpected or unintended 
positive consequences may be lost.  Balancing the need for robust data as a form 
of accountability in the use of public funds with the richness and energy of the DE 
sector in Ireland is required by DE practitioners, not just Irish Aid. 

As Chambers (1997: 55) argued about measuring poverty, ‘it is then the 
reductionist, controlled, simplified and quantified construction which becomes 
reality for the isolated professional, not that other world, out there’… where ‘the 
flat shadows of that reality that they, prisoners of their professionalism, fashion 
for themselves’.  Through negotiation with the funding body and their innovative 
practices, the DE sector in Ireland can stay out of these flat shadows. 
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What are the Challenges for Development 
Education arising from the Merger of the UK 
Department for International Development 
with the Foreign and Commonwealth Office?

Douglas Bourn

Abstract: In June 2020, the United Kingdom (UK) government announced 
the merger of the Department for International Development (DFID) with the 
Foreign Office.  This decision has potential major implications for development 
education in the UK which has been funded by DFID since 1997.  Around Europe, 
development education whilst primarily funded by Foreign Affairs ministries, 
has in some countries been closely related to development agencies.  To keep 
governments supportive of development education requires a strong network 
of civil society organisations.  A concern for development education is that a 
result of the merger of the two UK government departments could mean a move 
towards projects being directed towards servicing UK government foreign policy 
objectives rather than international development goals.  A future development 
education strategy should aim to engage all key stakeholders including relevant 
ministries and civil society organisations plus academic and research bodies.

Key words: Department for International Development; Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office; Development Education; Global Learning; International 
Development Policy; Overseas Development Aid.

Introduction
On 16 June 2020, the British prime minister, Boris Johnson, announced the merger 
of the Department of International Development (DFID) with the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office (FCO).  This has been a goal of the government for some 
time and, whilst coming as no surprise, its announcement in the middle of the 
world’s largest ever global pandemic which is hitting the poorest people hardest, 
has been regarded by many as rather insensitive.  This article reviews the impact 
of this decision on potential support for development education (DE).  It also 
compares the merger with similar initiatives elsewhere in Europe and makes some 
recommendation as potential ways forward for individuals and bodies committed 
to supporting DE and global education (GE). 

Development versus foreign affairs policies
The United Kingdom (UK) government claims that the merger of DFID and the 
FCO will enable Britain to have a greater impact and influence on the world stage 
and ensure greater coherence over its international policies.  According to the 
merger announcement: 

“the Foreign Secretary will be empowered to make decisions on aid 
spending in line with the UK’s priorities overseas, harnessing the skills, 
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expertise and evidence that have earned our reputation as a leader in the 
international development community” (UK Government, 2020). 

There may be good arguments for closer alignment of foreign policy, 
multilateral commitment and global engagement - and these arguments play out in 
different institutional arrangements in different countries.  Over the past decades, 
the distance between Ministries and Agencies might be characterised as a minuet – 
as the Ministries and Agencies move closer to each other, or farther away, depending 
on the country and political context.  Some European countries have moved to 
merging their independent development agencies into the work of their ministries of 
foreign affairs (MFA) (e.g. Danida in Denmark in the 1990s), based on the rationale 
that the national contribution to global justice and international development was 
a central pillar of (but not subservient to) foreign policy.  Others have moved to 
strengthen and further integrate an existing development co-operation division or 
unit while giving it higher visibility (e.g. Irish Aid).  Some, such as Austria, have 
moved in the opposite direction - establishing an independent agency, under the 
auspices of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  In Austria, as in Sweden and Norway, 
there is a strict delineation of roles between the Ministry (policymaking) and the 
Agency (implementation).  Other models (e.g. the French Development Agency) 
operate under the joint auspices of the Ministries of Foreign Affairs and Finance.  

Throughout  these differing models, it is clear that it is the responsibility 
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs or Development Cooperation, or their Agency, 
to engage in policy leadership, leadership of inter-ministerial coherence, and 
funding support for development education.  There is no particular or clear 
evidence that a particular institutional arrangement works best for development 
education.  However, institutional re-arrangements can have a negative effect 
on the continuity of work such as DE which needs long-term commitments to 
demonstrate impact.  What is clear is this – a government cannot credibly claim 
commitment to international development without a clear policy and strong 
commitment to development education.  While national situations and contexts 
differ, what is clear, from the perspective of development education, is that whether 
it resides in a Ministry of Foreign Affairs or a Development Cooperation Agency, 
a measure of the usefulness of the institutional arrangement is whether or not it 
can deliver sound policy and funding support for development education; and 
thereby enhance critical public knowledge of, understanding of, and engagement 
with, issues of global concern.

What this announcement ignores is that development and aid 
programmes are not based on supporting foreign policies, but on internationally 
agreed goals for combating global poverty and inequality, most recently the 
Sustainable Development Goals (UN, 2015).  It is not the place here to review the 
work of DFID but there is no doubt that its development policies and programmes 
have been highly regarded for many years.

Development education under DFID
Prior to the creation of DFID in 1997, development education received minimal 
support from the then Overseas Development Administration (ODA) which was 
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part of the Foreign Office.  With a new department being established, development 
education quickly became recognised as an important component of government 
development policy.  The 1997 White Paper from the Department (DFID, 1997) 
made specific reference to building awareness and understanding of international 
development issues and to build a public constituency in support of eliminating 
global poverty.  This was certainly helped by having a separate department with 
a decent budget through a fund primarily aimed at civil society organisations.  
Development education as a field of practice quickly expanded.  Its impact could 
be seen in the extent to which educational policies in all four nations of the UK 
made reference to global and development issues and themes within the school 
curriculum.  There was a flowering of activity also in youth, further, higher and 
adult education (Bourn, 2015).  Whilst criticisms could be made of the agendas 
of DFID’s work on development education during the period from 1997 to 2010 
(Cameron and Fairbrass, 2004; Biccum, 2010) there is no doubt it led to a range 
of creative and innovative initiatives whose legacies can still be seen today.  This, 
for example, can be seen in the continued influence of post-colonial perspectives 
within development education practice as a result of the Open Space for Dialogue 
and Enquiry (OSDE) project led by Vanessa Andreotti which was part-funded by 
DFID (Andreotti, 2011; Bourn, 2015).

Although funding was drastically cut after 2010 with the Conservative 
and Liberal Democrat coalition and later Conservative governments, a 
commitment remained to support development education through the Global 
Learning Programme (2014-2018) and more recently the Connecting Classrooms 
Through Global Learning (2018-2021) programme.  There is however a concern 
that, with the impact of COVID-19 on the UK economy, and as funding for aid 
and development is linked to gross national product (GNP), all development 
programmes will come under review.  The UK government has already announced 
a cut of £2.9 billion to the overseas development aid budget (BOND, 2020).  

Location of development education within European ministries
In most European countries that have provided support for development 
education type initiatives, the resourcing for this has come through Ministries 
of Foreign Affairs.  Some countries have development agencies which have a 
semi-autonomous role but, whatever the institutional configuration; it is through 
the aid budget that development education has primarily been funded.  This is 
also recognised by the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development), whose Peer Reviews (OECD/DAC, 2014) of Official Development 
Assistance (ODA) programmes include detailed and growing emphasis on global 
public awareness and development education, and whose reporting mechanisms 
include space for recognising funding for development education at home as a 
valid budget priority (GENE, 2020a). 

While there are examples, such as in Finland and Portugal, where there 
is more of an inter-departmental approach with a strategy involving a range 
of ministries (Lehtomaki and Rajala, 2020; Teotonio-Pereira, 2016); the most 
common approach is through funding programmes led by Ministries of Foreign 
Affairs, Development Co-operation or their agencies, and aimed at a range of 
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NGOs combined with a number of strategic initiatives (Hartmeyer and Wegimont, 
2016; Kuleta-Hulboj, 2020; McAuley, 2018).  What has also been evident, however, 
is that where there is clear cooperation between the ministries and agencies 
responsible for development cooperation and ministries of education, there is 
support for raising the profile of development education within the curriculum 
(Tarozzi, 2020). 

Historically, development education across Europe has always been 
susceptible to the changing political climate.  If there are any lessons from these 
European examples for what now happens in the UK, the main one is the strength 
of the development education community, the engagement and support of a range 
of stakeholders and ideally some form of strategy that is clearly resourced.  Where 
development education funding has come through a development agency there is 
some evidence of a less directive policy, leaving it to the NGOs (non-governmental 
organisations) and key organisations to deliver programmes.  This ‘right of 
initiative’ and ‘free market of ideas’ when combined with strategic partnership 
approaches to the funding of development education, has been effective in 
integrating development education perspectives into education systems, and 
increasing critical public engagement in a number of countries (Concord, 2016; 
McAuley, Hartmeyer and Wegimont, 2017).

There is also evidence that in some countries funding for development 
education has been influenced by broader government agendas including impact 
of migration and refugee issues and priority given to sustainable development 
(McAuley, 2018).

Implications of merger for taking forward development education in the UK  
The merger of DFID and the FCO in the UK as already noted, has come at a difficult 
time with the global pandemic and general reduction in government funding for 
aid which may well have consequences for any development education initiatives.  
At present with the main CCGL programme being also part funded by the British 
Council, it is likely this programme or a revised iteration of it will continue in the 
future.  But what is more concerning is that, whilst up to now, the programme has 
been effectively managed by the Council there is the potential danger that with a 
greater emphasis on meeting UK foreign policy objectives, there could be a move 
towards a more restrictive and top-down approach.

What is equally worrying is that the UK development education 
community is not at present in a strong position to counter potential changes as 
a result of the merger.  Whilst the Centre for Global Education remains strong 
in Northern Ireland, elsewhere in the UK there has been a noticeable decline in 
engagement from civil society organisations.  Oxfam is making major cuts in its 
global citizenship education programme and the only international NGO that 
appears to be continuing its commitment to the sector is CAFOD, the Catholic 
international development charity.  The largest player is now UNICEF (United 
Nations Children Fund) with its Rights Respecting School Award programme 
(UNICEF, 2020) which continues to be very popular.  There are examples of 
practice such as Fairtrade Foundation’s Award programme (Fairtrade Foundation, 
2020) to Send My Friend to School (2020) and The World’s Largest Lesson (2020) 
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which demonstrate continued interest from schools, teachers and young people 
about global issues.  Several Development Education Centre (DECs) still exist and 
operate a valuable network in the Consortium of Development Education Centres 
(CODEC, 2020) but they have been heavily hit by lack of funding and are also 
likely to suffer from the impact of COVID-19.

The lack of access to funding opportunities through the European 
Commission for UK organisations following the UK’s exit from the European 
Union has also been a major blow.  Brexit has also meant that some of the wider 
opportunities and initiatives for mutual learning and sharing, such as the Erasmus 
Programme (2020), are also likely to disappear.  On the more positive side, Oxfam 
before its cuts had been a major supporter of the Our Shared World initiative, which 
aimed to bring together civil society organisations under the umbrella of SDG 
4.7.  This had generated a lot of movement in England and engaged organisations 
from peace, development, human rights, environmental and arts-based groups to 
develop an advocacy strategy around SDG 4.7.  However, the extent to which this 
network will continue without major resourcing and engagement from Oxfam at 
the time of writing this article is unclear.

Throughout the UK there is evidence of continued support and 
interest in global issues from educationalists, particularly teachers.  The climate 
emergency initiatives launched in 2019 have created a legacy of awareness raising, 
learning and advocacy around sustainability issues by young people (Global 
Climate Strike, 2020).  The global pandemic has demonstrated that we live in an 
interconnected world and that it is the poorest in the world who are being hardest 
hit.  The need for development education has never been greater and nor has there 
been such a positive interest in learning about global and sustainability issues.  The 
impact of the Black Lives Matter (2020) initiative around the world has shown 
a commitment to seeking a more equitable world within many societies.  It has 
shown that discrimination and racism is ever present.  That is why there is a need 
to learn lessons from such initiatives and to encourage educational programmes 
that move from a ‘multiculturalist’ approach which can all too easily ignore power 
relations to one of anti-oppressive practices.  

The challenge is where does this leave UK government and what should 
be the demands of all those who wish to see a greater recognition of learning about 
global and sustainability issues?

Building a coalition of stakeholders 
There is a need to lobby the UK government to continue to support development 
education.  What I think the Our Shared World initiative has shown is that central 
to moving forward is the building of broad networks of organisations, educational 
bodies and individuals who can help to build and sustain a vibrant network to 
promote global learning and sustainable development throughout the UK.

When the Development Education Association (DEA) was launched in 
October 1993, over six hundred organisations attended and from this more than 
two hundred of them joined the organisation.  This was at a time when there was 
minimal support for the field.  What I remember as being at the heart of that launch 
was the breadth of interest there was in development education.  Today that interest, 
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although it may use different terms such as global citizenship and sustainability, 
is even stronger than it was nearly thirty years ago.  To move governments to 
recognise the value of such work comes from evidence, support from a wide range 
of bodies and an ability to make connections to current societal and educational 
needs (Bourn, 2016).  There is now a wealth of academic publications (see 
Hartmeyer and Wegimont, 2016; Yemini, 2016; Davies et al., 2018; Ellis, 2016; 
Gaudelli, 2016; Maguth, 2015; Tarozzi and Torres, 2016; Torres, 2017) as well 
as reports from the Development Education Research Centre (DERC) (UCL, 
2020).  There have been over 250 publications addressing the field of development 
and global education over the past two years.  These include academic articles, 
books and doctoral theses (DERC, 2018).  In 2020, the first major international 
Handbook on global education was published with contributions from authors 
from more than 20 countries (Bourn, 2020).

An important body that can advise on how to take these ideas forward 
is Global Education Network Europe (GENE, 2020b), the network of government 
ministries across Europe who have worked with policymakers within Ministries 
of Foreign Affairs, Development and Education to develop nationally appropriate 
structures for the funding and support of global education, including development 
education (Hartmeyer and Wegimont, 2016; GENE, 2017). 

Focus of development education 
Throughout my time as Director of the DEA and since then at DERC, I continually 
made the case to the UK government that development education could make a 
contribution to building not only an understanding of development issues, but 
could demonstrate how civil society and the UK public in general could support 
initiatives towards a more just and sustainable world.  I felt that during the period 
1997-2010 this was possible and there has clearly been some evidence (Bourn, 
Hunt and Ahmed, 2017) that engagement in global and development issues would 
today have not reached the support it has without the legacy of the previous 
twenty years.  But to what extent should development education organisations be 
drawn into potential initiatives whose main purpose is to further British foreign 
policy agendas?  If they do, educators will rightly resist.  So, I would advise any 
emerging structure for DE within the FCO to take a broader view and consider the 
importance of development education within the context of wider international 
policy objectives including the SDGs.

At present, the CCGL programme appears to have a strong global 
learning focus and there is little evidence to date of the international partnerships 
component being seen as furthering government policies around trade for example.  
This suggests that it is essential over the coming period that organisations who 
wish to see progress on the Sustainable Development Goals and are supportive of 
global learning, develop a critical approach that offers alternatives to those that 
promote a ‘Global Britain’.  This means emphasising themes such as global social 
justice and encouraging learning across all sectors of education and society that 
demonstrate the value of promoting an ethos of global citizenship that challenges 
the economic nationalism that is becoming so much part of UK government 
policies.
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There, of course, remains the challenge of funding and resourcing these 
approaches.  The UK has varied and strong traditions of DE, variously understood; 
traditions that other countries in Europe have drawn upon and learnt from.  Any 
European country that wishes to state that it engages in leadership in this field is 
characterised by: 

•	 Strong policymaker engagement in and support for GE / development 
education and awareness raising (DEAR);

•	 Inter-ministerial coherence and cooperation in the field; 
•	 A strong multi-annual commitment to funding, including funding 

of civil society, social partner, local authority and ‘right of initiative’ 
approaches, along with strategic partnerships in GE/DEAR;

•	 Commitment, where there is a dearth of such funding, to a staged 
series of increases, commensurate with ODA commitments so that 
public understanding, engagement and critical ownership keep 
apace with development commitments;  

•	 Willingness to engage in review processes by international bodies to 
assess such commitments.

It may be premature to judge whether or not the merger between DFID and 
the FCO is about the UK’s role as a champion for poverty reduction in a new 
global international architecture; or whether it is just a fudge, a charlatan’s trick, 
an attempt to downgrade a national commitment to global justice in favour of a 
narrow self-interest and a return to a dream of past colonial ‘glory’.  Time will tell.  
But for development educators, and those committed to a world of greater justice, 
the bullet points mentioned above provide a means of measuring commitment 
and support from government.  

Civil society organisations, I believe, are still key to the delivery of 
development education type initiatives.  But they need to consider their role and 
give attention to building alliances with a wider range of bodies including think-
tanks, academic institutions and bodies.  There also needs to be a commitment 
from all sectors of society to call on policymakers to demonstrate how they are 
resourcing and supporting the moves towards a more just and sustainable world 
as suggested by the Sustainable Development Goals. 
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Poverty is a Political Choice: A UN Rapporteur 
Has Delivered a Withering Critique of the 
International System

Stephen McCloskey

Abstract: Philip Alston, the outgoing United Nations Rapporteur on Extreme 
Poverty and Human Rights, has published his final report, a scathing critique of 
international efforts to eradicate poverty and inequality.  The report critiques the 
World Bank’s International Poverty Line as sitting at too low a level to support 
a life of dignity consistent with basic human rights.  Sleight of hand in the use 
of the IPL combined with China’s ‘outsized performance’ have masked the full 
extent of poverty in the global South.  The Rapporteur is extremely critical of 
the Sustainable Development Goals, which five years into delivery are ‘failing in 
relation to key goals such as poverty eradication, economic inequality, gender 
equality and climate change’ (Alston, 2020: 1).  ‘Poverty is a political choice’, 
argues the Rapporteur, who calls on governments to embrace redistribution and 
tax justice to rebalance economies and address inequality.  The article reflects 
on the key findings in the Rapporteur’s report, particularly in the context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.  The article concludes by reflecting on how the international 
development and development education sectors should respond to the report.

Key words: Extreme Poverty; Human Rights; International Poverty Line; 
Sustainable Development Goals; COVID-19; International Development; 
Development Education.

Introduction
The United Nations Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights, Philip 
Alston, has published his final report, a withering critique of international failings 
to eliminate poverty which he describes as the result of ‘longstanding neglect’ 
by ‘many governments, economists, and human rights advocates’ (Alston, 2020: 
1).  This article reflects on the main findings of the Rapporteur’s report which 
include the ‘flawed international poverty line’ used by the World Bank, which he 
judges to be at too low a level to support a life of dignity consistent with a rights-
based approach to development (Ibid.).  The report is also extremely critical of 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (UN, 2015), the main global policy 
framework for international development which the Rapporteur suggests are 
‘failing in relation to key goals such as poverty eradication, economic equality 
and climate change’ (Alston, 2020: 1).  In identifying the factors that are impeding 
delivery of the SDGs, the Rapporteur highlights the fact that ‘economic growth is 
at the core of the SDGs, the engine relied upon to lift people out of poverty’ (Ibid.: 
14).  This economic orthodoxy premised upon the perpetual drive toward growth 
and increased Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has been attended by extreme 
inequality.  As the Rapporteur puts it: ‘the global economy has doubled since the 
end of the Cold War, yet half the world lives under $5.50 a day’ (Ibid.: 15).  
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‘Inequality’, as Oxfam suggests, ‘is out of control.  In 2019, the world’s 
billionaires, only 2,153 people, had more wealth than 4.6 billion people’ (Oxfam, 
2020: 7).  The accumulation of extreme amounts of wealth in so few hands is an 
indication of a global economy that is broken and needs to be re-balanced to 
support a more equitable distribution of resources.  This was starkly illustrated in 
July 2020, when Jeff Bezos, the world’s richest person, earned $13 billion in just 
one day owing to a surge in the share price of his company Amazon (Neate, 2020).  
Just a few months earlier, a record of a different kind was set when 20 million 
Americans became unemployed in the highest total since the Great Depression 
(Rushe and Holpuch, 2020).  Of course, the wider context to these statistics is the 
COVID-19 pandemic which threatens to plunge 70 million people into extreme 
poverty and ‘hundreds of millions more into unemployment and poverty’ (Alston, 
2020: 3).  

‘Structural responses’ to the pandemic, argues the Rapporteur, ‘have 
been sorely lacking’ (Alston, 2020: 9).  The article concludes by suggesting some 
of the ways in which the development education and international development 
sectors could respond to Alston’s report.

International poverty line
Central to the Rapporteur’s critique of the international system is the question of 
how we measure poverty.  He is particularly critical of the institutional failings 
of the World Bank in getting to grips with the scale of global poverty, which it 
persistently underplays using the flawed measurement tool of an international 
poverty line, or IPL.  The IPL, argues Alston, sets the poverty benchmark at way 
too low a level to support a life of dignity consistent with basic human rights.  
Based on an average of national poverty lines adopted by some of the world’s 
poorest countries and calculated using ‘purchasing power parity’ (or PPP), the 
poverty line is ridiculously low, amounting, for example, to just $1.90 a day in the 
United States and €1.41 in Portugal (Ibid.: 4).  But even using this ‘staggeringly 
low standard of living’ as a barometer of poverty, the report identifies 700 million 
people living under $1.90 a day (Ibid.: 8).

Criticising a ‘self-congratulatory message’ among world leaders in which 
they ‘proclaimed progress against poverty’ (Ibid.: 3), the Rapporteur argues that: 
‘Even before Covid-19, we squandered a decade in the fight against poverty, with 
misplaced triumphalism blocking the very reforms that could have prevented 
the worst impacts of the pandemic’ (Beaumont, 2020).  The report accepts that 
‘huge progress has been made in improving the lives of billions over the past two 
centuries’ (Ibid.), but questions the World Bank’s banner headline that extreme 
poverty dropped from 1.895 billion people in 1990 to 736 billion in 2015 (Ibid.: 4).  
These figures mask the exceptional performance of China which lifted more than 
750 million above the Bank’s poverty line in that period (Ibid.).  What distinguishes 
China from most other countries in the global South, argues the economist Jason 
Hickel (2017), is that it was not subjected to the ‘shock therapy’ of the World Bank 
and International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) structural adjustment programmes 
(SAPs).  SAPs were neoliberal ‘reforms’ often attached as conditions to IMF loans 
to poor countries, including: removing tariffs on imports; prioritising production 



Fifteenth Anniversary Edition

204

for export; privatising services and utilities; and removing price controls.  ‘Instead 
of being forced to adopt a one-size-fits-all blueprint for free market capitalism’, 
suggests Hickel, ‘China relied on state-led development policies and gradually 
liberalised its economy on its own terms’ (Ibid.: 53).  

This is not to suggest that China is a development panacea.  The 
sustainability of China’s impressive economic performance  has been 
questioned because it is driven by a low wage economy and a resource-intensive 
manufacturing sector which has made it the world’s largest emitter of greenhouse 
gases (World Bank, 2020).  China’s income inequality remains relatively high with 
373 million Chinese living below the upper-middle-income poverty line of $5.50 
a day (Ibid.).  This is not a rights-based alternative to the IMF’s SAPs, but without 
China’s ‘outsized contribution’, argues Alston, the global poverty headcount would 
‘barely have changed’, thereby questioning all of the ‘celebratory accounts’ of the 
achievements of the World Bank’s IPL (Alston, 2020: 7).  Hickel, too, suggests that 
‘it is disingenuous … to build an inequality-reduction narrative that rests on gains 
from China and chalk it up as a win for Washington’s approach to free-market 
globalisation’ (2017: 53).  He argues that SAPs were designed to stimulate growth 
and facilitate debt repayments but, instead, have weakened the hand of the state 
in terms of economic oversight and deepened the debt burden of poor countries 
(Hickel, 2012).  Today, 64 countries in the global South spend more on debt 
repayments than on healthcare, something which has weakened their capacity to 
fight the coronavirus pandemic (Jubilee Debt Campaign, 2020).  This problem 
is compounded by the fact that the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) - a 
UN initiative launched with great fanfare in 2015 to ‘end poverty in all its forms 
everywhere’ (UN, 2015) - are also sending out signals of distress.

The SDGs: ‘colourful posters and bland reports’ 
The Special Rapporteur’s report says of the SDGs that ‘The UN and its member 
states are sleepwalking towards failure... Five years after their adoption, it is time 
to acknowledge that the SDGs are simply not going to be met’ (Euronews, 2020).  
The criticisms levelled at the SDGs by the Rapporteur include the following: 

•	 Eradicating poverty: the SDGs, like the Millennium Development Goals 
before them, use the International Poverty Line as a barometer of poverty.  
This means that even if their targets are met, billions of people will still 
face serious deprivation as the IPL represents at best ‘a bare subsistence’ 
(Alston, 2020: 10).  

•	 Human rights: the SDGs fails to frame their targets in the context of 
human rights with the Rapporteur suggesting that ‘there is not a single 
reference to any specific civil and political right, and human rights in 
general remain marginal and often invisible in the overall SDG context’ 
(Ibid.: 11). 

•	 Finance: Because of ‘backsliding in substantial key areas’ among 
supporters of the Goals there has been a heavy dependence on private 
sector funding which calls into question their sustainability as a public 
good.  
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•	 Inequality: SDG 10 focuses on inequality but the Rapporteur finds 
evidence of low levels of attention by governments with this issue, 
particularly in regard to gender.  At the current rate of growth, he argues, 
‘closing the gender pay gap in economic opportunity is projected to take 
257 years’ (Ibid.: 11).

•	 Evaluation: The Rapporteur finds the annual High-Level Political Forum 
as a mechanism for monitoring SDG progress as weak and characterised 
by its ‘voluntary nature’.  He suggests that ‘instead of promoting 
empowerment … the energy surrounding the SDG process has gone into 
generating portals, dashboards, stakeholder engagement plans, bland 
reports and colourful posters’ (Ibid.: 13).

•	 Growth: The Rapporteur questions the sustainability of the SDGs’ 
commitment to achieving 7 per cent GDP growth in least developed 
countries as ‘likely unattainable’ and ‘at odds with emerging challenges 
to the traditional growth paradigm’ (Ibid.).  The Goals appear to be 
complicit with the same neoliberal growth agenda which has precipitated 
the existential crisis of climate change and undermines achievement 
of the IPCC target of limiting global warming to 1.5°C above the pre-
industrial average (IPCC, 2018).

As if to endorse the Special Rapporteur’s findings, UN Secretary-General António 
Guterres has admitted that progress toward the Sustainable Development Goals 
is ‘seriously off-track’ just five years into their delivery (UN News, 2019).  Alston 
(2020) stops short of calling for the Goals to be abandoned, but believes they need 
to be recalibrated and revitalised, with more stringent mechanisms introduced for 
monitoring and evaluation.  The question for supporters of the Goals is whether 
the SDGs have the agility, flexibility and resolve to change their methodology mid-
stream, especially when so many of their multilateral partners and sponsors are 
wedded to the high-growth imperative that underpins mainstream conceptions 
of ‘development’?   Even more challenging, can they do it in the midst of a health 
pandemic and a climate emergency?

COVID-19
The Rapporteur argues that despite enormous economic challenges presented by 
COVID-19, which is estimated to push 176 million people into poverty at the 
higher $3.20 poverty baseline, ‘many governments have seen COVID-19 as a 
passing challenge to be endured’ (Ibid.: 9).  With the IMF predicting the worst 
economic recession since the Great Depression as a result of COVID-19 and the 
cumulative loss to global GDP in 2020-21 at $9tn, there is an understandable 
concern among workers in low-paid occupations that their livelihoods are under 
threat (Gopinath, 2020).  The International Labour Organisation concurs with this 
assessment suggesting that more than two billion people working in the informal 
economy are particularly vulnerable to the economic contraction which almost 
certainly lies ahead (ILO, 2020).  

For those on the frontlines of the pandemic - essential workers, many 
of whom are poorly remunerated and in precarious occupations - the concern 
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is that governments will double-down on neoliberal responses to COVID-19 
as they did to great criticism in the decade following the 2008 financial crisis - 
by implementing further austerity measures, wage freezes, public service cuts 
and redundancies (Coppola, 2017).  As the Rapporteur suggests: ‘COVID-19 is 
a pandemic of poverty exposing the parlous state of social safety nets for those 
in lower incomes or in poverty around the world’ (Alston, 2020: 9).  Subjecting 
workers on low incomes to more economic pain is likely to deepen the racial, 
gender and class divisions already created by the lost decade of austerity that 
followed the 2008 global financial crisis (Toynbee and Walker, 2020).

Alston argues that any poverty elimination strategy needs to bring 
equitable taxation and redistribution front and centre as a ‘symbol of solidarity and 
burden-sharing’ (Alston, 2020: 16) and the proposals in his report would make for 
a progressive development manifesto.  They include the closure of tax havens and 
forcing transnational corporations to pay their way; dropping the International 
Poverty Line and adopting a rights-based measurement of poverty in its place; 
removing the crippling debt burden from poor countries; reducing dependence 
on private resources for financing public development goals; and acknowledging 
the ‘deep deficit of political motivation’ underlying the malaise attached to 
the SDGs (Ibid.: 19).  ‘Poverty is a political choice’, he says, and eliminating it 
requires that social justice and human rights are central to the ways in which we 
implement and measure human development.  His report is both a damming 
indictment of current development policy and practice and an appeal for cogent 
and urgent action.  The question is how should the international development and 
development education sectors respond to the report?

Development education and the parlous state of poverty eradication
One of the weaknesses of the SDGs not listed in Alston’s report but of a great 
deal of significance to development educators is the absence of any analysis of 
the historical origins of current inequalities between the global North and 
South.  As the Irish Development Education Association (IDEA, 2020) suggests: 
development education ‘works to tackle the root causes of injustice and inequality, 
globally and locally, to create a more just and sustainable future for everyone’.  
The ‘root causes’ of contemporary inequities between North and South include 
centuries of colonisation, indentured slavery, the extraction of commodities and 
precious metals, and the eradication of indigenous peoples and their cultures, 
values and lifestyles (Hickel, 2017; Galeano, 1973).  As Hickel suggests, ‘the 
colonies developed Europe’ (2017: 93) rather the current development narrative 
propagated by the IMF and World Bank of the global North supporting the 
‘development’ of the global South.

While the post-World War Two period was characterised by 
decolonisation and an end to direct rule in former colonies, most countries in 
the global South are now locked into the neoliberal economic model as a result 
of national debt burdens and the application by the IMF and World Bank of 
structural adjustment programmes as part of their lending criteria.  As Hickel puts 
it: ‘Only two decades after global South countries gained their independence from 
colonialism, structural adjustment brought about the end of meaningful economic 
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sovereignty’ (2017: 156).  The SDGs are, therefore, applying policy prescriptions 
in an historical vacuum that fail to address injustices of the past that continue to 
manifest themselves in the present.  The killing of African American George Floyd 
in Minneapolis by a white police officer in May 2020 (Evelyn, 2020) has sparked 
world-wide anti-racist protests and actions by supporters of Black Lives Matter 
(2020) and other human rights groups which have brought historical injustices 
back into public consciousness and discourse.  This is an important example of 
how understanding historical injustices must inform contemporary policy.  

The Rapporteur’s report has so far produced a muted response from the 
international development and DE sectors despite its far-reaching implications for 
our practice and advocacy work.  It is contingent on all of us working in the sector to 
address the outstanding questions raised by the report.  These include the following:

•	 How can we assess the performance of the SDGs beyond the High 
Level Political Forum which the Rapporteur finds to be a weak form of 
monitoring and evaluation?

•	 Is the development template at the centre of the SDGs complicit with 
the same pro-growth model of production and consumption which has 
precipitated the climate crisis and global inequality?

•	 Do the SDGs comply with the IPCC recommendations to limit global 
warming to 1.5°C of the pre-industrial average?

•	 What are the UN reports published to date telling us about the financing 
of the Goals and their level of dependence on the private sector?

•	 To what extent are the Goals equipping development educators and their 
learners with the capacity and resources to understand the root causes of 
poverty and inequality in the global South?

•	 Are the Goals framing poverty, income inequality, gender discrimination, 
and climate change in the context of human rights?

•	 What impact will COVID-19 have on the successful delivery of the SDGs?
•	 Are there alternative approaches to development that we need to consider 

in addressing the questions of poverty and inequality such as de-growth 
and a Green New Deal?

Debating these questions appears to be a minimum requirement in response 
to the Rapporteur’s report which casts serious doubt on our current trajectory 
toward development and poverty eradication.

Conclusion
Hickel argues that ‘our present economic model of exponential GDP growth is no 
longer realistic, and we have to face up to this fact’ (2017: 291).  This message is 
echoed in the Alston report which argues that:

“Traditional pro-growth policies, such as lower corporate tax rates, labor 
‘reform’, deregulation, austerity-driven cuts to services and privatization 
can have devastating effects on the well-being of poor people and the 
state’s capacity to reduce poverty’ (Alston, 2020: 15).
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What this suggests is that the traditional means of ‘doing development’ are no 
longer an option.  The current neoliberal model of development is not sustainable 
as we are ‘bumping up against our ecological limits’ (Hickel, 2017: 291).  Our 
planet cannot support the infinite extraction of carbon and natural resources 
demanded by a rapacious economic model which we know, in any event, is 
creating extreme levels of inequality (Oxfam, 2020).  As a sector, international 
development has tended to limit its advocacy work to protecting the overseas 
development assistance budget and promoting the SDGs.  But this is not enough if 
we want to avert a climate catastrophe and narrow the extreme levels of inequality 
that have attended the era of neoliberalism.  In 2019, the OECD (organisation for 
economic co-operation and development) countries provided $152.8 billion in 
ODA to the global South but, in the same year, low and middle-income countries 
paid $756 billion in debt repayments and an additional $213 billion in interest 
payments on original loans to donors and banks in the global North (Alston, 2020: 
16).  Aid is not the answer to the complex array of problems confronted by global 
South countries and our policy work needs to reflect that fact.

The Rapporteur has highlighted the critical areas that need our attention: 
closing tax havens that facilitate illicit transfers from the global South to the North; 
tax justice that increases the tax burden on the broadest shoulders; eradicating 
the debt burden; ending the growth imperative and restoring powers of economic 
sovereignty to the state; decarbonising our economy to mitigate global warming 
and address the climate emergency; and framing development objectives in the 
context of human rights.  We seem stuck at base camp in regard to these critical 
issues in the international development sector and need to urgently ramp up our 
ambition for change and capacity for action to meet the challenges ahead. 
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Development Education and Human Rights
Su-ming Khoo 

For this 15th anniversary special issue of Policy and Practice, I was asked to select 
three pieces on the theme of human rights from the past ten issues of the journal.  
All three articles I have chosen come from Issue 25, a special themed issue on 
human rights, published in Autumn 2017.

My first thought was to choose Brian Ruane’s (2017) editorial for 
the special issue. It was the last piece he wrote, so it seems fitting that this 
commemorative occasion is used to reflect upon, and honour, his contribution 
as a loved and highly-regarded member of the development education (DE) and 
human rights education community on the island of Ireland.  Brian’s career also 
offers opportunities for reflection on the different roots and routes of development 
education and human rights education in Ireland.  Fionnuala Waldron’s tribute 
in Issue 26 (2018) traced Brian’s trajectory in human rights and global justice 
education - from his beginnings as a primary school teacher in Cork, to advocate 
for the integration of development education into the primary curriculum.  
His path continued to evolve through involvement in Trócaire’s development 
education programme, to human rights education with Amnesty International 
(Ireland), leading to the founding in 2004 of the Centre for Human Rights and 
Citizenship Education (CHRCE) at St Patrick’s College, Drumcondra (now Dublin 
City University) as a vehicle to work across advocacy, pedagogy and educational 
research for broader social transformation. 

Brian’s editorial did not explicitly mention any of this, of course.  He 
prefaced the special issue focus on the importance of human rights to development 
education with a nod to the deeply dystopian situation of rising nationalism, 
resurgent racism and xenophobia, and existential environmental threats, noting 
that progress on human rights has been both disappointing and limited.  In 
introducing the articles linking human rights and development education, he 
pointed to several major themes for research and reflective practice: the role of 
conceptualisations and preconceptions; the intersecting issues of sustainable 
development and gender justice; the role that research itself can play in advancing 
rights through participation and enactment of rights-based strategies and the 
importance of criticality in transformative practice.  While acknowledging the 
many inconsistencies, contradictions and constraints in development education, 
he argues that human rights principles offer transformative potential and that 
research, policy and practice can work together to promote global justice and 
solidarity.  Development education that is informed by human rights exemplifies 
the optimism and transformative potential of education - a pedagogy of hope 
(Freire, 1994) to face the considerable challenges of the present and future.

Alejandra Boni’s (2017) article links DE and human rights in practice 
through a reflection on the example of the participatory formulation and 
implementation of an Education for Development Strategy (2017-21) for the 
formal education sector in the Autonomous Community of Valencia, Spain, with 
local and regional public administrations, teachers and practitioners from non-
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governmental organisations (NGOs).  While the article hardly mentions ‘human 
rights’ explicitly, it substantiates and exemplifies how development education 
might programmatically engage with human rights through a community-based 
process of ‘human rights from below’ (Ife, 2009).  It also frames educative practice 
as much more than schooling - it is a process of community engagement for the 
co-creation of sustainable and just futures. 

The global financial crisis of 2008 and the subsequent austerity measures 
imposed by the European Union on Spain resulted in a two-thirds reduction in 
funding for the development sector.  The easing of financial pressures and the 
reversal of this decline after 2014 coincided with new municipal and autonomous 
governments getting elected in 2015 and development education becoming more 
central in local and regional public policies.  Not only in Spain, but across Europe, 
increased domestic poverty and inequality brought on by the 2008 crisis put global 
North citizens at the centre of the ‘development’ frame.  As the 2015 elections 
reversed 20 years of conservative rule, the new regional administration turned 
to Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) as the key narrative for a new era of development cooperation, 
distancing the new progressive efforts from the previous administration, members 
of which were facing trial for corrupt misdirection of development funds. 

The new vision of DE for Valencia was inspired by national (CONGDE, 
2012) and European (DEEEP, 2013) ideas of development education, re-
establishing DE as education for global citizenship based on five interlinked 
principles.  First and foremost, DE is understood as a political vision of education 
that conceives of the citizen as both a rights-holder and rights practitioner who 
exercises his/her rights and responsibilities.  This places rights at the centre of a 
transformative, activist conception of education, while centring education and the 
educational community as agents of change.  Secondly, the eco-systemic principle 
links ecological values with an interdependent outlook and reflexive learning 
through a ‘greening of the self ’.  Thirdly, it addresses questions of identity and 
the need to recognise and appreciate difference and multiple identities, while 
remaining aware that exclusions may also be rooted in differences.  Fourthly, the 
glocal principle connects local active citizenship with the global, taking schools 
as privileged spaces for engaging with the local environment and building glocal 
citizenship.  Finally, the pedagogical principle connects DE to the tradition of 
critical pedagogies rooted in popular education.  This emphasises the experiential 
and collective construction of knowledge, conscientisation and transformative 
education through active and collaborative methodologies.

Valencia’s new DE Strategy successfully brought together a mix of 
perspectives and experiences, from autonomous and local administrations, 
education and cooperation, NGO practitioners and DE experts.  However, 
participation by university academics and NGOs outside the development 
sector was noticeably weak.  Despite the team’s effort to define DE as a strategic 
programme with broad appeal and relevance, development education and 
education remain somewhat insulated from the daily work of other organisations.  
While the regional government had the will to implement the Strategy, NGOs, 
universities and other public administrative bodies did not take up the active 



Fifteenth Anniversary Edition

214

roles envisaged to take forward the implementation.  The mainstreaming of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and Agenda 2030 has taken Valencia’s 
DE Strategy beyond the strict sphere of development cooperation, offering 
opportunities for integration with work in other departments like education, 
environment or health.  However, the powerful global influence of the SDGs has 
also side-lined important local issues and actors, like those involved in the poverty 
agenda.  The SDG agenda also poses a risk that the complex and technical focus on 
indicators and progress measurement may actually work against or compromise 
the really transformative goals and content of Agenda 2030 (Fukuda-Parr, Yamin 
and Greenstein 2014). 

Critically reflecting on her involvement in shaping Valencia’s new 
direction for DE, Boni shares some very relatable and valuable insights about 
the dilemmas that come with traversing academic and activist identities.  Her 
own academic understanding of DE has been influential in shaping the Strategy, 
yet this also had to be negotiated with other, diverse stakeholders.  The relative 
reluctance of academics to be involved in the Strategy, in comparison with the 
active role taken by public administration and development NGOs leads her to 
wonder whether she should push harder to activate formal spaces, or remain 
on the margins so that other stakeholders from the cooperation and education 
sectors might lead.

I have taken the liberty of choosing my own article (Khoo, 2017) on 
teaching for development and human rights in the neoliberal twilight zone, as it 
engages a similar and complementary set of practice reflections.  The article was 
written as part of reflective practice for professional development, by an already 
experienced, advanced educator, specialising in the subject matter of international 
development and human rights.  The article reflects the specific value of this journal, 
Policy and Practice, as a hybrid space for educators, practitioners and researchers 
that enables us to think through and critically evaluate our own practice, as well as 
to learn from others’ experiences and to develop new approaches.  It points to the 
journal not just as a set of outputs or publications, but as a space that hosts a glocal 
community of DE practitioners in conversation, working alongside other forms 
of practice.  Writing contributions like this has helped me to ‘show up and grow 
up differently’ (GTDF, 2020) as a public scholar who centres DE in my research, 
teaching and academic engagement.  

The article considers the somewhat neglected domain of subject matter 
in the higher education curriculum, ‘neglected’ because subject matter is often 
hidden behind a veil of ‘academic freedom’ which protects the notional autonomy 
of higher education research and teaching practice.  The problematic starting 
point is neoliberalism, an ideology that profoundly challenges the imaginary of 
academic teaching by ‘ruining’ the very idea of, and rationale for, higher education 
itself (Readings 1996).  Like Alejandra Boni, I also draw on Fukuda-Parr and 
other critical human development thinkers who find global consensus agendas 
like the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and SDGs problematic because 
their very success and the ‘power of numbers’ ‘empties’ the development agenda, 
excusing it from having to commit to significant transformative work.  I argue 
that the sociology of development and human rights is a powerful something that 



Policy and Practice:  a  Development Education R eview

215

can be mobilised to counter neoliberal disinvestments and techniques.  Reflecting 
on the challenges for the subjects of development and human rights as subjects 
in a ‘neoliberal twilight zone’, I dwell on decolonial curriculum and emancipatory 
teaching as means to sustain, rekindle and nourish the progressive, conative 
aspect of these subjects and empower a push back against the de-democratising 
and instrumentalising tendencies of neoliberal thinking. 

Decolonisation means different things, involving student protest against 
the symbolic and material legacies of colonialism and racial discrimination, but 
it also reflects the basic difficulties of expanding higher education in a global 
context of public policy austerity, widening inequality, deteriorating working 
conditions and diminishing generational life-prospects.  A decolonial approach 
to development and human rights points to the curricular centrality of ‘Third 
Worldist’ and Right to Development approaches within these subjects.  This was 
an intuitive path to follow, with the addition and interweaving of further critical, 
feminist and ecological perspectives.  Connell (2016) argues for a democratic 
and intellectually productive education which emphasises shared knowledges 
and cooperative learning; the type of learning exemplified in Boni’s account of 
Valencia’s DE strategy. 

To conclude briefly, not to try to sum up precisely, but more in the spirit of 
moving forward, I return to reflect on my hospitable ‘home’ discipline of sociology.  
New approaches in sociology pay attention to prior omissions, emphasising 
both decoloniality and connectedness (Bhambra, 2014; 2007).  Connected and 
decolonial sociologies place a pedagogical emphasis on voice and the context of 
responsibility, including teachers’ and students’ responsibilities to listen and be 
aware of the silences: ‘Who speaks? Who listens? And why?’ (Hooks, 1994: 40).  
Sociology has tended to evade human rights, yet human rights holds an important 
key to sociology’s disciplinary renewal - a moral and normative foundation rooted 
in equality and shared vulnerability (Hynes et al., 2010).  Despite the dystopian 
present trends, or perhaps because of them, I argue that decolonial critics, 
critical development advocates, human rights activists and educators must work 
collaboratively to educate as if education itself, human rights and development are 
definite ‘somethings’ to educate for. 

As neoliberalism continues to transform the basic stakes of education, 
human rights continues to offer a practical alternative ‘from below’ that addresses 
educators’ and learners’ rights to have and to hold rights, but also their right to be 
active practitioners, seeking to bring rights into existence and push back against 
their negation.  Taking forward the ideas generated by this article, new perspectives 
from development and human rights advocacy organisations point to the idea 
of a ‘rights based economy’ as an alternative paradigm for sustainable human 
development (CESR and Christian Aid, 2020), while other recent collaborative 
work explores the potential for approaching human rights from below using 
creative and poetic pedagogies to narrate and creatively ‘make sense’ of difficult 
contexts (Khoo and Kleibl, 2020).  On the occasion of its 15th anniversary, I 
commend this journal, Policy and Practice, for providing a hospitable and cross-
disciplinary space that encourages different types of practitioners to traverse and 
transgress their usual boundaries.  I appreciate its contributors generous sharing 
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and exchange of experiences, knowledge and reflections, and thank the Editor-in-
Chief, Stephen McCloskey as well as the contributors for enriching my academic 
understanding of DE’s subject matter and its contexts, and for broadening my 
perspective on educative practice. 
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Development Education and Human Rights: 
Informing Research, Policy and Practice
Brian Ruane

In his 2017 address to the United Nations General Assembly in New York, United 
States (US) President Donald Trump asserted the dominance of national sovereignty 
over international collaboration, national self-interest over global solidarity and 
threats of aggression over diplomacy.  While international institutions such as the 
United Nations (UN) are undoubtedly flawed, they are also underpinned by core 
values of solidarity, justice and hope for a shared future.  The irony of an American 
president undermining global institutions in the country in which they were first 
conceptualised and nurtured, therefore, is matched by dismay at the betrayal of 
values.  Deeply symptomatic of the extent to which we are currently witnessing 
a worldwide retreat into nationalism, a resurgence of racist discourses and the 
enactment of policies rooted in xenophobia, the address serves as a reminder that 
the limited progress in terms of global accountability and solidarity achieved since 
the foundation of the United Nations and the values of respect for human dignity 
and universal rights that found expression in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR) in 1948 cannot be taken for granted.  That this is occurring at a 
time when we are facing the existential threat of climate change, with associated 
conflict, forced migration and exacerbated global poverty and inequality, gives 
critical urgency to the ideas and actions addressed in this issue of Policy and 
Practice. 

Focusing on the interplay between human rights and development 
education, Issue 25 of Policy and Practice explores ideologies and worldviews, 
examines relationships and identifies connections and disconnections.  Crucially, 
it does so with a critical eye on theory and on the real-life implications of those 
ideas, with reference to actions, both potential and achieved.  Issue 25 addresses 
the following key themes: the relationship between human rights and development 
education in formal education, from primary to third level; the critical role of 
preconceptions on children’s and teachers’ conceptualisations of global issues; 
the intersection of sustainable development education and gender-based rights; 
the role of research in developing participatory, rights-based strategies and 
resources to promote development education and the importance of criticality in 
transformative practice.  These themes are evident across the issue and are given 
extended discussion in the Focus section, where a range of contexts, theoretical 
perspectives and evidence-based arguments are presented. 

In the first Focus article in this issue, ‘“They should be grateful to God”: 
Challenging children’s preconceptions of the Global South through human rights 
education’, Rowan Oberman and Fionnuala Waldron (2017) draw on a qualitative 
research study, which focused on the capacities of children aged 7-9 years to 
engage critically with issues of global justice, to argue for rights-based approaches 
to global citizenship education which challenge children’s preconceptions about 
poverty, development and identity.  Informed by media campaigns to raise funds 
for humanitarian crises, the children in the study drew on discourses of gratitude 
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and charity rather than solidarity, equality and rights to interpret the images and 
situations they encountered.  In response to these findings, Oberman and Waldron 
(2017) suggest that embedding human rights concepts, such as the universal 
entitlement to civil, political, cultural, social and economic rights, in global 
citizenship education would prompt children to move beyond characterisations 
of the global South which are premised on the expectation of extreme poverty, 
combined with a charity-driven model of North/South relations.  The degree to 
which the idea of charity pervades educational discourse around development 
education in primary and second level schools in Ireland and elsewhere has been 
noted in a number of studies (Bryan and Bracken, 2011; Waldron et al., 2011) 
and remains one of the key challenges in the field.  Providing children with the 
language to think about and explore issues of fairness and equality from a rights-
based rather than a charity perspective is at the heart of Oberman and Waldron’s 
(2017) argument.  One key strength of this article is the way in which the writers 
systematically describe the role research plays in informing the development and 
formation of resource materials throughout the process.  Too often research is 
only used at the pilot or evaluation stages of resource production.  

The dominance of the charity paradigm and the extent to which it is 
embedded in teachers’ own conceptualisations of development is the subject of 
a Perspectives article in this issue by Jen Simpson (2017), ‘“Learning to Unlearn”: 
The Charity Mentality within Schools’.  Noting the key role which educators play 
in promoting a more just world, Simpson (2017) identifies the dominance of 
charity-led models of development education as a real issue for many schools and 
describes an intervention that sought to shift teachers from this ‘charity mentality’ 
towards a ‘social justice mentality’, which promotes critical thinking and a 
commitment to global equality.  The pilot intervention, which took the form of 
Continuing Professional Development (CPD) delivered as part of the Department 
for International Development (DfID)-funded Global Learning Programme 
implemented in schools across the United Kingdom, unearthed and challenged 
teachers’ assumptions about the global South, prompting critical engagement with 
those ideas and, ultimately, a shift in perspective.  Rejecting the idea that issues 
of global justice are too complex for children to explore, Simpson (2017) focuses 
on teachers’ confidence levels and worldviews as constraints on practice.  While 
neither article states so explicitly, both raise questions regarding the impact of 
fundraising campaigns on how development and developing countries are viewed.  
Given the critical role played by non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in 
development education, it is pertinent to ask whether adequate attention is given to 
issues of representation by organisations at the intersection between development, 
human rights and education.  While Simpson’s (2017) intervention was brief, her 
research highlights the potential of her approaches to change teachers’ world 
views.  Further research into the impact of more long-term interventions would 
be most useful.

In her article, ‘Engaging Development and Human Rights Curriculum 
in Higher Education, in the Neoliberal Twilight Zone’, Su-ming Khoo (2017) 
locates her practice teaching about human rights and development in higher 
education as working ‘in the ruins’ at the interface between neoliberal hegemony 



Fifteenth Anniversary Edition

220

and a ‘crisis of meaning’ within human rights and development.  Challenged from 
within and without, human rights and development have both been subject to co-
option by the neoliberal agenda, charged with promoting western-centric views 
of the world and threatened by austerity politics and a growing militarisation in 
international relations.  In the context of education, Khoo (2017) identifies the 
failure to decolonise curriculum as the critical issue.  Currently manifested by 
the ‘Rhodes Must Fall’ campaign, the relationship between knowledge, power 
and status has remained relatively unaddressed across educational curricula at all 
levels of education despite decades of critical engagement at the level of theory 
as evidenced by Khoo’s article (2017) and, more broadly, through the writing of 
theorists such as Paulo Freire, Michael Apple and, latterly, Vanessa Andreotti.  
Khoo acknowledges the right of ‘the least advantaged groups’ to have access to the 
powerful knowledge embodied in traditional curricula as well as representations 
of the knowledge of minoritised communities.  The idea of reading dominant 
texts ‘against the grain’, systematically including southern and minoritised voices 
in academic discourse and the space offered by sociology to engage with difficult 
knowledge are offered as potential ways forward.  Drawing on Romer’s (2011) 
concept of education as a ‘thing’ in itself, Khoo (2017) argues for both human 
rights education and development studies to be seen as an educational ‘thing’, 
offering a productive site of tension and struggle. 

Finally, in the third Focus article in this issue, ‘Gender Rights and 
Sustainable Development Education: The Case of Domestic Violence with 
Particular Reference to Africa’, the role which education for sustainable 
development could play in tackling domestic violence and, specifically, violence 
against women is cogently argued by Rachel Naylor (2017).  Subscribing to Elson’s 
view of women as the ‘shock absorbers’ of globalisation (1995: 249), Naylor (2017) 
outlines the, at times, counterintuitive link between neoliberal development and a 
rise in gender-based inequality and violence. The author provides a comprehensive 
and wide-ranging definition of what constitutes domestic violence which draws on 
historical and contemporary analysis to discuss what she identifies as ‘a contested 
term’.  Set within a broader analysis of multiple perspectives on violence against 
women, Naylor (2017) outlines in some detail the strengths and weaknesses of 
human rights as a framework for addressing domestic violence, suggesting that the 
African human rights framework overcomes the tensions within the international 
framework where women’s rights are seen to cross the boundary between public and 
private spheres and fall foul of the lack of priority accorded to economic and social 
rights.  Similarly, Naylor (2017) is critical of approaches to development which 
are premised on a neoliberal Women In Development (WID) economic model 
without addressing issues of power and equality.  The Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG) offer, in Naylor’s (2017) view, an important opportunity to focus on 
these issues.  In particular, SDG 5, which targets violence against women and girls, 
provides critical support for educational interventions which seek to address the 
norms and practices that underpin such violence.  It is important to remember, 
however, that the SDGs are not legally binding, depending on a kind of moral 
suasion to encourage states to establish a framework for their implementation 
(United Nations, 2016).  Nonetheless, as Naylor (2017) illustrates, when combined 
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with economic interventions, gender education offers a promising way forward.  
This article seeks to highlight gender-based violence as both a development and 
human rights issue which needs to be prioritised in both domains. 

Collectively, the articles raise a number of questions which are worth 
considering. The importance of building a research-informed understanding of 
how children and teachers think about and engage with questions relating to the 
global South is underlined by Oberman and Waldron (2017) and Simpson (2017).  
Without such research there is a real danger that development education can serve 
to reinforce existing beliefs rather than challenge them.  Both articles illustrate the 
potential synergies between human rights education and development education 
and illustrate the extent to which the language of rights can provide a robust and 
effective framework for development education.  One could argue that human 
rights educators in the past neglected issues of social justice and economic 
inequality which are the bedrock of development education.  Equally, development 
educators, while upholding many of the values of human rights, neglected to use 
human rights instruments and the language of human rights, resulting in many 
cases in a discourse of need and dependency rather than entitlement. 

Issue 25 in general highlights the extent to which human rights 
and development are both works in progress and that, despite the chaos and 
uncertainty evident in current contexts, there are grounds for cautious optimism.  
While Naylor (2017) is correct in identifying the traditional emphasis within 
international human rights discourse on states’ responsibility for human rights 
abuses in the public sphere, and the under-emphasis on social and economic 
rights, as barriers to addressing issues such as domestic violence under human 
rights law, there are some signs that this situation is changing. In addition to those 
outlined by Naylor (2017), for example, and as Khoo (2017) highlights, NGOs such 
as Amnesty International, are giving increased attention to social and economic 
rights, and to violence against women in particular.  In addition, transnational 
bodies and international agencies such as the Council of Europe, and the United 
Nations have increasingly focused their military and police training programmes 
on rights-based approaches to crimes such as domestic violence which must be 
addressed as human rights abuses.  As Naylor (2017) makes clear, the challenge 
of converting human rights-based training to human rights-based practice is 
perhaps most acute in relation to gender-based violence.  

As Khoo (2017) also asserts, the challenges of both human rights and 
development discourses are their contestability and the impact of changing 
contexts.  Yet, changing contexts can also open up new opportunities and 
interpretations.  In this regard the syndicated weekly newspaper column of 
Eleanor Roosevelt, in which she frequently outlined the debates and the dilemmas 
facing the international committee which drafted the UDHR, are fascinating.  
What is most striking, despite the changing context between then and now, is 
that there remains considerable human consensus on the underlying principles 
identified at the time, and the capacity to apply them in new ways.  For example, 
Roosevelt (2001), writing for an American readership, made the case for the 
right to marry (Article 16) on the basis of equality with reference to interracial 
marriages, highlighting, in particular, difficulties in the southern states of the US.  
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In more recent times we have seen the same article being used by the Lesbian 
Gay Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) community to argue for marriage equality, 
something that Roosevelt and her colleagues on the International Commission of 
Human Rights which she chaired in the 1940s, arguably never envisaged.

There is a strong argument also that, despite its inconsistencies, 
contradictions and constraints, development education, particularly where it is 
informed by human rights principles, still has the potential to transform how 
young people, in particular, see the world.  This issue of Policy and Practice provides 
us with several examples where research, policy and practice come together to 
promote global justice and solidarity, exemplifying the optimism inherent in the 
potential and possibility of education, a pedagogy of hope (Freire, 1994) to meet 
the challenges of the 21st century.
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From Practice to Policy: Reflections from the 
Participatory Process to Design a Development 
Education Strategy in Valencia (Spain)
Alejandra Boni

Abstract: This article reflects on the participatory process and content of the 
Education for Development Strategy (for the formal education sector) of the 
Autonomous Community of Valencia.  Over a period of eight months, the 
author co-ordinated a team that conducted the design of the strategy. In this 
process, local and regional public administrations, and several teachers and 
practitioners from non-governmental organisations (NGOs) were involved.  The 
article presents the process, the content of the strategy and reflects on three main 
aspects: participation; the challenges for the implementation of the strategy; and 
the influence of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  It concludes with 
some personal reflections on the good and bad aspects of this experience and on 
the author’s role in this process.

Key words: Development Education; Formal Education Sector; Strategy; Valencia; 
Sustainable Development Goals; Public Administration; NGOs; Participatory 
Process. 

Introduction
Since the global financial crisis of 2008 and the subsequent austerity measures 
imposed by the European Union, the Spanish development aid sector has 
experienced a challenging period.  Spanish development aid fell from €4,728.41 
million in 2009 to €1,414.57 million in 2014, the latest year for which official figures 
are available (Cooperación Española/Spanish Cooperation, 2017).  However, 
in recent years this trend has started to be reversed with an increase in funding 
and, consequently, an upturn in activity in the statutory and non-governmental 
organisation (NGO) sectors.  A certain economic revival, the easing of financial 
pressures on Spain from the European Union and new municipal and autonomous 
governments elected in 2015, at least partly explain the increase.  In addition, 
areas such as development education (DE) are becoming more central in local 
and regional public policies.  The effects of the economic crisis and the resulting 
increase in poverty and inequality in Spain have been related to development 
debates and placed the citizens of the global North at their centre (CONGDE, 
2012).  In this way, DE has acquired a more central role in the public sector and 
the mainstreaming of DE in formal education has been a consequence of the new 
local and autonomous governments elected in 2015.

A new, more socially engaged government elected in 2015 followed a 
20-year period of conservative rule in Valencia, and has boosted development 
cooperation in general and DE in particular.  The Agenda 2030 for Sustainable 
Development and its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have been the 
main narrative for this new period of Valencian Development Cooperation.  
To understand the enormous influence that the SDGs have had on Valencian 
Development Cooperation, it is necessary to explain its particular context.  Between 
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2008 and 2011, a criminal plot headed by Rafael Blasco of the regional authority 
responsible for the development assistance of the Autonomous Community of 
Valencia, allegedly diverted between €6m and €9m of public aid.  At the time of 
writing, there are already 20 people involved in this plot awaiting trial, nine of 
whom have already been convicted in a previous trial (including Rafael Blasco 
himself) (#justiciacasoblasco, 2017).  The new government elected in 2015 needed, 
imperatively, to cleanse the image of Valencian development cooperation and it 
found in the SDGs a legitimation and a narrative that allowed it to be detached from 
previous corrupt practices.  That is why, in the draft of the Valencian Cooperation 
Law, the autonomous government states its intention to ‘extend and integrate the 
SDGs into all policies and spheres of action of the Autonomous Government 
through a total government approach’ (Anteproyecto Ley de Cooperación y 
Desarrollo Sostenible de la Comunidad Valenciana / Proposed Draft Cooperation 
Law and Sustainable Development of the Valencian Community, 2017: 2).

It is in this context that the author received the commission to design 
the DE strategy as part of the formal sector work of the Valencian development 
cooperation strategy 2017-2021 (from here onwards the Strategy).  This article 
describes the process that was carried out, some general guidelines of the Strategy 
and some reflections grouped around three themes: the participation of different 
actors in the process, the challenges for its implementation and the influence of the 
SDGs. 

The design process of the Strategy
The methodology for the Strategy was designed to promote an inclusive and 
participatory process to include the largest number of social and institutional 
agents related to DE in the educational sector of the Autonomous Community of 
Valencia.  Virtual and face-to-face participatory spaces were opened up for this 
purpose and various techniques were used during the eight months of the Strategy’s 
design process (March-October 2016).  This was promoted by a planning team 
comprised of six members of the Universitat Politècnica of València (Technical 
University of Valencia).  The following table summarises the main features of the 
Strategy design process.

Table 1: Main characteristics of the strategy design process

Phases Participation spaces Activities of the Planning Team

Diagnosis 
(March-June 
2016) 

3 workshops in Valencia, 
Castellón and Alicante. 

Web page in-box. 

NGOs and schools’ 
reflective documents.

Group interviews.

Steering Group

Bibliographical review of European, national 
and autonomous regulations and DE position 
papers of NGOs at European, national and 
regional level.

Analysis of NGOs and Schools reflective 
documents and web in-box.

Analysis of workshop information.

Discussion on the Strategy’s methodology.
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Design of 
strategic 
areas (July-
September 
2016).

3 workshops in Quart 
de Poblet, Elche and 
Vila-Real.

Web page in-box. 

NGOs and schools’ 
reflective documents.

Group interviews.

Steering Group.

Analysis of NGOs and schools’ reflective 
documents and web in-box.

Analysis of workshop information.

Action proposals.

Final drafting 
(September-
October 2016).

Steering Group Final drafting

In the face-to-face workshops held in the first and second phases of the 
Strategy’s development, representatives of autonomous and local governments, 
primary, secondary and university teachers and NGOs members participated.  
Especially relevant has been the role of the Steering Committee composed 
of 14 people: members of the Valencian NGO platform, staff from various 
administrations of the development aid and education sectors, and DE experts with 
extensive experience in the sector.  This Committee supported the entire process 
by contrasting and validating the different actions proposed by the Planning Team 
and the results that were being obtained.  It has also been essential to promote the 
broad and diverse participation of the different actors in the different spaces.

The Strategy
The Strategy has a timeline of five years (2017-2021), correlating its actions with 
the temporal scope of the new Master Plan of Valencian Development Cooperation 
(2018-2021).  Its vision of DE is inspired by European (European Council, 2007; 
DEEEP, 2011) and national strategies (CONGDE, 2012) and the ideas of various 
authors (Ortega, 2007; De Paz, 2007; Boni and León, 2013).  It understands DE as 
education for global citizenship based on the following five interlinked principles:

•	 The political vision of education: it has to do with the idea of the citizen 
not only as a right-holder but also as a practitioner, who exercises his/
her rights and responsibilities.  It also refers to the political sense of 
education and to the educational community as an agent of change.  
Finally, it introduces the vision of social justice and the importance of 
advocacy and social mobilisation for change.

•	 The ecosystemic vision: it embraces a broad sense of the ecological 
problem, not just limited to the environment, and with an interdependent 
outlook.  It also includes reflections on the quality of life, the sense of 
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ecological values ​​and the ‘greening of the self ’, that is, the fact that people 
have to be recognised as part of problems and solutions.

•	 Identity: refers to everything that concerns recognition and appreciation 
of difference, multiple identities that make up the human being 
(including the identity of a global citizen) and the exclusions that exist 
due to differences.

•	 The glocal element: that which connects local active citizenship with the 
global. It also includes the vision of the school open to local environments 
and networking as a privileged space for building glocal citizenship.

•	 The pedagogical element: it connects fundamentally with the tradition 
of critical pedagogies that come from popular education. It emphasises 
the experiential and collective construction of knowledge, the vision of a 
conscientisation and transformative education, and the use of active and 
collaborative methodologies.

Inspired by those five principles, and based on the information gathered 
in the diagnosis phase, four key areas of action emerged:

•	 Training; 
•	 Coordination;
•	 Changes in regulations and procedures;
•	 Organisational culture.

Training refers to all those activities that aim to educate through global 
citizenship education and outline how it relates to other educations.  In addition, 
this field of action places special emphasis on those active and collaborative 
methodologies that allow the implementation of DE in different formative 
spaces: classroom, school, neighbourhood, global sphere, etc.  The main target 
audience for the training is teaching staff but training actions are considered for 
other actors that support the formative processes in DE, such as NGOs or public 
administrations.  In addition, the Strategy emphasises activities that support the 
sharing of DE experiences: seminars, conferences, meetings, etc.

Coordination refers to all those initiatives that involve open spaces of 
joint work between public and private actors.  The Strategy emphasises that it is 
important not to duplicate spaces, and recommends harnessing and strengthening 
those that already exist to make them truly participatory.  Of particular relevance 
is the Valencian Council of Cooperation and the Interdepartmental Commission 
that brings together different regional public administrations and municipal 
coordination spaces relevant to territorialise SDGs also plays an important role.

The third area of work is changes in regulations and procedures.  It is 
crucial that the current calls for funding DE actions are better adapted to the 
reality of educational processes.  The Strategy suggests changes in the calendar of 
budget calls, in the time horizon of the projects, in their evaluation systems and 
in the administrative processes that articulate the calls.  Another relevant area 
is the change in the educational regulations that define the school curriculum, 
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which in turn has an impact on the educational materials used.  It also suggests 
advocating for changes in the university curriculum, especially in those degrees 
that will prepare future educational professionals.  In this area is also stressed the 
importance of communicating and disseminating the Strategy to involve all the 
relevant actors and also to ensure that the proposed changes in the regulations are 
understood by policy-makers, technical staff and practitioners.

Finally, the last area of work is organizational culture.  The Strategy raises 
the importance of fostering another culture of learning based on evaluation and 
shared knowledge creation.  For this reason, the Strategy proposes actions in 
the area of evaluation and monitoring to assess the effectiveness of the Strategy’s 
implementation.  These are changes in people, in organisations and in regulations 
and procedures.  It also proposes a change in the culture of the evaluation of 
educational actions, to know how the actions derived from the Strategy are having 
an effect among the educational community.

These four areas are articulated in several action proposals which 
operationalise each of the areas.  It also proposes a timetable for carrying out the 
different actions and identifies the most relevant actors.  Figure 1 below graphically 
summarises this operative part of the Strategy.

Figure 1: Action proposals for the four areas of the Strategy (2017-2021)

Reflections on the process and implementation of the Strategy

On participation in the process
Among the different spaces for participation planned in the Strategy, two were 
especially successful: the Steering Committee and the workshops in the diagnosis 
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phase.  Regarding the former, it was a very fruitful space of collective work because 
of its mix of perspectives and experiences.  The fact that people came together 
from autonomous and local administrations, both from the field of education and 
cooperation, NGO practitioners and experts in DE (in addition to the Planning 
Team) was crucial in four senses: to disseminate the process of the Strategy and 
encourage participation; to define in a realistic way the action proposals of the 
Strategy; to offer a complementary perspective; and to help balance the power 
relations in the meetings of the Steering Committee.  

Also very fruitful were the first face-to-face workshops held in Valencia, 
Castellón and Alicante attended by 64 people.  Above all, numerous teachers from 
across Valencia participated, in addition to NGO practitioners.  This supported 
the gathering of a lot of information for the diagnosis of issues to be addressed 
and for the design of actions.  One of the keys to explain this high participation 
rate was the fact workshops were carried out in CEFIRES (Centros de Formación, 
Innovación y Recursos Educativos/Training, Innovation and Educational 
Resources Centres), which are the places where primary and secondary teachers 
come to be trained.  In exchange for their participation, they received a certificate 
of attendance.  This small incentive, along with the familiarity of the training 
venues, was an important element in the success of the workshops.

The most successful workshop in the design phase was held in Quart 
de Poblet (municipality of Valencia), which was attended by 31 people, mostly 
from NGOs.  In this second phase, we decided to carry out the workshops in 
municipalities other than the capitals of the three provinces.  This decision in 
favour of decentralisation (and taken in agreement with the Steering Committee) 
worked well in the case of Quart, but not in Elche and above all in Vila-Real, 
which was attended only by nine people.  Likewise, it seems to me remarkable 
that throughout the design process of the Strategy, university faculty members 
were hardly involved, despite wide-ranging efforts to bring them into the process.  
Nor was it possible to involve other NGOs apart from those in the development 
sector.  In my view, DE or education for global citizenship remains a term that 
speaks mainly to the development cooperation sector, despite a comprehensive 
vision of the four principles of the Strategy.  In addition, the fact that it was the DE 
Strategy in the educational field, could also have discouraged the participation of 
other organisations.

About the implementation of the Strategy
Delivery of the Strategy had to start in January 2017 and at the time of writing (July 
2017), only some of the planned actions have been implemented.  A DE Technical 
Group has been created by the Valencian Cooperation Council but has not yet 
begun work.  This raises the question of whether the Valencian Cooperation 
Council should have such a central place in the development of the Strategy, an 
issue that was discussed at length in the Steering Committee.  On the one hand, 
we gain legitimacy through the participation of the Valencian Council but, on the 
other, not all actors involved in the delivery of the Strategy are represented in the 
Council.  However, a positive measure of implementation of the Strategy has been 
the introduction of some change in the regulations for financing DE projects: two-
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year projects instead of one-year projects, new criteria for the ex-ante evaluation 
of DE projects, which include the obligation to carry out didactic programming 
of the actions, where learning objectives and methodologies must be specified.

In my opinion, these actions demonstrate the will of the regional 
government to implement the Strategy.  However, NGOs, universities and other 
public administrations are not playing a very active role in the implementation of 
the Strategy.  There are very few NGOs that specialise in formal education, and 
in general, they are overloaded with work and with a small staff which makes 
it difficult to participate in coordination spaces between the organisations and 
different administrations.  
 
About the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the SDGs
As discussed in the introduction to this article, the SDGs are a powerful narrative 
for the regional government and the Strategy takes account of this influence.  The 
positive side is that a real effort is being made to ensure that Agenda 2030 does not 
remain only in the sphere of development cooperation but is integrated into other 
departments (education, environment, health, etc.) that are normally marginal 
to sustainability discourses.  However, this powerful influence is sidelining other 
important issues for NGOs such as those contained in the Valencian Pact against 
Poverty.  The loss of a traditional field for NGOs (such as the poverty agenda) 
for the benefit of a more global discourse (such as the SDGs) has been contested 
by some organisations. In addition, the SDGs and in particular their indicators 
are in danger of overshadowing the content of Agenda 2030 and becoming the 
objective of cooperation policy.  As Fukuda-Parr, Yamin and Greenstein (2014) 
point out, this is the ‘power of numbers’ that had many negative effects on the 
implementation of the Millennium Development Goals.

Conclusion
My assessment of the design process of the Strategy is generally positive.  It was 
the first time that a DE Strategy was designed in the Valencian community and 
the fact of having high level participation from a range of different actors in the 
development cooperation and education fields has been a positive influence on the 
Strategy.  However, there have been negative outcomes too: everything indicates 
(at least up to now) that the implementation of the Strategy will depend very 
much on the impetus of the regional government, which also has its own agenda. 
Agenda 2030, which has a positive influence (especially in a context such as that 
of Valencian development cooperation), could marginalise other demands from 
civil society or could narrow development co-operation too much to compliance 
with SDGs indicators.  I also see a danger in putting too much trust in formal 
coordination spaces that are not always the most operative. 

Finally, I want to reflect on my own role in this process.  As a researcher 
and teacher in the field of DE, coordinating the design of the Strategy has meant a 
great learning opportunity that is not free of contradictions.  I also have my own 
vision of DE, which has surely impregnated some parts of the document.  But, 
the bulk of the Strategy is the result of the participation of the different actors 
involved, especially the Steering Committee.  I also ask myself what my role in 
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the implementation of the Strategy should be?  Should I push to activate the 
formal spaces provided or stay more on the margins leaving the leading role to 
the legitimate players in the field of cooperation and education?  I suppose that 
these kinds of dilemmas are frequent in exercises of this type, where the academic 
identity is mixed with the one of the activist committed to DE.  In any case, I 
continue to learn by doing and reflecting.
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Engaging Development and Human Rights 
Curriculum in Higher Education, in the 
Neoliberal Twilight Zone
Su-ming Khoo

Abstract:  This article examines what it means to teach and research human rights 
and development now, within the context of public higher education (HE), as 
significant internal and external challenges face ‘human rights’ and ‘development’ 
as subjects in themselves.  ‘Development’ has arguably been in crisis for decades, 
or has at least failed to escape from a neoliberal ‘twilight zone’, despite the 
emergence of critical, humanistic and rights-focused alternatives.  Significant 
reversals have occurred for human development and human rights in recent times, 
as political regimes have shifted rightwards and public and political discourse 
have become more polarised and extreme.  Official support and cooperation for 
human rights and development have stagnated or declined, while practice has 
gravitated towards humanitarian and economic agendas.  Persistent conflicts 
are contributing to the largest crisis of displaced people in history, inevitably 
pushing security and humanitarian needs to the fore.  The climate for human 
rights, already compromised by the ‘war on terror’, has deteriorated noticeably.  
Even the minimum ‘floor’ of humanitarian norms has been repeatedly shattered, 
making a progressive expansion of human rights seem unlikely and unattainable.  
Given this context of antagonism and retrogression, this article examines what 
the fundamental stakes are to educate for human rights and development.  Noting 
how higher education’s own basic stakes have changed under neoliberalism, 
it engages the challenge to ‘decolonise’ higher education, while revisiting 
fundamental commitments to the ‘things’ involved in educating for human rights 
and development.  It considers arguments for higher education curriculum in the 
sociology of development and human rights as something.  While there are no 
definitive answers, decolonial curriculum and emancipatory teaching can help to 
sustain, rekindle, engage and nourish these conative fields, and push back against 
de-democratising and instrumental tendencies.      

Key words: Higher Education; Development; Human Rights; Curriculum.

Introduction - working in the ruins, at the twilight of development and rights 
What does it mean to teach and research human rights and development today?  
I frame this question as an academic sociologist within current concerns about 
public higher education (HE), as the taken-for-granted ‘reality’ of university, 
subjects and educational values are being reconfigured under neoliberalism.  There 
are diverse possible definitions for neoliberalism, including ‘the disenchantment 
of politics by economics’ (Davies, 2017: xiv), and the pursuit of a doctrine of 
choice and freedom through a covertly authoritarian exercise of power (expressed, 
for example, by Margaret Thatcher’s statement: ‘there is no alternative’) (Monbiot, 
2016).  Neoliberalism profoundly challenges the imaginary of academic teaching 
- the very idea of higher education finds itself ‘in ruins’ (Readings, 1996).  While 
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these criticisms might appear excessively ‘macro’ and general, ‘[w]e simply have 
to talk about these general matters because the changes we are experiencing are so 
extensive and so fundamental that we cannot any longer feel confident that we have 
any working assumptions that are widely agreed’ (Collini, 2017: 4).  Academics 
face a crisis of ‘habitus’, as the new neoliberal ‘rules of the game’ re-assemble our 
work, our identities and professions and imaginable futures (Shultz and Viczko, 
2016).  New demands for growth, performance and accountability suppress our 
everyday ethical dispositions (Zipin and Brennan, 2003), and put pressure on our 
moral, ethical and practical relations to ourselves, our students, our colleagues 
and collaborators, and the world.  Why teach, how to teach and what to teach are 
questions that spin around, frustratingly, as individual educators struggle to deal 
with multiple pressures, challenges and crises.   

In response to the challenge of working in the ruins, this article attempts 
to understand external and internal pressures on the subject areas of human rights 
and development and formulates an educational response.  I reflect through the 
lenses of my own home discipline, sociology, and contextualise the challenges 
within a general sense of educational disinvestment or ‘emptying’ that replaces 
‘something’ with ‘nothing’ as a generalised tendency under neoliberalism 
(Alvesson 2013; Ritzer 2003).  Facing the critiques that are challenging the subject 
matter from within human rights and development, I try to respond in a way 
that answers to recently proliferating demands to ‘decolonise’ the curriculum and 
the university.  The article seeks ways through the impossibilities of the fields of 
human rights and development, by decolonising the curriculum, while arguing 
for educational praxis that treats education and curriculum as something in both 
general and specific senses.

The challenges to higher education, human rights and development 
are profoundly connected.  Each of these things is experiencing pushback, with 
different forces pushing more or less simultaneously.  The multiple pressures 
underpin a sense of across-the board erosion and crisis, and a sense of ‘emptying’ 
or displacement of a central, essential substance, or ‘something’.  In parallel with 
these general trends toward ‘emptying’, the fields of development and human 
rights, and my own discipline of sociology continue to experience internal crises 
and challenges, with critical challenges being posed internally within the subject 
matter of human rights and development.  Neoliberal transformations aside, there 
are existential, epistemological and ethical challenges within each domain, calling 
for a fundamental transformation of disciplinary subject matter from within.

Internal and external pressures on development and human rights  
Crises of meaning are nothing new in development and human rights, as 
contestation is arguably constitutive of these fields (Khoo, 2015).  Development 
thinking has been routinely criticised for being at an impasse (Schuurman, 1993), 
as being plagued with impossibilities and a looming sense of unease (Corbridge, 
2007).  There has been an increased intellectual diversity and dynamism too, 
opened up by post-colonial and post-development critiques, and as ethical, 
humanistic and ecological alternative perspectives emerged, especially from 
the 1990s onwards.  Yet, development theory and practice continued to face an 
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impasse, trapped in a ‘twilight zone’ – between global neoliberalism and neoliberal 
globalism (Schuurman 1993; 2009). 

The expansion of human rights and human development in the 
1990s offered potentially powerful counterpoints to neoliberalism’s economic 
instrumentalism and implicit authoritarianism.  South Africa presented a highly 
visible test-case as it transitioned from apartheid to an explicitly human rights-
based regime after 1994.  The connections between development and human 
rights strengthened as social movements and governments began, sometimes 
collaboratively, to push forward economic, social and cultural rights in different 
regions of the world.  Even traditional human rights organisations such as Amnesty 
International began to engage with poverty and development issues (Fukuda-
Parr, 2009: 171), socio-economic rights and democratic transitions.  There was a 
real possibility that development could be re-imagined via a democratisation of 
politics, centred on struggles to realise socio-economic rights (Jones and Stokke, 
2005).  Coinciding with apartheid’s end, the Rwandan genocide evidenced the folly 
of development judged solely by the parameters of neoliberal macroeconomics 
and necessitating a shift in development thinking and practice to address human 
rights.  Prior to the genocide, Rwanda had experienced economic growth, 
growing aid allocations and high levels of technical development assistance (Uvin, 
2001: 95-96), while high and increasing levels of racism, authoritarianism, and 
structural violence were disastrously ignored (Uvin, 1998).  Two different routes 
appeared to integrate human rights and development: the ‘Right to Development’ 
approach to development as a collective right, deriving from the 1986 Declaration 
on the Right to Development and the ‘Human Rights Based Approach’ (HRBA) 
defining development as a human-centred process that leads to the realisation of 
human rights.  The Right to Development was articulated by Southern jurists and 
endorsed by a coalition of Southern governments.  It was consistently opposed by 
the ‘Western group’ of ‘developed country’ governments and has not been invoked 
by international non-governmental organisations (NGOs).  HRBA was an initiative 
of development agencies and NGOs involved in development programming and 
succeeded in gaining traction among development practitioners, development 
NGOs and think-tanks and United Nations’ (UN) agencies.  However, HRBA 
have been criticised as superficial ‘rhetorical repackaging’ of essentially neoliberal 
policies, without reflecting human rights priorities.  They remain at the margins 
of the fields of human rights and development while the two communities do not 
communicate well (Fukuda-Parr, 2009: 165; 169; 172; 176). 

Mainstream development practice has remained more or less neoliberal, 
perhaps because it has been able to lean on the purposively minimal consensus 
presented by the Millennium Development Goals (2000-2015).  The MDGs were 
surprisingly successful in uniting the global development community (Fukuda-
Parr, 2012), yet their very success arguably prevented the development mainstream 
from committing to significantly new intellectual ground.  The ‘Busan Principles 
for Aid Effectiveness’ entrenched a new consensus after 2011, according business 
a similar standing to governments and civil society in ‘catalysing’ development 
(OECD-DAC, 2012).  The parity of esteem for business allowed development 
cooperation commitments to retain a voluntary and provisional character, and 



Policy and Practice:  a  Development Education R eview

235

avoid mandatory and binding responsibilities implied by the language of rights.  A 
wholly positive role was assumed for the private sector, promoted using new, emptily 
hegemonic concepts like ‘social entrepreneurship’ (Kenny and Scriver, 2012).  The 
tensions between neoliberalism and rights have never been resolved, with some 
pre-eminent advocates of socio-economic rights continuing to see human rights 
as being fundamentally irreconcilable with neoliberalism (O’Connell, 2007).  
Many critical development voices remain sceptical of the continued reliance on 
economic growth as the means to combat poverty and inequality, and to achieve 
development.  The avoidance of explicit commitments to rights is notable (Ilal, 
2011).  In the negotiated transition from the Millennium Development Goals to 
the Sustainable Development Goals, the human rights agenda fell victim to ‘high-
level hesitation’, weakening rights-based positions by assuming that rights could 
be ‘everywhere, but not specifically somewhere’ (Brolan et al., 2015). 

In practical terms, in both the UK and Ireland, as elsewhere, the 
development agenda has been affected by the policy austerity that followed the 
2008 financial crisis.  Commercial interests have partly displaced and compromised 
the principles of development cooperation and untied aid.  In Ireland, aid policy 
was reviewed in 2011, as the Department of Foreign Affairs (responsible for Irish 
Aid) became the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.  The 2006 Irish Aid 
White Paper (Government of Ireland, 2006), a 131-page policy focused on official 
development cooperation, hunger and poverty reduction was replaced by the 2013 
White Paper, a 44-page document that maintained most of the 2006 aid policies in 
a general manner, but reframed development assistance to better fit with economic 
diplomacy, trade and investment for economic growth (Government of Ireland, 
2013).  Economic recovery and high Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth 
since 2015 have not led to improvements in the aid effort, and the percentage 
GDP allocation to aid has continued to decline.  In the UK, the change to a 
Conservative-led government in 2010 shifted the foreign policy frame, and the 
2016 Brexit vote further pushed the reframing of a new ‘economic development 
strategy’ prioritising the UK’s economic self-interest: ‘[h]elping the world’s needy 
seems rather beside the point’ (The Economist, 2017).  Against these trends of 
declining and stagnating development funding and rising business interests is 
a growing trend of long-term, intractable humanitarian crises, highlighted by 
the United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR’s) 
recent reports that the world now has more forcibly displaced people than ever 
recorded (UNHCR, 2016a; 2017).  Given the urgency of humanitarian need, 
development NGOs have increasingly focused their operations on a combination 
of humanitarian assistance and business-friendly development solutions, while 
ambitions for longer-term transformative development programming have been 
de-emphasised. 

Human rights have been increasingly challenged by securitisation and 
militarisation following the 9/11 attacks in Washington and New York in 2001.  
Official support for human rights and development became more ambiguous after 
2001 as governments compromised on a host of human rights in the name of 
countering terrorism.  The extreme and unpredictable violent acts perpetrated 
in many locations around the world have led governments to enact an array of 
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counterterrorism laws and measures.  These have opened the way for overbroad, 
vague, and intrusive action that threatens to violate basic rights and increase 
discrimination of minorities (Tayler, 2017), while governmental cooperation and 
support for official human rights mechanisms, such as regional human rights 
organisations has declined or become problematic (e.g. OAS, 2016). 

Human Rights Watch’s 2017 Annual Report notes that a global assault on 
human rights is underway and has found it necessary to make the case for a vigorous 
reaffirmation of basic human rights values.  Similarly, Amnesty International’s 
2016-17 Annual Report was subtitled ‘the global pushback against human rights’, 
naming the rise of right-wing populist leaders such as Trump (United States), 
Orbán (Hungary), Erdogan (Turkey), Modi (India) and Duterte (The Philippines) 
as major threats to human rights.  Governments in Russia, Turkey, Egypt and Syria 
continue to intensify repressive measures with increasing boldness (Roth, 2017).  
There is a worrying trend of harassment and violence against those working for 
human rights: 

“[r]eprisals, threats, executions and criminalization of human rights 
defenders are part of a trend towards a continuation of severe abuses, 
jointly with more sophisticated methods employed by states, to reduce 
the efficacy and freedom of human rights defenders” (UNHCR, 2016b).

In conflict situations, the deliberate, indiscriminate and criminal 
targeting of civilians and civilian structures such as hospitals and schools marks 
an all-time low in respect for the most basic humanitarian norms and laws (WHO, 
2016; Global Coalition to Protect Education From Attack, 2014).  Recent analyses 
have noted that healthcare is not simply collateral damage in conflict – it has 
become ‘weaponised’ (Fouad et al., 2017).  The ‘naming and shaming’ strategy 
that has been used by human rights defenders as their main tool is increasingly 
ineffective, as many perpetrators are not only immune to shame, but revel in 
committing atrocities.  Instead of covert violations, these actors use atrocious acts 
as enticements to attract recruits (Kumar, 2017).  In the face of this, accountability 
for violations is no longer enough, forcing human rights activists to shift their 
attention elsewhere to target financial backers, arms suppliers, and other flows and 
networks that enable rights violations. 

The universality of human rights has been challenged conceptually, 
theoretically and practically by both conservative and radical critiques, 
announcing the ‘twilight’ or even ‘endtimes’ of human rights.  Even sympathetic 
and optimistic supporters are ambivalent about the prospects for human rights, 
as ‘the last Utopia’ (Moyn, 2010).  Conservative jurists find human rights to be far 
too weak and ineffective as a body of international law (Posner, 2014), while anti-
establishment polemicists lambast the institutionalised human rights movement 
and system architecture (Hopgood, 2013).  Hopgood’s critique centres on what 
he calls ‘the Human Rights Imperium’, or ‘human rights with a big H’, while not 
rejecting what he calls ‘human rights with a small h’, those who work on the 
ground to protect human rights, often at great cost to themselves.
Demands for decolonisation - challenging curriculum
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Despite the enormous expansion and relentlessly critical questioning of higher 
education, there is very little discussion of its educational substance, the 
curriculum.  Curriculum has not tended to be ‘engaged’ as a topic of higher 
education debate and policy (Barnett and Coate, 2005: 1).  ‘Curriculum’ 
encompasses what students should be experiencing, what it means to design 
courses, considerations of disciplinarity, the place of skills, and how we should 
see students – as human beings, as enquirers after particular knowledge or as 
possessors of particular skills.  Barnett and Coate suggest an open, expansive view 
of curriculum as something in action, and as imaginatively designed spaces that 
are likely to generate new energies among students, inspire them and prompt a 
triple engagement of knowing, acting and being.  But this advice remains entirely 
vague on subject matter and how to treat content, since this is potentially vast 
and open, given that academia does not only transmit knowledge but creates it, 
observing the principle of academic freedom.     

One definite and identifiable curricular demand that is coming from 
both critical voices within fields of study such as development studies or human 
rights, and from the student body is the call to ‘decolonise the curriculum’.  
Subject matter comprises ‘an understanding of what is valued and treated with 
respect by a particular social community’ (Jackson, 2011: 54).  However, there 
are manifest demands for academia as a ‘particular social community’ and its 
values to become more critically reflexive and inclusive, addressing subject matter 
that has been marginalised, suppressed, or not been allowed to exist in the first 
place.  Santos connects such demands to ‘the sociology of absences’ (Santos, 2001; 
2002).  ‘Decolonisation’ is an imprecise and polysemic term, raising an important 
question for me: what does it mean to decolonise human rights and development 
education, taking sociology as my discipline and the university in my specific 
location, on the largely white, Western periphery of Western Europe.  My university 
presents a very different context from Cape Town, Oxford or London, where 
‘Rhodes Must Fall’ and ‘Why is My Curriculum White’ protests have broken out.  
The demands for decolonisation are complex, connecting academic postcolonial 
or decolonial studies with social and political struggles around race, gender, and 
class.  These critiques and struggles engage the historical, economic and political 
problem of colonialism.  They represent critiques of how knowledge is produced 
and circulated, more general critiques of structural and societal inequalities and 
injustice and higher education’s complicity in these structures (Stein, 2017). 

The most newsworthy demands have been the South African student 
demands since early 2015, leading to the ‘Rhodes Must Fall’ and ‘Fees Must 
Fall’ campaigns.  The different forms taken by student protest indicate that the 
demands were not only about symbolic and material legacies of colonialism and 
racial discrimination.  They also reflect the basic difficulties of expanding higher 
education in a global context of public policy austerity, widening inequality and 
deteriorating working conditions and generational life prospects.  In South Africa, 
student protests reflect a general disillusionment felt by the post-apartheid ‘born 
free’ generation with the transition brokered by the previous Mandela generation 
(Hall, 2016).  The calls for decolonisation are inspired by the intellectual traditions 
of black consciousness and revolutionary anticolonialism, as they rebel against a 
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narrow, and unrepresentatively white, Eurocentric and metropolitan curriculum 
that by its very codification as curriculum dismisses and devalues indigenous, 
black and local knowledges. 

Academia continues to play a key role in reproducing a knowledge system 
that continues to reinforce white and Western privilege and predominance, while 
academia remains unwelcoming and unrepresentative of the majority of black 
students (Heleta, 2016).  The protests highlighted the ongoing failure of the post-
apartheid settlement to vindicate a central promise - free and accessible education 
for black South Africans that had been a key demand of anti-apartheid student 
activism for several decades (Irvine, 2016).  They also question the development 
model and higher education’s presumed role in it, hence the decolonisation 
protest is ‘profoundly dissonant to the dominant neoliberal discourses currently 
shaping higher education’ (Shay and Peseta, 2016).  Kathy Luckett suggests that the 
modernisation approach pursued by postcolonial elite universities in South Africa 
operates through a divided logic of practice, where different categories of students 
fare differently and face unequal burdens.  In South Africa, the higher education 
participation rate is 60 percent for white students, but only 13 percent for black 
students, who further suffer very high attrition rates from failure and dropout 
(Luckett, 2016: 417).  The modernisation narrative of development displaces the 
responsibility for injustice and the ‘colonial wound’ onto the previously colonised 
– the black students, who must struggle with proficiency in colonial languages, 
lack recognition for their identities, histories and cultures and cannot get equal 
access to civil society.  

The ‘fallist’ protests in South Africa have found echoes and solidarity in 
other parts of the world, opening up complex and contradictory questions about 
inequality and privilege and what higher education has to do with it.  In the UK, 
a ‘Decolonise Our Minds’ campaign at the School of Oriental and African Studies 
(SOAS) and the ‘Why is my curriculum white?’ campaigns of the UK National 
Union of Students (NUS) have sprung up alongside ‘Rhodes Must Fall’ protests 
at Oxford University, where Rhodes’ colonial legacy is most materially manifest, 
symbolically in the form of statues but also in the Rhodes scholarships he endowed 
(Newsinger, 2016).  The UK NUS campaign was led by BME (black and minority 
ethnic) students, who ‘find themselves unrepresented, their histories and cultures 
completely ignored in the academic field because for many years white writing and 
history has been given a higher standing, and universities continue to perpetuate 
this idea of certain sources holding academic privilege’ (Hussain, 2015).

Luckett observes that a ‘decolonial gaze’ helps us understand the pain 
and anger expressed by protesting students, but also thinks that academics should 
be more responsible for taking a stance in curriculum knowledge and pedagogy 
to try to interrupt the structural tendencies to reproduce inequalities.  She thinks 
that curriculum should not treat students as ‘victims’, but recuperate and build 
students’ agency for integrated identity formation, deep learning and academic 
achievement.  This does not mean that the colonial archive and western canons 
should ‘fall’ in the sense of being simply dismissed in a knee-jerk reaction, but 
established works should be read ‘against the grain’ to challenge and expand the 
canon, viewing all academic knowledge as context-laden and contestable (Luckett, 
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2016).  Newsinger’s historical analysis, ‘Why Rhodes Must Fall’ (Newsinger, 2016) 
is an excellent example of a resource that enables reading against the grain. 

The fundamental problem for curriculum is the coloniality of knowledge 
– a result of a 500 year-old global structure of imperial power, which operated 
unequal appropriations of knowledge, and marginalised non-imperial knowledges 
(Quijano, 2000; Hountondji, 1997; Connell, 2016).  Education, especially higher 
education consolidates and replays coloniality through academic privilege, 
reproducing injustices of wealth, gender, race and language.  Connell argues 
that neoliberalism and transnational capitalism do not displace these injustices 
and indeed further exacerbate them.  Irvine problematises the de-democratising 
and covertly authoritarian nature of neoliberalism, suggesting that universities 
have the responsibility to act as potential sites of critical democratisation and 
resistance against inegalitarian and authoritarian trends.  In Irvine’s view, it is 
the most marginalised university students who are most likely to drive a radical, 
transgressive alternative to neoliberalism (Irvine, 2016). 

Connell suggests that curriculum can be reformed to be more democratic 
and focused on justice.  While the resources and techniques of globally dominant 
knowledge formation should not be rejected outright, other knowledges should 
not be silenced or erased.  ‘Justice’ requires that the knowledge of least advantaged 
groups is represented.  Yet she also acknowledges that disadvantaged groups need 
access to powerful knowledges that they may need for the future.  Connell argues 
that a democratic and intellectually productive education is one where shared 
knowledges and cooperative learning are emphasised.  Irvine’s view, however, is 
that it is the most radical and transgressive voices, not the most politely cooperative 
and easily accepted, who have the most potential to counter neoliberalism and 
drive transformative change.   

In my discipline, sociology, decolonial work has only just begun. Almost 
all influential sociological theory comes from the European and North American 
metropoles.  In relation to research and prestigious journals and publishing houses, 
the standard tendency is to view the majority non-Euro-American world as 
nonexistent, peripheral or as ‘data’, while assuming that ‘theory’, advanced training 
and success must be defined in metropolitan Northern/Western terms.  Connell 
offers five proposals for decolonising sociology: firstly, a re-examination of the 
discipline’s understanding of itself, de-mythologising its history, and bringing to 
light the global North perspectives embedded in leading theories, methodologies 
and forms of publication.  Secondly, major non-metropolitan works, historical 
or contemporary, can be recovered and circulated, multiplying resources and 
challenging traditional imaginations of the discipline.  Connell’s own book, 
Southern Theory (Connell, 2007) could be seen as a laudable attempt to fulfil 
these two objectives.  Thirdly, undergraduate courses and textbooks should be 
diversified.  Fourthly, the institutional framework of the discipline such as where 
associations, conferences and journals are concentrated needs to be reformed 
to reduce Northern hegemony and build new links and collaborations.  Fifthly, 
new research agendas need to emerge, based on postcolonial perspectives and 
social needs across the global South (Connell, 2016).  New directions taken by the 
International Sociological Association in recent years reflect the desire for a more 
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representative and collaborative global sociology.  In 2014 the ISA World Congress 
took place in Japan, the first time it was held outside Europe or North America, 
while work from a wider range of countries and regions has been emphasised by 
the electronic publication, Global Dialogue, fostering and publicising sociological 
work done by different regional and country groupings and in a wider range of 
languages.   

Barreto clarifies decolonisation in relation to the human rights literature 
by dividing the history of human rights into two streams: one that developed in 
Europe, out of the struggle against absolutism and totalitarianism, and another 
that emerged in the context of the history of modern imperialism, in resistance 
to colonial violence and domination.  His ‘second history’ of human rights is a 
response to colonialism, beginning with the conquest of the Americas and the 
colonisation of the world at large.  It encompasses the struggle against slavery, wars 
for independence in the Americas in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as 
well as in the struggles for decolonisation in Africa, Asia, Oceania, the Caribbean 
and the Middle East in the twentieth century.  Also included in Barreto’s second 
stream are the struggles of social movements and indigenous peoples and in 
resistance movements against neoliberal globalisation and neo-colonialism, and 
against the complicit roles of governments, empires, transnational corporations 
and international financial institutions (Barreto, 2013b).

In his blog essay, chapters and edited volume representing ‘second 
stream’ scholarship, ‘Human Rights from a Third World Perspective’, Barreto 
offers an alternative corpus of human rights texts that can be used in curriculum 
(Barreto, 2013a; 2013b).  His decolonial perspective can be located within the 
subfield of ‘Third World Approaches to International Law’.  The anti-colonial 
tradition in human rights is not separate and separable, but is interwoven with 
the development of the liberal, democratic and socialist lineages of rights.  
Nevertheless a curriculum privileging the second stream might pay more attention, 
for example, to eighteenth and nineteenth century declarations and constitutions 
of independence in the Americas, such as those of Mexico, Argentina, Chile, Haiti 
and Colombia and certain international human rights principles and treaties 
attributable to the second stream, including the right to self-determination, rights 
of peoples, the Right to Development, the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Racial Discrimination, Declaration on Decolonisation, the African 
Charter of Human and People’s Rights, the International Labour Organisation 
(ILO) Convention on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples, and the Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (Barreto, 2013b).  Without ever having explicitly 
located myself in this second stream as a scholar or an educator, I note that my 
human rights and development curricula generally reflect second stream materials, 
but with the addition and interweaving of critical development, feminist and 
ecological thinkers.  

Sociology and the difficult praxis of critical development and human rights 
I write this article about what it means to teach development and human rights 
from a disciplinary ‘home’ of sociology, itself said to be a misfortunate discipline 
in the face of neoliberal reform (Holmwood, 2010), ill-defined and vulnerable to 
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the whims of government policy (Burton, 2016: 984).  Holmwood’s diagnosis of 
sociology’s crisis highlights that sociology does not lack relevance, however the 
structural tendency to ‘export’ sociology to other applied disciplines is leading 
to its decline under neoliberal conditions of competition.  For Burton, the ‘crisis’ 
of sociology is also the gift of sociology.  It is what makes it a dynamic and lively 
intellectual meeting place, a home which is made, rather than given.  For Burton, 
the sociological imagination is vivacious and hospitable, its distinctive mode of 
enquiry and practice has attracted her from her original discipline, English.  The 
particularity of seeing the social sociologically - its ‘particular quality of mind … 
[is that] which makes the unfamiliar more familiar and treats the familiar as a 
source of astonishment’ (Gane and Back, 2012: 405). 

LeRiche argues that curriculum should be important for students’ 
lives outside any course.  The purpose of the curriculum should be to empower 
students with strategies for learning that they can use for a lifetime (LeRiche, 
1993).  He suggests that the quality of life in society at large may be affected by 
the success or failure of curriculum to attain this broader learning objective.  
Zepke discusses the links between engaged learning and active citizenship and 
suggests that student engagement, active citizenship and subjective well-being 
are interconnected.  Actively engaged students can contribute individually and 
collectively to subjective well-being:

“…by enriching the workings of democracy, voicing ideas in times of 
uncertainty, challenging the status quo thoughtfully, constructively and 
decisively in a world conflicted by ethical, environmental and political 
dilemmas and teaching learners to become aware of themselves as active 
citizens and their potential to effect change in a world that is open, fluid 
and contested” (Zepke, 2013: 640).

The canon of sociology has been thoroughly critiqued as missing 
significant intellectual traditions (Bhambra, 2014; Connell, 2007) and, following 
on from this, could be accused of upholding hegemonic domination through 
sociological pedagogy (Burton, 2016), but this can be addressed in a sociological 
way by paying attention to Santos’ ‘sociology of absences’ (Santos, 2001; 2002), 
using new works (Bhambra, 2014) and in a pedagogical way by placing emphasis 
on voice – the voice of the author but also of the context of responsibility, including 
the teacher and student’s responsibility and being attentive to silences: ‘Who 
speaks? Who listens? And why?’ (Hooks, 1994: 40).   

Sociologists have tended to evade human rights and its associated legal 
norms.  This has led some sociologists to argue that human rights are something 
that sociology needs in order to renew itself as a discipline (Hynes et al., 2010).  
The avoidance of normative theorising leads to a lack of normative grounding. 
Human rights provides a possible normative foundation for sociology, grounded 
in human equality and shared vulnerability (Turner, 1993), while sociology enables 
human rights to be theorised in changing social contexts.  Sociologists tend to be 
wary of the foundationalism, seeing the presumed universalism of human rights 
to be unsociological and uncritical.  But this is certainly not the position of those 
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who work in human rights ‘with a small h’ (Hopgood 2013), the human rights 
from below (Ife, 2009).  For human rights practitioners and activists, the critical 
distance between the normativity of rights as ideals and their distance from social 
reality is the basis of their work.  Activists understand that rights are social by nature 
and can only be invoked and reproduced through social struggles.  A sociological 
perspective contextualises the development of human rights laws, discourses and 
practices and facilitates critical understandings of the shortcomings of human rights 
in abstract terms (Douzinas, 2000) and the significance that human rights regains in 
the context of particular struggles over power, inequality and suffering.

In speaking of education as a ‘thing’ in itself, Rømer (2011) suggests 
that ‘thing’ of education is about protecting a public dialogue on topics that are 
publicly loved.  Public love is love for something to pass on to all people because 
it is meaningful in itself, and because you cannot imagine a society without this 
knowledge or these values.  For me human rights education is a ‘thing’ because I 
cannot imagine a world where human rights no longer exist as a subject to teach, 
yet rights violations and deprivations continue.  Development studies is a ‘thing’ 
because I cannot imagine a world that has no interest in understanding differing 
societal trajectories, that is disinterested in striving for a more humane, just and 
sustainable future.  Public love is protected by cultural contexts, institutions and 
laws.  The educational ‘thing’ is also characterised by ‘myriads and appearances’, 
this ‘tumbling plurality’ that negates authoritarian pedagogy and creates new 
dialogues to interact with established ones.  There is a constant tension between 
what is publicly protected - let’s call that curriculum - and what is constantly 
appearing – colleagues and students’ questioning and demands for it to be 
different.  Rømer suggests that every publicly protected thing has ‘a shadow, a 
moon, a henchman, an anti-matter.  Education is a double planet’, ridden with 
tension because love is always part of a dispute, and as such there is no one final 
resolution to this problem of curriculum.  We should not seek to resolve problems 
in education, but instead establish them – ‘as resilient devices, as tensions in full 
diversity’ (Rømer, 2011: 504). 

For Bryan (2016) ‘good’ sociology teaching involves engagement with 
‘difficult’ knowledge, and how this difficult knowledge is affectively felt, experienced 
and understood by learners.  Difficult knowledge has social and historical content 
that is traumatic or hard to bear, and which occasions learning encounters that 
are cognitively, psychologically and emotionally destabilising for the learner.  
Most of what is taught and learned in critical human rights and development 
studies e.g. starvation, genocide, war, torture, rape and so on fits this category of 
‘difficult knowledge’.  As Taylor explains, difficult knowledge is knowledge that 
makes demands upon the knower; knowledge which is typically kept outside the 
bounds of the ‘thinkable’ and which, when introduced into the conscious attention 
of a learner, contradicts valued self-images (particularly the image of oneself as a 
coherent, good person) to the point of threatening the break-up of self-integrity 
(Taylor, 2011: 23).  Curriculum needs to embed a deeper appreciation of the 
complex affective and psychic dimensions of teaching and learning.  We need to 
understand teaching and learning as emotional processes and activities, in addition 
to the cognitive focus, competences or instrumental outcomes.
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Conclusion: education for a democratic praxis of human rights and development
This article began by considering how the basic stakes of education have changed 
under neoliberalism, while turning to the question of what basic fundamental 
commitments, or ‘somethings’ might be involved in educating for human 
rights and development.  Neoliberal critiques of higher education mask its 
neoconservative re-assembly and a distrust and refusal of critical thinking and 
(re)imagination (Schultz and Viczko, 2016).  These challenges compound the 
difficulties of teaching development and human rights, whose subject matter is 
challenged by critiques specific and internal to its subject matter, as well as by 
external political demands to both decolonise and reconstitute higher education 
curricula and higher education overall. 

I conclude by admitting that there is certainly no finished ‘solution’, but 
argue that an approach that treats education and curriculum as something in both 
specific and general senses, facing the current challenges to teaching human rights 
and development as a kind of ‘double planet’ motivated by education as public love 
and its tension, or shadow - its internal and external critiques.  For Dewey, education 
is not restricted to matters of schooling, but is a necessary function of life, relating 
to the principle of renewal.  For myself and this discussion, the most compelling 
demands for renewal relate to demands for decolonisation, but also the urgent need 
to push back against the twilight of development, the denial of human rights and the 
disrepair of democracy, and fight for public ‘things’ (Honig, 2017). 

It seems to me that there needs to be much more public discussion 
and reflection about the nature of the future that we are creating together in a 
technological, economic, ecological, cultural and personal sense – and especially 
of the tensions between the technology-focused and human-centred visions of 
education and learning.  Despite the dystopian present trends, or perhaps because 
of them, decolonial critics, critical development advocates, human rights activists 
and educators must work collaboratively to educate as if education itself, human 
rights and development are all something, a contested (Prinsloo, 2016) but conative 
striving for positive change and towards futures that are democratically preferred. 
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Educational Responses to the Emotions, 
Foundations and Everyday Realities of Climate 
Change  

Benjamin Mallon

Introduction
In a landmark ‘State of the Planet’ address at Columbia University on 2 December 
2020, the United Nations Secretary-General, António Guterres, laid out in the 
starkest terms the colossal challenges presented by climate change, when he said:

“We are facing a devastating pandemic, new heights of global heating, 
new lows of ecological degradation and new setbacks in our work towards 
global goals for more equitable, inclusive and sustainable development.  
To put it simply, the state of the planet is broken” (Gutteres, 2020).

Against a litany of issues perpetuating this crisis, such as biodiversity collapse, 
increasing desertification and accelerating climate breakdown, Guterres stated 
the imperative of collective action across society to address carbon emissions 
and foster adaptations to support those most vulnerable to these global events.  
Furthermore, education was recognised as both a cog in this process of addressing 
climate change, but also as a site of social change.  Waldron et al. (2016) identify 
two contrasting perspectives on climate change and climate change education.  The 
first stance sees climate change as a geographical process which can potentially 
be addressed by individual action.  The second stance, in line with critical forms 
of development education (DE), recognises climate change as a matter of global 
justice, which necessitates political, social and economic action.  The three articles 
which follow in this section offer deeper insight into this second perspective, as 
they consider climate change as a matter tied to global inequality and injustice, 
which demands a collaborative and multi-disciplinary educational response. 

Climate justice and the everyday impact of climate change
Considering climate change through a lens of climate justice reveals that, at 
a global level, those countries and regions who have made least contribution 
to the causes of climate change, are most strongly affected by its consequences 
(Mochizuki and Bryan, 2018; Waldron et al., 2016).  Whilst this situation will 
continue to worsen, with significant impacts for those living in the global South, 
often with the least resources to deal with these challenges, there is an imperative 
to recognise that in many regions of the world, the impacts of climate change are 
serious ongoing features of everyday life.  In their article, David Selby, Fumiyo 
Kagawa and Rowan Oberman (2020) paint a compelling picture of the significant 
and immediate challenges faced by individuals and groups living in St. Vincent and 
the Grenadines (SVG), a small island state in the Caribbean.  Here, people face the 
immediate impacts of climate change, all compounded by geo-seismic hazards.  
Throughout the article, Selby et al. illustrate the regional and local experiences 
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of climate change, including the people of Bequia, the largest of the Grenadine 
islands, grappling with ‘Rising sea levels, ocean acidification, increased drought 
and floods and influxes of Sargassum seaweed’ (Ibid.: 13), or Union Island, the 
most southerly on the archipelago, where the majority of the 3,500 population live 
in low-lying coastal areas vulnerable to the impact of climate change, including a 
worrying lack of surface water perpetuated by dry weather.  These realities, and 
the ensuing collective actions to which I will return to later in this article, form 
a hugely important context which should frame understanding of both climate 
change and climate change education.

Children and climate change education
The effects of climate change are recognised as hugely detrimental to children’s 
health, safety and wellbeing, particularly in regions of the global South, such as St. 
Vincent and the Grenadines (Ajanovic et al., 2020; Philipsborn and Chan, 2018; 
Triechel, 2020).  In the second article of this section, O’Malley (2015) recognises the 
impact of climate change on children’s lives, yet makes a case for conceptualisation 
of children as potentially ‘powerful agents of change’ rather than simply ‘passive 
or helpless victims’ (Ibid.: 97).  There are a number of educational approaches 
which seek to support children in developing their understanding of, and agency 
in relation to, climate change.  Amongst a plethora of often, but by no means 
always, interrelated approaches, O’Malley highlights the points of intersection 
and conflict between development education and environmental education (EE).  
The former focused on matters of injustice and inequality, but often foregoing 
consideration of environmental sustainability, the latter primarily concerned with 
environmental issues. 

Through semi-structured interviews with environmental educators, 
school staff, children and their parents (including participants from an island 
school off the west coast of Ireland), O’Malley (2015) explores the provision 
of environmental education within the Irish context.  In this study children 
demonstrated knowledge of and attachment to their local environments and 
the challenges facing these places.  However, O’Malley recognises there is a 
risk that although environmental education can address important concepts 
connected to the natural environment, certain rational models remain limited.  
DE, O’Malley argues, offers a framework which can support consideration of the 
social aspects of climate change, and a foundation for the development of active, 
child centred participatory pedagogy which fosters environmental awareness.  As 
such, it should, alongside EE, form a part of what O’Malley recognises as a multi-
disciplinary approach to climate change education which provide learners with 
the opportunity to engage with the central issues of consumption and unfettered 
growth, which underpin the environmental crisis.  Ignoring these issues, O’Malley 
suggests, may channel children and young people into helplessness rather than 
empowerment.  It is towards this affective dimension of climate change education 
which the third chapter in the section turns.

The emotions and implications of climate change
Recognising the magnitude of the ongoing environmental crisis, alongside 
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increasing prevalence of significant negative climate-related emotions reported 
in current research, Audrey Bryan (2020) makes a compelling argument as to 
the importance of educational approaches which engage with both the psychic 
and social processes activated by climate breakdown and climate change 
education.  Once again, DE is recognised as holding an important position within 
a constellation of educational approaches supporting a global collective action 
towards addressing climate change. 

Bryan (2020) draws upon a broader affective pedagogies framework 
which considers how unconscious processes influence the understandings, 
emotions and actions in relation to climate breakdown.  Rather than ignoring the 
challenging emotions stirred by the climate crisis, this framework supports an 
engagement with feelings such as guilt and despair.  Bryan explores the complex 
relationship between emotion and both climate action and inaction, settling on 
the interaction of ‘affective, socio-cultural, economic and perceptual factors’ 
(2020: 14) shape people’s understandings of and attitudes and actions towards the 
climate crisis.  With this ‘difficult knowledge’ (Britzman, 1998) in mind, Bryan 
(2020) considers how ‘pedagogies of implication’ can support an exploration of the 
concept of responsibility, both across time and geography, and an engagement with 
the emotional responses to this knowledge.  Through this ‘conceptual toolkit’, the 
chapter makes a strong argument as to the importance of emotional engagement 
as a central tenet of climate change education, itself one aspect of a wider response 
and a broader collective action, to challenge climate breakdown.  With collective 
action in mind, this article finishes by returning to the work of Selby et al. (2020), 
to consider the roles of individuals and collectives within climate actions in the 
context of St. Vincent and the Grenadines.

Context and collaboration for climate action
Selby et al. (2020) provide an important overview of a number of educational 
initiatives focused on addressing the significant social and environmental 
challenges faced by people living in St Vincent and the Grenadines.  Sustainable 
Grenadines (SusGren) is a hub for civil society organisations (CSOs) focused 
on the strengthening of civil society, on Union Island and its neighbouring 
islands, in relation to sustainability, conservation and climate change adaptation.  
Programmes including The Junior Ranger Program and the Connecting Kids with 
Nature Project, provide environmental education opportunities which explore 
sustainability issues, and underpin various environmental actions.  Further work 
from SusGren involves significant environmental action in collaboration with local, 
national and international partners.  Elsewhere on Union Island, a community 
activist group, Union Island Environmental Attackers (UIEA), undertake work 
with young volunteers to address a range of local environmental issues, including 
a fascinating project addressing the climate associated droughts on the island.  On 
Bequia, the Sandwatch programme monitors coastal environments, and fosters 
collaboration across the boundaries of formal and non-formal education.

At a broader level, Selby et al. (2020) provide a fascinating exploration of 
the Climate Change Mitigation and Adaptation/Disaster Risk Reduction (CCMA/
DRR) curriculum currently being enacted by the SVG government.  The significant 
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challenges of this process are laid bare, but also the imperative of such an initiative, 
and the potential of an educational approaches which bridges the learning which 
takes place in classrooms, across schools, and within wider communities.

As a whole, Selby et al. (2020) provide an important overview of multiple 
educational initiatives which seek to tackle with the impacts of climate change 
in a specific context.  Each educational initiative is shaped by the local and 
regional realities of life affected by climate breakdown, and the imperative to take 
innovative yet practical action to address these realities.  These projects involve 
wide coalitions across formal, informal, governmental and non-governmental 
actors and provide important insight into the individual and collective actions 
taking place across the island of SVG.

Finally, in line with the other two articles in this section, Selby et al. 
(2020) highlight the strength of trans-disciplinary approaches to addressing 
climate change, as a matter of local, national and global justice.  Read in isolation, 
each article provides detailed and compelling analyses of particular strands of 
climate change education.  Read together, they offer narratives of how, amongst 
the complexity and catastrophe of climate change, transformative education 
can offer a path towards meeting the cognitive, emotional and action-oriented 
demands of climate breakdown.
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Along the Cays and Bays: Climate Change 
Learning in a Small Island Developing State
David Selby, Fumiyo Kagawa and Rowan Oberman

Abstract: This article argues that small island developing states (SIDS), while 
often particularly vulnerable and susceptible to natural disaster and climate 
change, have, in their smallness, remoteness and localised understandings 
of sustainability, latitude for innovation that larger, more globally embedded 
jurisdictions do not enjoy.  On that account some of the most path-finding 
initiatives in climate change learning are happening in SIDS environments.  The 
article focuses on the archipelagic Caribbean nation state of St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines (SVG), describing and critically reviewing leading-edge initiatives 
in climate change learning.  Those initiatives include the non-governmental 
organisation Sustainable Grenadines (SusGren); the activist movement, the 
Union Island Environmental Attackers (UIEA), the students on the Grenadine 
island of Bequia fulfilling a leadership role in community coastal monitoring and 
conservation under the Sandwatch initiative; and the SVG government-inspired 
Climate Change Mitigation and Adaptation/Disaster Risk Reduction (CCMA/
DRR) school curriculum initiative.  Taken separately and together, these case 
studies raise important considerations of wider significance for re-conceptualising 
‘good practice’ in climate change education.  First, we note that each initiative 
is characterised by a melding of formal and non-formal learning, school and 
community learning, and child/youth and adult learning.  Second, we discern 
a deep-rooted activist and extra-institutional dimension woven throughout 
both formal and non-formal learning.  Third, we observe that the learning 
moves beyond the interdisciplinary and is marked by a strong trans-disciplinary 
dimension.  All of these traits, it is argued, carry important lessons for climate 
change learning that is visionary, practical, contextualised and responsive to the 
dire global condition.

Key words: Climate Change Learning; Formal and Non-Formal Learning; Youth 
and Community Participation; Interdisciplinary and Trans-Disciplinary.

Islands as spaces of fragility and innovation
Small-island states and dependencies, including those islands describing 
themselves as ‘small island developing states’ (SIDS), commonly face challenges 
of ‘fragility, remoteness, natural resources limitations, vulnerability to external 
shock, susceptibility to natural disaster and dependence on international trade’ 
(Sprague, 2016: 52).  Exacerbating and multiplying the challenges they face are 
climate change and associated impacts such as sea-level rise, increasing extremes 
and volatility in weather patterns, the degradation of coastal environments, the 
destruction of coral reefs, diminishing availability of freshwater, and an ever 
present threat to biodiversity as coastal and inland natural habitats are diminished 
(Ghina, 2003).

These vulnerabilities notwithstanding, small and remote islands are 
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suggestive of latitude for innovation, of ‘being on the edge, being out of sight 
and so out of mind; situations which both expose and foment the weakness of 
mainstream ideas, orthodoxies and paradigms’ (Baldacchino, 2006: 6).  The insular 
‘beckons specificity, greater malleability, less inhibition’, a ‘proneness to novelty’; 
traits that are compounded by smallness of territory and population (Ibid.).  They 
share characteristics in common with remote, landlocked peripheries where, 
often contrary to expectations, surprising achievements can follow from giving 
frontline attention to culturally appropriate and place-harmonised processes and 
outcomes in a context of relatively unhindered pursuance of the innovative (Hall 
and Donald, 2009; Eder and Trippl, 2019). 

As with other small island states in the Caribbean, the archipelagic cays and 
bays of St. Vincent and the Grenadines (population: 111,000) are at risk from multiple 
hazards carrying the potential to set back development, aggravate environmental 
breakdown and jeopardise lives, livelihoods and communities.  The country faces 
both climatological and geo-seismic threats.  Climatological hazards, increasing 
in frequency and intensity as climate change accelerates, include hurricanes and 
tropical storms causing serious infrastructural and economic damage; storm surges 
stirred up by deep weather depressions that, in conjunction with rising sea levels, 
bring coastal erosion and damage to coastal communities.  SVG also faces elongating 
periods of drought allied with increasing intensity of rainfall in the fewer rain days, 
the torrential downpours leading to landslides, flooding and contamination of water 
supplies.  Geo-seismic hazards that threaten SVG include: the ever-present prospect 
of earthquakes; a repeat of the 1979 eruption of La Soufrière, the active volcano 
dominating the north of the mainland; and an active submarine volcano lying off 
the Grenadines, known as Kick ‘em Jenny, threatening coastal communities through 
the entire archipelago with a potentially deadly tsunami event (Caribsave, 2012; 
Murray, 2014; World Bank Group, 2020).

Against this tapestry of multiple risk, formal and non-formal learning 
in disaster risk reduction, climate change adaptation and mitigation and 
environmental conservation take some interesting turns, marked by an innovative 
intermingling of formal and student and community learning within what are 
predominantly trans-disciplinary learning frameworks.  Four such initiatives 
are featured here, namely the work of the non-governmental organisation 
Sustainable Grenadines (SusGren); the activist movement, the Union Island 
Environmental Attackers (UIEA); the Sandwatch beach and coastal monitoring 
and conservation initiative on the Grenadine island of Bequia; and the SVG 
Climate Change Adaptation and Mitigation/Disaster Risk Reduction national 
school curriculum.  Data presented is drawn from documentary sources and 
from a face-to-face interview with Kristy Shortte, Program Officer, Sustainable 
Grenadines on 9 November 2019, followed by an exchange of correspondence 
on 12-13 February 2020, and an interview with Katrina Collins, President, Union 
Island Environmental Attackers, on 10 November 2019.

Sustainable Grenadines 
Union Island is the most southerly island in the St. Vincent and the Grenadines 
archipelago.  It has diverse terrestrial vegetation ranging from savannah, thickets, 
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mangroves, complex forest systems, to secluded palm and coconut-fringed white 
sand beaches.  Due to its mountainous topography, 85 per cent of the population 
of 3,500 lives on a narrow coastal strip and nearly 80 per cent of the island 
population is heavily dependent on the marine and coastal environment, making 
them vulnerable to the effects of climate change (SusGren, 2018).

Starting life in 2002 as an eight-year funded biodiversity conservation 
project in the Grenadine islands, Sustainable Grenadines (SusGren) became, in 
2010, a trans-boundary NGO (i.e. also covering Grenada and its islands) based 
on Union Island.  As the hub of a network of civil society organisations in the 
Grenadines, its mission is to ‘empower the people of the Grenadines to make wise 
use of their natural resources through environmental education and stewardship-
building, sustainable livelihoods, biodiversity conservation, climate change 
adaptation and strengthening of civil society organizations’ (SusGren, 2018). 

Its work has focused on six main programme areas: stewardship 
building (i.e. empowering and mobilising stakeholders to take action to protect 
the environment); civil society strengthening (i.e. building the capacity of 
community-based organisations in the Grenadines sharing the SusGren vision 
through training programmes and networking); biodiversity conservation and 
Marine-Managed Areas or MMAs (i.e. safeguarding marine ecosystems and the 
fisheries); sustainable livelihoods (i.e. promoting and supporting a diversity of 
livelihood opportunities so as to protect bio-diverse natural resources for future 
generations); climate change adaptation (i.e. educating about and investing in 
climate-resilient infrastructure and nature-based adaptation measures); capacity 
building for a strong and effective SusGren (i.e. improving SusGren’s governance, 
human resources, external communication and partnership building, monitoring 
and evaluation, and gender integration) (SusGren, undated a). 

SusGren’s various initiatives have interwoven formal education and non-
formal/community education opportunities.  One of the noteworthy examples is 
the Junior Ranger Program that started as a one-year pilot project in 2014.  This 
Saturday programme was aimed at preparing the younger generation to contribute 
to long-term improvement in MMAs by providing environmental education and 
awareness raising training for a small group of students on Union Island aged 
between 10 and 13.  Working closely with schools and parents, SusGren selected 
14 enthusiastic students who wished to learn about the environment.  The yearlong 
programme offered interactive and experiential learning opportunities focusing on 
various environmental topics ranging from turtle preservation, bird conservation 
and pollution through to climate change impacts and solutions in the community.  
Student participants learned by being out in nature, sharing perceptions and 
working together cooperatively on projects.  The student participants periodically 
shared their learning and experiences with their peers and teachers back at school 
and with adults in the community. 

At the time of writing, five years after the end of the funded project, former 
programme participants who are now at the higher level of secondary school 
are still engaged in various initiatives organised by SusGren and Environmental 
Attackers (see next section).  For instance, they have enthusiastically participated 
in SusGren’s annual international coastal cleanups, initiated beach cleanups 
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throughout the year with their schools and been involved in bird monitoring.  
Kristy Shortte, SusGren Program Officer, explains that after participating in 
activities such as environmental monitoring and beach cleaning, students 
encouraged adults to become part of those initiatives and take up advocacy for 
positive change.  This one-year programme has helped create a group of young 
environmental ambassadors or champions who influence others, including their 
elders, to take up pro-environmental attitudes and actions.  SusGren, Kristy 
explains, hopes that these young people will continue with their environmental 
activities, perhaps take a career path relating to the environment and become 
Union Island community environmental leaders in future.  The organisation is 
seeking funding for a further cycle of the Junior Ranger Program.

SusGren’s Connecting Kids with Nature Project in 2016 which 
involved 31 students aged between 11 and 13 years from Union Island and the 
neighbouring Grenadine island of Mayreau, is another environmental education 
initiative which aimed at helping school-age children become stewards and 
advocates for the marine environment.  Combining indoor education sessions 
(covering diverse environmental topics including mangrove restoration, coral reef 
protection, fish, pollutants and climate change) with outdoor practical sessions on 
swimming, snorkeling and identification of animals and ecosystem exploration, 
this three-week project provided participating students with opportunities to 
develop their emotional connection with nature, which SusGren regards as crucial 
for nurturing committed environmental stewardship.  SusGren’s intention is to 
follow up this project in the form of monthly coastal cleanups, community film 
screenings, a Junior Ranger Program and/or a Community Researcher Program 
(i.e. developing capacities of selected community members to monitor MMAs) 
and actions to raise the standard and quality of environmental education within 
schools (SusGren, undated b). 

Another notable initiative has been the restoration of the Ashton Lagoon 
mangrove swamps, SusGren working with local communities, other local NGOs, 
government ministries and international partners.  A failed marina development 
in the 1990s on the lagoon, located on the south coast of Union Island and 
comprising the largest natural bay and mangrove systems in the whole of SVG, 
caused catastrophic ecological damage.  The causeway built across the lagoon by the 
failed marina project had reduced water flow to destructive effect smothering the 
seaward coral reefs in mud.  The mangrove was in seriously unhealthy condition.  
Water stagnated and became polluted and habitats were destroyed, severely affecting 
the lives and livelihoods of the Ashton community.  By mobilising stakeholders 
including, importantly, the local community over a 13-year period by means of an 
initial participatory community-planning workshop, taking part in the ongoing 
surveys and monitoring of the reviving ecosystem, and by helping with the planting 
of 3,000 red mangroves, Ashton Lagoon has again become a thriving marine and 
coastal environment.  Junior Rangers were actively involved in the mangrove 
propagation and planting processes.  Members of the public, school children and 
teachers now regularly visit the newly created Lagoon Eco Trail and Climate Change 
Interpretive Centre, both achievements of the restoration project, to learn about 
birdlife, the lagoon and climate change adaptation and mitigation. 
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SusGren’s Ashton Lagoon tours arranged for schools are closely linked 
to specific curriculum topics taught in the local schools (e.g. ecosystems) so 
that students can deepen and widen their learning.  The facilities are also used 
to raise awareness among visitors of the part mangrove can play in mitigating 
and adapting to climate change.  Mangrove restoration is a prime example of a 
natural solution to climate change where nature conservation, restoration and 
reforestation, allied with good land management, can increase carbon storage.  
It also contributes to climate change adaptation by offering protection against 
storm surges, coastal flooding from high seas and by ensuring livelihoods for 
local people through sustainable tourism and the provision of new forms of 
environmentally harmonious employment such as highly nutritious sea moss 
cultivation, as developed by SusGren in conjunction with the Ashton Multi-
Purpose Cooperative.  SusGren’s bee keeping training, given to 15 local adults 
who went on to train other community, members has resulted in the launch of 
a sustainable local industry producing delicious mangrove honey and offering 
livelihoods to locals (Lewis, 2019; Sorenson, 2008; SusGren, undated c).

Union Island Environmental Attackers
Established in 1999, the community activist group, Union Island Environmental 
Attackers (UIEA) was the brainchild of a then teenage girl, Katrina Collins, who 
now serves as the organisation’s president.  Her idea was to ‘talk to the schools, 
talk to the homes and talk to the businesses’ to gather community momentum 
behind environmental protection and community improvement.  ‘For me’, she 
says, ‘human, nature and the environment (are) connected.  We work hand in 
hand with the environment so we can protect it more and encourage people more 
to do what’s right.  Being an environmentalist means to me being a true advocate 
for your society’ (Ensia, 2014).  From the outset the idea was to ‘work with the 
children, to start with the young’ as a means of catalysing parental and community 
involvement.  In those early days, the attention-grabbing name of the nascent 
organisation led to lively debate, some dubious as to how it would be perceived by 
potential funders, but it came to receive general acceptance.  Katrina recalls those 
debates.  ‘Someone said, “Why Attackers?”’  The answer we gave was: ‘because 
people attack the environment in a negative way, but we can show people that we 
can create positive change out of the negative.  We can attack the problem’.

A series of initiatives followed from the all-volunteer organisation.  These 
began with garbage cleanups of beaches and illegal disposal sites led by young 
people concerned to maintain the beauty of the natural habitat and to ensure 
future tourist-based livelihoods.  As part of the effort the SVG Central Water 
and Sewerage and VINLEC, the St. Vincent Electricity Services, were enjoined to 
provide 140 garbage bins for the island.  Over the years such one-off cleanups have 
been systematised into quarterly events with a major annual cleanup campaign 
involving all the island schools, members of the community, and local businesses 
beginning on World Wetlands Day (2 February) and continuing through to Earth 
Day (22 April).  This sometimes takes place through planned ‘Green Walks’ in which 
the schools are significantly involved.  Other initiatives include: regular ‘Adopt a 
Tree’ planting and monitoring programmes as a contribution to climate change 
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adaptation and mitigation; school and community-led seawater tests to ensure 
bathing safety and a healthy environment for coastal fauna and flora; periodic 
campaigns to persuade shops to dispense with plastic bags accompanied by the 
distribution of canvas shopping bags to each home on the island (slogan: There 
is a Price. Let’s Do It Right to Save Paradise); bird watching events; Leatherback 
Sea Turtle conservation monitoring during the April to July close season each 
year when the turtles visit the beaches to lay their eggs (a form of citizen science 
for young people in which arrivals are recorded, untagged turtles tagged and the 
number of eggs recorded, with beaches patrolled throughout the close season to 
guard the turtles) (Off the Grid Caribbean, 2011; OPOE, 2016).

Perhaps most remarkable for a volunteer organisation of 28 regular 
members has been the response to the challenge of increasingly dry weather 
occasioned by climate change.  Longer and more frequent spells of dry weather 
had exposed the lack of surface water sources on Union Island as well as the lack 
of effective and sufficient water storage facilities on homes and public buildings.  
‘We realized’, says Katrina, ‘that climate change is real, and we recognized it in 
our own community because with the longer dry spells we no longer had the 
amount of rain’.  In response Environmental Attackers embarked upon a water 
tank project in conjunction with SusGren to increase water storage harvesting 
capacity (OPOE, 2016; UIEA, 2019).  This significant climate change adaptation 
initiative has advanced over a number of stages.  In the first stage 55 low-income 
homes received 1000-gallon water tanks purchased with a grant from the 
Canadian International Development Agency and installed by the community.  In 
a second round a grant from the Global Environmental Facility enabled a further 
55 homes to receive a water tank.  Having doubled the water holding capacity of 
Union Island (Lighthouse Foundation, undated), Environmental Attackers went 
on to install water tanks on the sister islands of Mayreau and Canouan, including 
larger tanks for primary schools.  Allied to the provision of water tanks has been 
the holding of community workshops for adults and youth on wise use of water.

A further significant success of Environmental Attackers has been its 
partnership with Fauna and Flora International and the SVG Forestry Department 
to campaign to protect the endangered Union Island Gecko.  A desired object 
in the international reptile trade, this beautiful, multi-coloured lizard, endemic 
to 50 hectares of forest habitat on Union Island, was under threat from reptile 
collectors, and so much so that its numbers had plummeted. Protected under SVG 
law but not under the Convention of International Trade in Endangered Species 
(CITES), the Gecko was under constant threat.  Here Environmental Attackers 
played a crucial role in patrolling and safeguarding the Gecko in its habitat while 
also undertaking a community awareness campaign and campaigning for CITES 
listing.  That listing came in 2019.  For UIEA campaigner, Roseman Adams, this 
decision not only protects the iconic Gecko but ‘will spill over into a stronger 
community bond.  Such bonds help communities to grow and become more 
developed as people’ (Drury, 2019).

Woven through the multi-stranded work of UIEA is an approach to 
climate change, sustainable and environmental learning that breaks out of the 
commonly understood mould.  Where, we may ask, does the learning begin and 
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where and how does it reverberate?  In some cases, such as the Gecko protection 
initiative, UIEA volunteers periodically visit all schools on Union Island to update 
students and teachers on what is happening.  The visits aim to dovetail with an 
appropriate moment in the school curriculum so that students can engage post-
visit with the new learning stimulus.  Sometimes the UIEA volunteers present to 
a school assembly; sometimes they make a beeline for a particular class that has 
expressed interest in activist participation in a SusGren project.  Says Katrina: ‘We 
can choose a class which is interested in working in the field or we can speak to 
everybody so that they can have some knowledge about it.  So, everybody has 
the information’.  Particularly through the former approach, a small group of 
students who are interested in active engagement with a project are identified and 
subsequently go through a field training process.  It is these students in particular 
who, rather like SusGren’s Junior Rangers, keep their school and class informed 
about what they have been experiencing out in the field, who attend and speak 
at stakeholder meetings, who participate in non-formal and informal learning 
events at the UIEA Learning Resource Centre and who fulfil a broad community 
role as environmental advocates.  Schools also engage their teachers and student 
community in the UIEA environmental cleanups as a regular part of the school 
year.  They have played a role, too, in bringing the key messages of successive 
rainwater harvesting initiatives to the student community, messages key to 
climate change adaptation.  Slowly but steadily, an impactful activist community is 
emerging, finding succour and support from within formal and non-formal island 
learning contexts.  Formal and non-formal learning are, indeed, becoming blurred 
entities.  Appositely, the catchy UIEA theme song carries the refrain ‘Motivation, 
Communication, Liberation, Education, Transformation’.

Sandwatch
Seven miles long, Bequia is both the closest to the St Vincent mainland and the 
largest of the Grenadine islands.  It is home to a population of about 5,000 people.  
The island holds a green mountainous interior with largely calciferous soil and no 
freshwater resources.  People’s livelihoods are therefore predominantly tied to the 
coast.  Most depend on fishing.  Like elsewhere in SVG and the wider Caribbean, 
climate change generates additional pressures and vulnerabilities for Bequia.  
Coral bleaching, increased droughts and hurricanes and sea-level rise are some 
of the consequences to which Bequia is having to adapt.  Paget Farm is one of the 
larger settlements on the island.  It is positioned on the south side, where there are 
fewer tourist facilities.  In 1990, Paget Farm saw the construction of Bequia airport 
on reclaimed land.  While increasing the island’s accessibility, this construction 
has impacted greatly on local coastal life.  The airport development disrupted 
the marine currents flowing past the island.  It also created an inlet between the 
reclaimed land and the existing coastline.  This channel acts like a funnel, making 
Paget Farm a collection point for marine debris and pollution from surrounding 
islands.  Beach erosion and water shortage are further concerns with which the 
area contends (ESPG, undated; Bequia Community High School, 2005).

Initiated in the Caribbean, the Sandwatch project brings together 
students and wider communities to monitor their local coastal environments, 
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‘critically evaluate’ the problems and conflicts they face (UNESCO, 2010: 9) and 
take action for their improvement.  Supported since its inception by UNESCO, 
the programme grew out of a workshop held in Tobago in 1998 and is now active 
in over 50 island and coastal areas worldwide.  Coordinated by the Sandwatch 
Foundation, the project has provided workshops, competitions, online support, 
magazines as well as an open-access manual documenting the Sandwatch 
methodology of ‘monitoring, analysing, sharing and taking action’, (UNESCO, 
2010: 8).  Recognising beaches as an ecosystem particularly vulnerable to the 
impact of climate change, Sandwatch promotes climate change learning through 
local observation and engagement. 

The activities of the Sandwatch programme in Bequia exemplify 
the project’s objectives and its potential to merge curriculum learning with 
community action and development to the enhancement of both.  In 2005, for 
example, Bequia Community High School, participating in the Sandwatch 
project, led a clean-up and rehabilitation of the drain in Paget Farm.  The actions 
involved: water sampling, analysis and recording; direct community action (debris 
clearance; mud excavation, the installation of debris traps and landscaping); and 
public awareness raising, in particular using local media sources to encourage 
local fishermen to stop polluting, engaging community youth in the maintenance 
of the area and sharing experiences worldwide through the Small Island Voice 
of Youth Internet-based Forum (Cambers, 2004).  Involving and impacting on 
the local community, the project activities profited from and contributed to wider 
local knowledge.  The project supported students’ curriculum learning back at 
school, requiring them not only to rehearse but also apply scientific method 
and understanding in their local community contexts.  It engaged students in 
meaningful, authentic and methodologically rigorous local scientific inquiry.  
Integrated across the curriculum (UNESCO, 2005) and into after-school activities 
it transgressed traditional disciplinary, school/community and formal/non-formal 
learning boundaries.  In these ways, the project modelled the approaches being 
found to characterise effective climate change education, i.e. trans-disciplinary, 
participatory and including aspects that are local and relevant to learners 
(Anderson, 2012; Monroe et.al., 2019).  

The programme also challenges traditional learning hierarchies, with 
students acting not only as knowledge consumers, but also participants in 
knowledge creation and sharing.  An example of this, again in Bequia, is the 
involvement in 2009 of the Sandwatch group in the SVG Bureau of Standards water 
quality analysis project at the Bequia Fisheries Complex in Paget Farm.  Here, data 
on water quality, collected by the group, was used to inform the planning and 
development of a water filtration and desalination project.  In this way, students 
engaging in the programme contributed necessary data for the development of a 
whole community initiative. 

These learning activities, while rooted in the local and lived experiences 
of the community, bring to the fore the impact of climate change as well as 
adaptation and mitigation measures.  Rising sea levels, ocean acidification, 
increased drought and floods and influxes of Sargassum seaweed are amongst 
the climate change related issues which can be analysed and explored, while 
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initiatives like the installation of a solar-powered desalination project, supplying 
water to drought-prone homes, provide examples of how Bequia is adapting to 
and mitigating against a changing climate. 

The implementation of the Sandwatch project in Bequia as elsewhere 
depends on local leadership and, consequently, has waxed and waned.  However, 
the legacy of the achievements of the project are evidenced in the testimonies 
of those involved.  Michelle Williams-Stowe (2017), a Sandwatch coordinator in 
Bequia, notes how ‘students were more knowledgeable in how to go about keeping 
not only beaches clean but also their community as a whole.  What was more 
impressive was the fact that this newfound information did not stay with those 
directly involved in the programme, but was spilled over to family members, 
friends and community personnel’. 

The SVG Climate Change Mitigation and Adaptation/Disaster Risk Reduction 
curriculum
A Climate Change Mitigation and Adaptation/Disaster Risk Reduction (CCMA/
DRR) curriculum is in process of being implemented by the SVG government.  It 
offers a modular curriculum for each of secondary grades 1, 2 and 3, the same ten 
strands framing each module.  Those strands are: hazards and disasters, climate 
change, climatological hazards, geological hazards, human-made hazards and 
epidemics, planning for disasters, the marine environment, the land environment, 
ecosystem and biodiversity threats, and water and solid waste.  The curriculum thus 
recognises the tangled interface between climate change and disaster risk while 
also underlining the deep interconnectivities with other environmental issues.  As 
such, it aligns with latest thinking on what is being called the Eco-system-based 
Disaster Risk Reduction approach.  Eco-DRR recognises that healthy ecosystems 
provide livelihood benefits and build resilience against hazard while also 
maintaining biodiversity and containing carbon release (IUCN a, undated).  The 
curriculum also anticipates the upcoming UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration 
(2021-2030) aimed at ‘reversing the degradation of ecosystems such as landscapes, 
lakes and oceans to regain their ecological functionality’ (IUCN b, undated).  The 
CCMA/DRR curriculum is cross-curricular, identifying subject and syllabus 
content with which particular units can be dovetailed and highlighting potential 
interdisciplinary delivery strategies for teaching teams.  Very importantly, too, 
the curriculum is built around activities that employ a wide and varied range 
of interactive, participatory and experiential learning modalities.  There are 91 
activity units in all.  In place of a textbook SVG-based case study material is laid 
out in a teachers’ Resource Manual (Government of SVG, in press a).

Of particular note for the purposes of this article is the emphasis laid 
throughout the curriculum on student learning bridging different learning zones 
(see Fig.1).  Climate change and disaster risk learning happens in – and moves 
between – classrooms, school and local community with insistent regularity.  Let 
us take, for example, the grade 3 curriculum.  Early in the school year, students 
quietly draw their own images of a climate-changed future before sharing these 
with each other in a class milling exercise.  As a next step, and out of school, they 
ask community members to draw their own images, going on to interview them 
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on the thinking behind what they have drawn.  Adult images and interviews are 
shared and analysed back in class.  In a succession of activities on the increasing 
incidence of drought on SVG, students go out of school to interview adult 
community members on their drought experiences and reflections, analyse the 
data gathered, examine the differentiated impact of drought on different social 
groups, and explore noteworthy local examples of drought preparedness action.  
In a further sequence of activities, groups of students use class time to prepare 
for a community disaster risk mapping exercise before spending time out in the 
community undertaking a disaster vulnerability and capacity transect survey that 
also involves interviews with local people on their risk perceptions.  The activity 
builds upon activity sequences in grades 1 and 2 where students develop and 
advocate for, respectively, their family disaster preparedness plans and school 
disaster management plans.

Figure 1 CCMA/DRR Learning Zones.

Back in class they present the transect maps and data they have collected.  In 
a second activity, the class put questions arising from the survey and about 
community risk in general to a visiting member of the Community Disaster 
Management Committee (CDMC), having also scrutinised the local Community 
Disaster Management Plan.  Working through the data collected from the 
transect survey and from the CDMC visitor, the class develops disaster awareness 
messages they wish to flag to the school and local community.  Presentations, 
involving posters, photo displays, song, dance, dramatic sketches and/or a puppet 
show follow for the school, local primary schools and the wider community.  The 
sequence ends with class reflection on community responses.  Later in the school 
year, students engage in designing and implementing a school biodiversity action 
plan, bringing in local naturalists and re-wilding and biodiversity experts at the 
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planning stage, negotiating permissions with the principal and school staff, and 
bringing in community members to help with the implementation process.  A 
closing activity for the school year involves a similar process of planning and 
negotiating, and then implementing a school water conservation plan for the 
dry season.  A further step asks students to advocate with their families for the 
home implementation of the water conversation measures they have learnt about 
(Government of SVG, in press b, c).

Another feature of the curriculum is the building in of partnership 
engagement between schools and governmental and non-governmental climate 
change, disaster risk and environmental organisations.  In grade 3, officers of the 
SVG National Emergency Management Organisation visit class to engage with 
students’ questions as part of a case study research activity (students subsequently 
hosting poster exhibits of their work to raise awareness across the school 
community).  Later in the year, they consider epidemic threats facing SVG before 
drawing up epidemic prevention plans.  School and community stakeholders, 
including the SVG Red Cross Society, are invited into class to give feedback and 
work on improving the plans.  There follows a lesson involving interview research 
into SusGren and the Union Island Environmental Attackers to find out about 
their goals, philosophy, projects and their different approaches to effecting change, 
and then, a session using video material to understand how the SVG Central 
Water and Sewerage Authority (CWSA) is dealing with the challenges posed by 
changing climatic conditions (Government of SVG, in press b).

Field trips also figure significantly in the curriculum.  At the close of 
the grade 1 school year, the field trip focus is on examining the biodiversity of 
the highland tropical rainforests of the SVG mainland.  A pre-trip class session is 
given over to video familiarisation with the forest and explanation of the activities 
groups and individuals will conduct in the field (such as square metre searches 
and assembling photographic and sound collages).  Back at school the class 
prepares a biodiversity exhibition to coincide with the 22 May International Day 
for Biological Diversity.  In grade 2, classes visit an organic farm, typically the 
Richmond Vale Academy activist training centre (RVA, undated), to learn about 
sustainable agricultural practices.  Returning to school, students prepare and host 
a sustainable farming display for the school community.  In grade 3, students 
visit the CWSA water facility for an explanation and guided tour of how water 
is managed and distributed on the SVG mainland and how climate change and 
increasing weather-related hazard is affecting operations and what adjustments 
are being made by way of adaptation (Government of SVG in press, b; c; d).

The SVG CCMA/DRR curriculum is thus characterised by learning 
that spills beyond the classroom and that regularly features enquiry-based and 
activist elements.  Existing borders between classroom, school and community 
are frequently crossed as, after some learning initiation in class, learners engage 
with community perspectives and practice before going on to reflect upon and 
organise their new ideas and insights.  That new learning is then presented and 
advocated for in wider school and/community arenas, responses received perhaps 
necessitating a further review and reassessment of their conclusions and advocacy 
agenda.  Within such a dynamic, processes of formal and non-formal (and, indeed, 
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informal) learning begin to fuse, with the number of incidental ‘teachers’ with 
whom the students engage proliferating prodigiously.  Such a dynamic integrates 
schools, local community groups and governmental and non-governmental 
organisations as partner-animators of the learning process in exciting new ways.

The edginess of the periphery: climate change, disaster risk and environmental 
education along the cays and bays
Patrick Barkham (2017: 309) writes that: 

“The centre needs the periphery as a source of inspiration and renewal, 
just as the periphery relies on the centre.  The centrifugal forces that 
continue to deposit money and power in global corporations or global 
cities such as London seem stronger than ever.  We must maintain the 
edginess of the periphery”.

In its edgy way the periphery is saying that the climate breakdown we imminently 
face with its insistent procession of disasters and environmental catastrophes 
cannot be seriously addressed unless we break free of the silos in which we 
habitually live and learn.  In her recent book, On Fire: The Burning Case for a 
Green Deal (2019: 289), Naomi Klein argues that those wanting to confront 
climate change must tear down the scaffolding that separates egalitarian, justice 
and environmental movements and form a ‘truly intersectional mass movement’.  
The case for the tearing down of boundaries applies to our established learning 
spaces, too.  The preponderance of formal learning for children and young people 
remains abstract, compartmentalised and divorced from the fears of millions 
(Rousell and Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles, 2019).  It is the yawning gap between 
climate change realities and the diet of blinkered, fenced-in learning offered 
in most schools that triggered the school strike movement in 2019 when, on 
successive Fridays, students across the globe left their schools to demand climate 
change emergency action (Laville, 2020).  What these small island case studies 
convincingly illustrate, in our view, is the importance to transformative climate 
change, disaster risk and environmental education of boundary crossing where the 
acquisition and application of knowledge, skills, perspectives and insights flows 
and reverberates between classroom and school, school and home and school and 
community (Grossen, Zittoun and Ros, 2012; Heddy and Sinatra, 2013; Pugh and 
Girod, 2007).  The trans-disciplinary nature of the learning, happening anywhere 
but in no subject in particular, the formal, non-formal and informal dimensions to 
the learning, the liquid movement between zones of learning all underline a deft 
transgression of established learning borders.  It is lightness in boundary crossing 
that has to be achieved if climate learning that is fit for transformative purpose is 
to happen.

The path-finding learning described here places young people (and 
adults) in empowering and responsible positions as teachers, researchers, experts 
and leaders as well as learners.  It emerges out of pedagogical practice that is critical, 
dialogic, communitarian and of serious transformational endeavour (Freire, 
1996).  The learning is of self-professedly activist intent.  The activist learning 
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we describe is also happening in communities where it is reported by an SVG-
based educator/artist that youth are being progressively disoriented and uprooted 
by globalisation and its attendant consumerism (Roudette, 2011).  Handing the 
activist torch to the youth of the islands thus has an emancipatory and resilience 
value that works through social pathologies while addressing climate change, 
disaster risk and environmental degradation.  Learning imbued with a decidedly 
activist ethos is where institutions, organisations and movements need to go if 
climate change is to be addressed in ways that drill into the roots of the matter.

We have been writing about small islands, edgy places, small in size, 
and small in population.  To conclude we would also underline that the people 
living along the cays and bays are close to place.  For increasing numbers of 
people today this is not the case; for most of us ‘daily existence is increasingly 
disconnected from the physical places where we reside’ (Klein, 2019: 124).  This 
presents a huge problem for those pursuing effective climate change, disaster 
risk and environmental education in that the ‘terrain on which climate changes 
are taking place is intensely local’ requiring ‘intimate connection to a specific 
ecosystem’ (Ibid.).  Inhabitants of the cays and bays note the increasing dry 
seasons, the changes to beaches, the loss of habitat, and, as we have noted, are 
rising to the challenges of climate change and eco-destruction.  How do those 
in far-from-periphery places, where place rarely intrudes on daily consciousness, 
promote the place-based ‘immersive and experiential learning experiences’ 
and the ‘deeper links with local community initiatives and innovations’ which 
some development educators (Walsh, 2015) see as the best means of galvanising 
commitment to transformative change in the context of climate breakdown?  We 
need the periphery to speak to us on this worryingly thorny question.
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The Relationship between Children’s 
Perceptions of the Natural Environment and 
Solving Environmental Problems
Sarah O’Malley

Abstract: The capacity of environmental education to solve the ecological crises by 
producing an environmentally sustainable society is uncertain.  The marginalisation 
of environmental education (EE) in mainstream education, its precarious position 
within broader concepts of (environmental) sustainability and the lack of critical 
evaluation of current practices finds it characterised by anecdotal narratives.  It is 
claimed that modernisation is leading to children’s growing (dis)connect with the 
natural environment and is bringing additional responsibility to the relationship 
between society and the natural environment.  This article adds to the discussion 
around understanding how children interpret the natural environment through 
an in-depth examination of the dynamic relationships between EE, development 
education (DE) and education for sustainable development (ESD). As the 
consequences of climate change are of increasing concern worldwide so too is 
the need to equip society with the necessary skills to address the issues involved.  
How and to what extent children interpret or relate to those issues is crucial to the 
overall environmental sustainability process. 

Key words: Environmental Education; Education for Sustainable Development; 
Children; Natural Environment.

This article seeks to add to the discussion around understanding how children 
interpret the natural environment by providing empirical evidence as to the 
complexities that underpin interpretations of the natural environment and its 
associated problems.  The environmental and social consequences of climate 
change are of increasing concern worldwide.  While the debates on climate change 
continue to be fraught with procrastination and inaction, the negative aspects of 
human actions on the biophysical environment becomes more evident week by 
week.  Global warming, the diminishing of natural resources and the extinction 
of biodiversity all reflect the unsustainable patterns of (over)development, 
production, and consumption (Hynes, 2014; IPCC, 2014a).  There are concerns 
that children, the future policymakers and key civic leaders, lack (or have lost) 
important outdoor experiences and are ill-equipped to develop the necessary skills 
to prevent further environmental damage (Kahn and Kellert, 2002; Malone, 2007; 
Saylan and Blumstein, 2011).  Closely aligned to the aims values and outcomes of 
DE, EE seeks to address global environmental issues through informal and formal 
education.  DE plays a key role in developing knowledge of global environmental 
issues through active, inclusive, participatory learning and teaching processes 
(Department of Foreign Affairs, 2006: 12).  Considering the ecological crisis shows 
no sign of abating there are questions to be asked regarding the expectations of DE 
and EE to solve environmental problems. 

Much of the existing EE literature focuses on how changes in the physical 
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landscape, including (sub)urbanisation has altered the relationship between 
children and the natural environment.  Publications deal with the various aspects 
of children’s contact with the outdoors to enhance their experiences through an 
EE initiative or the promotion of EE in schools (Elliot, 1999; Francis et al., 2013; 
Lindemann–Matthies, 2005; RSPB, 2013). This is often accompanied by a variety 
of new initiatives that emphasise effective communication between individuals, 
the community, and school environment to promote EE efforts overall (Cornell, 
1998; Kellert, 2002; Louv, 2005; Sobel, 2008).  Though a broad range of EE studies 
exist, the lack of diversification and prevailing quantitative evidence has led to 
fragmentation and repetition in the field and more cognisance needs to be taken 
of children’s actual experiences. 

In Ireland, ambiguity exists between EE and other types of education 
such as education for sustainable development (ESD) and DE (Hogan and 
Tormey, 2008; O’Malley, 2014).  This article draws upon the findings of empirical 
research carried out as part of a PhD thesis on a sociological study of EE in Ireland.  
Despite the dominant arguments that children are disconnected from the natural 
environment, children who were interviewed were found to be environmentally 
knowledgeable, portrayed a sense of attachment and were informed as to the 
implications of pollution and mismanagement of wider habitats and ecosystems.  
On the other hand, analysis found EE efforts to be underpinned by two conflicting 
conceptual strands.  Strand 1 prioritises experiential humanistic approaches 
advocates a socially critical approach to values and beliefs about the natural 
environment.  Strand 2 promotes rational educational approaches that emphasise 
the management of this relationship in order to solve environmental problems.  
It concentrates on the transfer of knowledge from teacher to learner, desired 
educational outcomes and is more often delivered indoors.  Recent contributions 
state that EE has failed in terms of changing behaviours ‘to stave off the detrimental 
effects of climate change’ (Saylan and Blumstein, 2011: 1).  This article argues that 
the notion of ‘the environment’ reflected in EE has consequences for DE and is 
crucial to understanding the type of relationship that is promoted between children 
and the natural environment. What is unclear within the context of climate change 
is whether both DE and EE equip society with the necessary skills and knowledge 
to address the urgent need for sustainability.  The article highlights that real gaps 
and problems are emerging not because current educational approaches have 
failed but because people connect with the natural environment very differently.  
A truly reflective multi-disciplinary approach to teaching (and indeed learning) 
about our natural environment is of critical importance at this juncture.

Development education, environmental education and human-environment 
relations 
Climate change is not only a threat to the environment but to global security 
and economic prosperity.  Evidence suggests that developing countries, already 
struggling with social, economic and environmental issues, will suffer most 
from greater weather extremes and increasing incidences of droughts and floods 
(UNICEF, 2012: 2).  The growing body of scientific publications that assess the 
impact and vulnerability of climate change doubled between 2005 and 2010 (IPCC, 
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2014b: 4).  The focus on adaptation also suggests that climate change has set in 
motion a rewriting of our connection with the biophysical world overall (Fox, 
2014: 104).  In the last few decades, climate change and environmental education 
(CCEE) and ESD have become major tools for protecting the environment and 
ensuring sustainable development (UNICEF, 2012: 3).  DE seeks to develop 
strategies to increase teachers’ understanding of the social aspects of climate 
change and provide the framework for a child-centred participatory approach to 
environmental awareness and nature that can be incorporated into the design and 
operation of the school curriculum.

Although coming from different perspectives – DE addressing issues 
of human injustices and inequality while EE focused on solving environmental 
problems – both share common characteristics.  DE and EE emerged from 
different traditions with ESD drawing ‘significantly from the prior work of both’ 
(Hogan and Tormey, 2008: 5).  ESD emphasises the need to ‘change personal/
individual and social relations to the local and global ecosystems’ as well as 
behaviours around consumption and production (Wade and Parker, 2009: 6).  
Firstly, they both promote the development of knowledge and skills to promote 
sustainable actions within society. Secondly, they are said to be multidisciplinary 
and to occur in both formal and informal educational contexts.  Yet, it was more 
often the case that DE work did not emphasise the importance of environmental 
sustainability, and that EE practitioners often neglected global development and 
injustices (Hogan and Tormey, 2008: 5).  Many argue that EE does not address 
global environmental issues or ‘offset the severity of environmental degradation 
and serious problems associated with human reproductivity’ (Hungerford and 
Volk, 1990: 15).  However, the concepts do overlap as ‘global poverty could not be 
considered in isolation of the environment and vice versa’ (Ibid.: 14). 

Many refer to the biological and emotional dimensions when trying 
to capture learners’ relationship with the natural world in modern, developed 
societies, and their potential impact on society – environment relations more 
generally.  Edward O. Wilson (1984), for example, pays particular attention to 
biological primers of humans’ relationship with nature.  He coined the biophilia 
hypothesis to describe humans’ innate ‘urge to affiliate with other forms of life’ 
(cited in Kahn and Kellert, 2002: 1).  He later (1993) lists the possible emotions on 
encountering natural things as ‘attraction to aversion, from awe to indifference, 
[and] from peacefulness to fear-driven anxiety’ (cited in Verbeek and Frans, 
2002: 1).  The scientific perspective suggests that given the opportunity to access, 
interact with or observe the outdoors, people instinctively feel an emotional and 
psychological bond.  This article acknowledges the importance of this argument 
for environmental conservation and wider sustainability debates.  However, if 
our connection with the natural environment is innate why is there an ecological 
crisis?  The hypothesis focuses on a particular perception of what a connection 
ought to be and must ‘extend beyond its genetic base’ to include the influence of 
social and cultural factors in shaping people’s relationship with the natural world 
(Kahn, 1997: 20).

The argument that culture and society play a key role in shaping 
people’s relationship with the natural world is not new.  Social sciences take the 
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position that cultures define our positions towards the natural world.  American 
anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1966: 7), for example, states that ‘there is no such 
thing as a human nature independent of culture’ rather both are intertwined.  
Children also learn and develop their attitudes toward the natural environment 
through socialisation processes.  However, until recently, traditional views of the 
socialisation processes viewed children as playing a passive role within the context 
of their families and communities (Corcoran et al., 2009).  The view that children 
are passive recipients of socialisation processes is criticised yet research continues 
to develop pedagogical approaches without understanding children’s experiences 
(Nagel, 2004).  Recent studies find that children are in fact active agents in 
‘creating their own cultures and life world’ (Corcoran et al., 2009: 52).  Children 
have expectations as to the structure and purpose of their psychical environment 
to enable exploration and creativity. Personal, social and physical development is 
closely linked to children’s appropriation of a landscape and sense of belonging to 
it (Ibid.: 38).  How culture and society shape the relationship addresses current 
gaps in social scientific research on the nature of children’s connection with the 
natural environment.

Environmental education: A critical review
The majority of EE definitions adopt a tone that often marginalises any non-
cognitive connections with the natural environment, including people’s attachment 
to a particular landscape or view that shapes their sense of place, or any emotional 
connection (Stapp et al., 1969; UNESCO, 1977; WCED, 1987).  More recent 
definitions of EE are closely linked to education for sustainability and/or ESD.  The 
merging of EE with broader sustainability concepts is further evident in Agenda 21, 
an action programme devised at the United Nations Conference on Environment 
and Development (1992), otherwise known as the Rio Summit.  EE plays a 
prominent role here in promoting and implementing ESD.  The linear models and 
the amalgamation with emerging concepts of sustainable development and ESD had 
the effect of undermining instead of establishing EE, its role within formal education 
and the global environmental context.  Indeed, the overall concept of sustainable 
development has received some criticism with academics and researchers taking 
issue with the notion of overcoming the ecological crisis with sustained economic 
growth focused on additional development, production and consumption.  Some, 
for example, point to an over-reliance on the power of technology, while others 
still focus attention on the disparity between the rich global North and the poorer 
developing nations of the South (for a good critique of such criticism see Lippert, 
2004).  The absence of an empathetic relationship with the natural environment in 
definitions is in direct conflict to arguments in contemporary debate that emphasise 
the importance of holistic and experiential education (eftec, 2011; Loughland et al., 
2003; Louv, 2005; Ofsted, 2008; RSPB, 2013).

Conceptual investigations are not part of research, with few researchers 
addressing conceptual tensions or the diverse understandings of dominant 
concepts such as ‘the environment’ and ‘nature’ from the perspective of the learner 
(Bonnett and Williams, 1998; Department of Foreign Affairs, 2006; Hogan and 
Tormey, 2008; Rickinson, 2001: 275; Van Wieren and Kellert, 2013: 262; Wade, 
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2008).  EE research routinely refers to concepts of nature, the environment, 
the natural world, biodiversity, physical environment, and the outdoors, which 
coexist alongside each other creating an overwhelming array of terminology and 
meanings.  There are studies that investigate how young people conceptualise the 
environment (Loughland et al., 2003) or nature (Bonnett, 2007; Schultz, 2001), 
but a critical examination of the concepts of the natural environment overall or 
how learners perceive the natural world is minimal. 

There is confusion as to whether different types of EE exist and to what 
extent concepts differ inside or outside formal education.  Being firmly embedded 
in the formal education system, EE is thus believed to be in a good position to 
promote, from an early age, the adoption of long-term environmental attitudes, 
behaviours, and active participation with environmental issues.  Similarly, the 
majority of research continues to focus on formal education as the primary 
avenue for dissemination (eftec, 2011; Natural England, 2010; Ofsted, 2008; Play 
England, 2008).  However, a conflict exists as EE is understood to contradict the 
dominant functions of education.  It encourages learners to be active thinkers yet 
within formal education learners are ‘recipient of other people’s knowledge and 
thinking’ (Stevenson, 2007: 143, 147).  This somewhat troublesome relationship 
causes problems for EE as ‘it does not fit neatly into any traditional subject areas’, 
leaving it vulnerable to marginalisation (Gough and Gough, 2010: 339).  The 
purpose of education is one of on-going contested debates with many criticising its 
preoccupation with compartmentalisation and intellect (Blewitt, 2010: 3469; Moore, 
1982; Robinson, 2008: 13; Share et al., 2007; Sterling, 2001: 25; Stevenson, 2007: 114).  
In contrast, EE also focuses on developing a sense of place or belonging to the natural 
environment through firsthand experiences outdoors, with no specific educational 
outcomes in mind.  It is argued that these two processes are diametrically opposed 
and conceptual confusion prevails in the EE sector which hampers more concerted 
efforts to address and potentially improve its overall effectiveness.

Empirical research in the Republic of Ireland context
Referring to empirical research on EE from the Republic of Ireland context, two 
types of environmental messages transfer to the learner and how it impacts on 
DE thinking.  The research carried out consisted of qualitative data of 47 semi-
structured interviews with environmental educators (n = 18), school staff (n = 
11), and families (parents and their children) (n = 18). Participation was voluntary 
and all interviews occurred face-to-face.  The interviews were semi-structured 
in approach to ensure comparability between interviewee groupings but, at the 
same time, gave each interviewee the opportunity to raise any issues that were 
particularly relevant to them.  The aim of the research was to theoretically explore 
and empirically investigate the underpinning concepts of EE provision in Ireland 
and to what extent they (re)connect children with the natural environment. 

The questions focused on the purpose of EE, educational outcomes (if 
any), and its degree of flexibility within formal education.  This provided the 
opportunity to investigate generational differences (if any) regarding children’s 
relationship with the natural environment, the influence of wider societal, 
economic, and political developments and the role of EE within that context.  
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Eleven semi-structured interviews were conducted with teaching staff from 
six primary schools within the Galway region.  The classification of schools 
followed a number of headings including, region (rural/urban/city centre) and 
socioeconomic profile of pupils (Galway City Development Board, 2009).  One 
island school, off the west coast of Ireland, was chosen for a comparative analysis.  
Fieldwork also included semi-structured interviews with children up to fourteen 
years of age, and their parent(s) who were recruited through each primary school. 
To encourage participation, an information flyer promoting the project was 
distributed to school staff.  The views of children and of their parents regarding 
education, EE, and their relationship with the natural environment were crucial 
to understanding the learners’ perceptions of the relevancy and (in)effectiveness 
of EE.  The outcomes from this research demonstrate that natural environment 
concepts that underpin effective EE do not fully deal with central environmental 
issues and could develop a sense of helplessness instead of empowerment towards 
the ecological crises overall. 

The children interviewed were found to be environmentally informed, 
knowledgeable and portrayed a sense of attachment with their natural 
surroundings.  The majority understood the implications of pollution and 
mismanagement of wider habitats and ecosystems.  However, a balance between 
rational and humanistic approaches in EE is required to develop the intimate 
relationship further and emphasise the social, economic, and environmental 
benefits that underpin it.  The dominance of a purposive concept of EE overlooks 
the benefits of regular experiential education outdoors.  Some, for example, 
referred to ‘Fair Trade’ and ‘organic’ products in the home and associations with 
sustainable environmental behaviours.  As the child is of a primary school age, 
the trademark recognition is impressive as it connects a subtle analogy that 
consuming a particular product is good for the environment.  However, one might 
question how the ideology behind Fair Trade influences a long-term empathetic 
relationship between a child and his/her natural surroundings.  One boy, when 
asked about the benefits of Fair Trade, associated eating the produce with doing 
something positive for the natural environment, ‘Ya and you can eat it and that’s 
Fair Trade!’  That is not to say that certain programmes ignore that aspect, but 
feedback from the majority of children suggests that responsible resource 
management is EE.  There is a certain disregard for holistic EE which is child-
centred as emphasis is placed on solving global environmental problems whose 
‘steps’ are more suited to the structure of the education system.  Children enjoy EE 
and the different educational experiences provided, but considering the ecological 
crises a more inclusive standard of EE is necessary.

On the other hand, children showed ingenuity and enjoyment when 
discussing what they did outside of the formal education system.  Many spoke 
about building forts, climbing trees or taking part in activities with friends.  One 
child when asked if he liked playing outside, simply said ‘Ya’ and when asked why; 
‘because it’s more fun outside’.  Another identified the outdoors as fun, enjoyment, 
exploration and an opportunity to play Star Wars.  The outdoors offers a blank 
canvas for a curious and imaginative mind, a source of adventure and play. 
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“[W]e play in trees we have trees around the side there we go down the 
field down the back we go swimming we play on the trampoline em I play 
soccer and we play like Star Wars.”

There were differences in the size of areas to roam and access to the 
natural environment as described by children.  However, once outdoors how 
they respond in the particular space is essentially the same.  The majority of 
children living in (sub)urban areas or housing estates, for example, described their 
favourite garden animal and what it eats, with some distinctions, for example, 
seasonal visitors such as lapwings.  Children living on the rural island to a certain 
extent have a larger repertoire of animals as sea birds, dolphins and seals were part 
of their immediate natural surroundings.  Some children in other rural areas felt a 
sense of ownership, for example naming a rocky island close to the house ‘Tracey 
Island’ from Thunderbirds and then ‘Death Star’ from the movie Star Wars.  
Children in more built up areas revealed a sense of attachment to special places 
such as a hideout, den or fort in the garden for recreation or the opportunity to be 
alone.  The children living on the rural island explore a wider area, for example, 
a woodland and climbing a large hill that is very much outside of the ‘garden 
parameter’ of more urban areas.  This relationship reveals significant evidence as 
to the construct of a connection in children’s social and cultural frameworks and 
resourcefulness irrespective of the increase of physical or social barriers in recent 
decades (Corcoran et al., 2009; Linzmayer and Halpenny, 2013).

Discourse surrounding children’s growing (dis)connection from the 
natural environment is deeply rooted in EE research and practices.  What is 
regarded as effective EE is subjective and the ‘connection’ provisions seek to 
build between children and their natural surroundings is inherently complex.  
This is useful to DE research as it illustrates how provisions are underpinned by 
differing educational approaches and concepts of the natural environment that 
are at times diametrically opposed in meaning.  This raises questions regarding 
the expectations of DE and EE to solve environmental problems when a critical 
understanding of what a (dis)connection is and an underestimation of children’s 
ability to engage with and connect with the natural world are absent.  To what 
extent does the current climate change narrative facilitate or enhance children’s 
relationship with their natural surroundings?

Conclusion
Compared to adults, children are among those most susceptible to the negative 
effects of environmental harm and more vulnerable to conditions such as poor air 
quality, contaminated water supply, and extreme heat.  But children should not 
be considered passive or helpless victims of such conditions.  They are powerful 
agents of change and education is one of the best ways of strengthening community 
resilience and providing pathways to negate the worst effects of climate change.  
‘Effective’ approaches to EE closely resemble a concept of continuous development 
whereby environmental resources and problems are managed through rational 
educational paradigms.  This does not challenge environmental values and beliefs 
but rather monitors behaviours that justify current trends of environmental 
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consumption and economic growth.  In fact, certain provisions clearly 
identify with ‘green consumerism’ and enhance children’s ability to recognise 
environmentally friendly produce, for example, an organic vegetable garden or 
Fair Trade produce.  This does not fully deal with that central (environmental) 
issue and could develop a sense of helplessness instead of empowerment towards 
the ecological crises.  On the other hand, the more holistic approaches to EE did 
not address this gap and were not recognised by the children as educational.  This 
is possibly due to the experiential format not making a clear statement in the same 
way more formal structured programmes associated with global environmental 
issues.  This suggests that experiential programmes are not clearly defined and are 
open to interpretation by the participants.  This leads to an enjoyable educational 
experience that often leaves the perception of a nice day out.  The inconsistency 
of experiential programmes in comparison to more effective rational approaches 
leaves it marginalised and largely ineffective as an educational resource for 
students.  What we take from this paper has consequences for DE understanding.  
It suggests that children identifying the natural environment as a problem to solve 
can have the effect that children follow a popular or organised concept rather than 
thinking for themselves.  This sheds new light on how children socially construct 
notions of the natural environment, how their perceptions can be influenced by 
broader social, cultural and economic dimensions and, importantly, the role this 
plays in the overall environmental sustainability process.

References

Ahmedabad Recommendations (2007) Moving forward from Ahmedabad: environmental 
education in the 21st century, availabe: http://www.tbilisiplus30.org/Final%20
Recommendations.pdf  (accessed 24 June 2014).

Barry, J (2007) Environment and Social Theory, 2nd edition, London and New York: Routledge.

Blewitt, J (2010) ‘Deschooling society? A lifelong learning network for sustainable 
communities, urban regeneration and environmental technologies’, Sustainability, Vol. 2, 
No. 11, pp. 3465-3478.

Bonnett, M (2007) ‘Environmental education and the issue of nature’, Institute 
of Education London EPrints, available: http://eprints.ioe.ac.uk/cgi/search/
simple?q=Bonnett&_action_search=Search&_action_search=Search&_
order=bytitle&basic_srchtype=ALL&_satisfyall=ALL (accessed 8 March 2013).

Bonnett, M and Williams, J (1998) ‘Environmental education and primary children’s 
attitudes towards nature and the environment’, Cambridge Journal of Education, Vol. 28, 
No. 2, pp. 159-174.

Cornell, J (1998) Sharing Nature with Children, Canada: DAWN Publications.

Corcoran, M, Gray, J and Peillon, M (2009) ‘Making space for sociability: How children animate 
the public realm in Suburbia’ in H Rau (ed.) ‘Contested Landscapes: space, place and identity in 
contemporary Ireland – special symposium on Ireland’, Nature and Culture, Vol. 4, No. 1.



Fifteenth Anniversary Edition

280

Department of Foreign Affairs (2006) Department of Foreign Affairs and Development 
Education, Dublin: Department of Foreign Affairs.

eftec (2011) Assessing the benefits of learning outside the classroom in natural environments, 
available: http://www.publications.naturalengland.org.uk/file/1322812 (accessed 26 
February 2013).

Elliot, J (1999) ‘Sustainable society and environmental education: future perspectives and 
demands for the educational system’, Cambridge Journal of Education, Vol. 29, No. 3, pp. 
325-330.

Fox, E (2014) Society, power and climate change: A social critique of public climate change 
receptivity in Ireland, unpublished doctoral thesis, National University of Ireland, Galway.

Francis, M, Paige, K and Lloyd, D (2013) ‘Middle years students’ experiences in nature: 
A case study on nature-play’, Teaching Science available: http://content.ebscohost.com.
libgate.library.nuigalway.ie/ContentServer.asp?T=P&P=AN&K=89641553&S=R&D=a9h
&EbscoContent=dGJyMNXb4kSeqLU4v%2BvlOLCmr0yeprdSrqy4S7GWxWXS&Conten
tCustomer=dGJyMPGsr0%2BwqbFIuePfgeyx44Dt6fIA (accessed 10 July 2014).

Galway City Development Board (2009) Galway City Atlas 2008/2009, Galway: Galway 
City Development Board. 

Geertz, C (1966) ‘The impact of the concept of man’, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, Vol. 
22, No. 4, pp. 2-8.

Gough, A and Gough, N (2010) ‘Environmental education’ in C Kridel (ed.) The SAGE 
Encyclopaedia of Curriculum Studies, available: http://www.latrobe.edu.au/education/
downloads/gough_n_Environmental-Ed.pdf  (accessed 11 February 2013).

Hogan, D and Tormey, R (2008) ‘A perspective on the relationship between development 
education and education for sustainable development’, Policy and Practice: A Development 
Education Review, Vol. 6, Spring, pp. 5-16.

Hume, T and Barry, J (2014) ‘Environmental education and education for sustainable 
development’, International Encyclopedia of the Social and Behavioural Science, 2nd 
edition, Oxford: Elsevier (forthcoming).

Hungerford, H R and Volk, T L (1990) ‘Changing learner behaviour through 
environmental education’, Journal of Environmental Education, Vol. 21, No. 3, pp. 8-21.

Hynes, M (2014) Mobility matters: Technology, telework, and the (un)sustainable 
consumption of distance, unpublished doctoral thesis, National University of Ireland, 
Galway.

IPCC (2014a) Climate Change 2014: Synthesis Report. Contribution of Working Groups I, 
II and III to the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 
Geneva: Switzerland: IPCC.



Policy and Practice:  a  Development Education R eview

281

IPCC (2014b) Climate Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability, Geneva, 
Switzerland: IPCC.

Kahn, P (1997) ‘Developmental psychology and the biophilia hypothesis: Children’s 
affiliation with nature’, Developmental Review, Vol. 17, No. 1, pp. 1-61. 

Kahn, P H and Kellert, S R (2002) Children and Nature Psychological, Sociocultural and 
Evolutionary Investigations, Massachusetts: Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press.

Kaplan, S (1995) ‘The restorative benefits of nature: Toward an integrative framework’, 
Journal of Environmental Psychology, Vol. 15, pp. 169-182.

Kellert, S R (2002) ‘Experiencing nature: Affective, cognitive, and evaluative development 
in children’ in H P Kahn and S R Kellert (eds.) Children and Nature Psychological, 
Sociocultural and Evolutionary Investigations, Massachusetts: Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology Press.

Kopnina, H (2012) ‘Education for sustainable development (ESD): The turn away from 
“environment” in environmental education?’, Environmental Education Research, Vol. 18, 
No. 5, pp. 699-717.

Lindemann-Matthies, P (2005) ‘Loveable mammals and lifeless plants: how local 
organisms can be enhanced through observation of nature’, International Journal of 
Science Education, Vol. 27, No. 6, pp. 665-677.

Lippert, I (2004) An Introduction to the Criticism on Sustainable Development, Germany: 
Brandenburg University of Technology. 

Loughland, T, Reid, A, Walker, K and Petocz, P (2003) ‘Factors influencing young people’s 
conceptions of the environment’, Environmental Education Research, Vol. 9, No. 1, pp. 
3-19.

Louv, R (2005) Last child in the woods: saving our children from nature-deficit disorder, 
North Carolina: Algonquin Books.

Malone, K (2007) ‘The bubble-wrap generation: children growing up in walled gardens’, 
Environmental Education Research, Vol. 13, No. 4, pp. 513-527.

Moore, T W (1982) Philosophy of Education: An Introduction, London: Routledge and 
Kegan Paul.

Nagel, M C (2004) ‘Lend them an ear: The significance of listening to children’s 
experiences of environmental education’, International Research in Geographical and 
Environmental Education, Vol. 12, No. 2, pp. 115-127.

Nagel J, Dietz T and Broadbent J (2010) Workshop on Sociological Perspectives on Global 
Climate Change, Washington: National Science Foundation.



Fifteenth Anniversary Edition

282

Natural England (2010) Beyond Barriers to Learning Outside the Classroom in Natural 
Environments, available: http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/Images/LOtC-barriers-analysis_
tcm6-31083.pdf (accessed 26 February 2013).

Ofsted (2008) Learning Outside the Classroom: how far would you go?, available: http://www.
ofsted.gov.uk/resources/learning-outside-classroom (accessed 26 February 2013). 

O’Malley, S (2014) (Re)connecting children with nature? A sociological study of environmental 
education in Ireland, unpublished doctoral thesis, National University of Ireland, Galway.

Play England (2008) Managing Risk in Play Provision: Implementation guide, available: 
http://www.playengland.org.uk/media/172644/managing-risk-play-provision-guide.pdf 
(accessed 20 November 2012).

Rickinson, M (2001) ‘Learners and learning in environmental education: a critical review of 
the evidence’, Journal of Environmental Education Research, Vol. 7, No. 3, pp. 207-320.

RSPB (2013) Measuring connection to nature in children aged 8-12, available: https://www.
rspb.org.uk/Images/methodology-report_tcm9-354606.pdf (accessed 20 February 2014).

Robinson, K (2008) ‘Changing paradigms – how do we implement sustainable change 
in education?’ RSA/Edge Lecture, London, 16 June, available: http://filmenglish.files.
wordpress.com/2010/12/transcript-sir-ken-robinson.pdf (accessed 11 July 2010).

Sauvé, L (1996) ‘Environmental education and sustainable development: A further appraisal’, 
Canadian Journal of Environmental Education, Vol. 1, pp. 7-34.

Saylan, C and Blumstein, D T (2011) The failure of Environmental Education (and how we 
can fix it), California: University of California Press.

Schultz, P W (2001) ‘The structure of environmental concern: concern for self, other people, 
and the biosphere’, Journal of Environmental Psychology, Vol. 21, No. 4, pp. 327-339.

Share, P, Tovey, H and Corcoran, P (2007) A Sociology of Ireland, Dublin: Gill & MacMillan.

Sobel, D (2008) Childhood and Nature Design Principals for Educators, Portland: Stenhouse 
Publishers.

Stapp, W, Bennett, D, Bryan, W, Fulton, J, MacGregor, J, Nowak, P, Swan, J, Wall, R and 
Havlick, S (1969) ‘The concept of environmental education’, The Journal of Environmental 
Education, Vol. 1, No. 1, pp. 30-31.

Sterling, S (2001) Sustainable Education: re-visioning learning and change, Cambridge: Green 
Books.

Stevenson, R B (2007) ‘Schooling and environmental education: Contradictions in purpose 
and practice’, Environmental Education Research, Vol. 13, No. 2, pp. 139-153.

Stone, M K and Barlow, Z (eds.) (2005) Ecological Literacy, California: Sierra Club Books.



Policy and Practice:  a  Development Education R eview

283

UNESCO (1977) Tbilisi Declaration, available: http://www.gdrc.org/uem/ee/tbilisi.html 
(accessed 18 January 2011).

UNESCO (1992) United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, available: 
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/Agenda21.pdf (accessed 17 July 
2013). 

UNESCO (2006) Framework for the UNESD International Implementation Scheme, available: 
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0014/001486/148650E.pdf (accessed 24 June 2014).

UNESCO-EPD (1997) Thessaloniki Declaration, available: http://portal.unesco.org/
education/en/file_download.php/d400258bf583e49cd49ab70d6e7992f6Thessaloniki+declar
ation.doc (accessed 25 May 2014). 

UNICEF (2012) Climate change and environmental education, available: http://www.unicef.
org/publications/files/CFS_Climate_E_web.pdf  (accessed 17 June 2015).

Vare, P and Scott, W (2007) ‘Learning for a change: Exploring the relationship between 
education and sustainable development’, Journal of Education for Sustainable Development, 
Vol. 1, No. 2, pp. 191-198.

Verbeek, P and Frans, B M (2002) ‘The primate relationship with nature: Biophilia as a 
general pattern’ in P H Kahn and S R Kellert (eds.) Children and Nature Psychological, 
Sociocultural and Evloutionary Investigations, Massachusetts: Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology Press.

Wade, R (2008) ‘Education for Sustainability: Challenges and opportunities’, Policy and 
Practice: A Development Education Review, Vol. 6, Spring, pp. 5-16.

Wade, R and Parker, J (2008) EFA-ESD Dialogue: Educating for a sustainable world, available: 
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0017/001780/178044e.pdf (accessed 18 August 2014).

WCED (1987) Our Common Future (Brundtland Report), available: http://www.un-
documents.net/our-common-future.pdf (accessed 13 April 2012).

Sarah O’Malley is Outdoor Tutor and Research Coordinator with The Bay Trust, 
Kent, UK. She develops collaborative research on the outcomes and benefits of 
programmes at Rippledown, The Bay Trust’s environmental education centre.  
An Irish Research Council Scholar, she was awarded her PhD in the School of 
Political Science and Sociology at National University Ireland (NUI) Galway.  
Sarah’s research critically examined the underpinning concepts of environmental 
education provisions and to what extent they (re)connect children with the 
natural environment.  She has extensive work experience in teaching, managing 
and developing programmes on environmental topics to students at all levels and 
the general public.



Fifteenth Anniversary Edition

284

Affective Pedagogies: Foregrounding Emotion 
In Climate Change Education
Audrey Bryan 

Abstract: This article addresses the psychic and emotional challenges associated 
with enabling learners to apprehend their role in, and vulnerability to, the evolving 
climate crisis.  Global warming is arguably one of the most cognitively as well as 
emotionally complex topics for learners or members of the public more generally 
to engage with.  Given the emergent nature of climate change, many educators are 
unsure about how best to enable citizens to navigate the complex emotions that 
they experience in response to their proximity to, and responsibility for, a myriad 
of injustices and environmental catastrophes associated with global warming.  

Meanwhile, new emotions, including ecological grief and heightened 
levels of climate-related anxiety amongst young people have been reported in 
epidemiological studies, our understanding of which is as of yet underdeveloped.  
This article argues that a psychosocial approach to climate change education 
(CCE) which emphasises the mutual interaction between psychic and social 
processes which affect the climate crisis and how we relate to it should comprise 
part of a broader and sustained public response to the climate crisis, especially in 
contexts where climate-related anxiety and grief are becoming more widespread.  
It introduces a conceptual toolkit to inform the psycho-affective aspects of CCE, 
with a particular emphasis on the pedagogical complexities of engaging learners 
located in emissions-intensive societies with their role as ‘implicated subjects’ in 
the climate crisis (Rothberg, 2019).   

Key words: Global Warming; Climate Crisis; Implication; Pedagogy; Affect; 
Emotion; Psychosocial; Psychoanalysis; Responsibility.

Introduction
The climate crisis arguably represents the biggest existential problem facing 
the planet (Chomsky, 2019), posing, as it does, a significant risk to planetary 
sustainability and to human and non-human forms of life.  The scale of the 
environmental crisis is magnified by global warming’s interaction with a host of 
other social, economic and political factors, thereby heightening or ‘multiplying’ 
the risk of poverty, disease, food insecurity, political instability, conflict etc. (Peters 
and Vivekananda, 2014).  Whereas some commentators controversially argue that 
a climate apocalypse is unavoidable (e.g. Franzen, 2019; Wallace-Wells, 2019), 
others maintain that there is still a small window of opportunity to act to avert 
total climate chaos and question the usefulness of so-called ‘doomsday scenarios’ 
where global warming is concerned (Mann, Hassol and Toles, 2017). 
	 Development education (DE) and other closely aligned adjectival 
educations such as education for sustainable development (ESD) and human 
rights education (HRE) have a critical role to play in ensuring that climate 
change education (CCE) forms part of a broader response to the global effort 
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in order to prevent further catastrophic 
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climate scenarios.  As Naomi Klein observes, learning about global warming has 
radicalised a generation of young people whose ‘school strike’ movement and 
other forms of protest have significantly increased the level of public and media 
interest in the climate crisis (Klein, 2019).  DE/ESD is ideally positioned to provide 
learners with a deep understanding of the complexity of the ecological crisis and 
with the systemic effects of climate change.   This article builds on earlier work 
that presented a rationale for embedding CCE within the context of ESD (See 
Mochizuki and Bryan, 2015). 

In a previous article, Yoko Mochizuki and I (Mochizuki and Bryan, 2015) 
argued that as a set of processes, pedagogies and practices which seek to ensure 
that education systems are responsive to, and prepared for, current and emerging 
global challenges and crises, DE/ESD is ideally positioned to enhance learners’ 
understandings of the causes and consequences of climate change and their 
readiness to take action to address it.  We also identified socio-affective learning 
(i.e., learning that involves the sharing of feelings, emotions and sensibilities) as a 
critical component of effective CCE in an ESD context (CCESD) and argued that 
educators need to be comfortable addressing the range of emotions that learners 
may feel, and to engage productively with the feelings of despair, powerlessness, 
guilt and denial which they may encounter in their classrooms.  

This article extends this earlier work by elaborating on the psycho-
affective aspects of CCESD, particularly as it relates to the psychic and emotional 
challenges associated with enabling learners to apprehend their role in, and 
vulnerability to, the evolving climate crisis.  The article makes the case for 
foregrounding emotion in any pedagogical response to the climate crisis, in 
recognition of the fact that emotions have been identified as ‘the missing link’ in 
effective communication about climate change (Salama and Aboukoura, 2018).  
It introduces a conceptual toolkit to inform the psycho-affective aspects of CCE, 
with a particular emphasis on the pedagogical complexities of engaging learners 
located in emissions-intensive societies with their role as ‘implicated subjects’ in 
the climate crisis (Rothberg, 2019).  While space limitations do not permit a fuller 
engagement with the overall pedagogical framework informing the particular 
approach to CCE being advanced in this article, the concepts and ideas presented 
here are informed by a larger project concerned with Affective Pedagogies, 
Emotion and Social Justice which seeks to broaden our understanding of how 
emotions are embedded in ‘difficult’ learning encounters and in various social 
injustices and inequalities (Bryan, forthcoming). 

The Affective Pedagogies framework is underpinned by a psychosocial 
approach which places particular emphasis on the role of affect and unconscious 
processes in shaping our engagement with the climate crisis but simultaneously 
attends to the social, structural and cultural contexts within which we are 
embedded and which shape our thoughts, feelings and behaviours (See Adams, 
2016).  The framework is further premised on an understanding of learners as 
‘feeling-thinking beings’ for whom cognition and emotion are two sides of the 
same coin, resulting in complex psycho-affective responses to learning.  It stresses 
the importance of embracing – rather than glossing over – a range of emotions 
that are associated with the climate crisis, including loss, guilt, shame and despair 
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and of coming to a deeper understanding of the defence mechanisms that are 
mobilised in order to avoid these difficult feelings (Adams, 2016; Hoggett, 2019; 
Norgaard, 2011; Weintrobe, 2013). 

The article is organised as follows: having presented an overview of the 
pedagogical complexities of CCE and a rationale for engaging with the affective 
dimensions of the climate crisis, I map out a conceptual toolkit for CCE which 
is informed by a psychosocial perspective.  Central to this toolkit is the notion 
of learners’ positioning as ‘implicated subjects’ in the climate crisis – rather 
than merely victims of, bystanders to, or the actual perpetrators of, the harms 
associated with global warming (Rothberg, 2019) – as a means of enabling them 
to look critically and reflexively at themselves in terms of their proximity to, and 
responsibility for, climate-related harms and injustices.

Feeling the climate crisis 
Despite the severity of the risks associated with the climate crisis, both personal 
and political responses to global warming have been wholly inadequate (Norgaard, 
2011; Palsson et al., 2013).  Whereas some people are constructively channelling 
the difficult emotions that the ecological crisis arouses by participating in 
collective climate action, environmental degradation has met with complacency, 
apathy, indifference and inertia amongst many others, particularly amongst those 
who have been shielded from its catastrophic effects.  As Hoggett (2019: 3) puts 
it: ‘our collective equanimity in the face of this unprecedented risk is perhaps the 
greatest mystery of our age’.  Even amongst those who do care deeply about the 
environment, ecological paralysis can render people unable to act on this care 
and concern (Lertzman, 2015).  Research suggests that promoting climate literacy 
through CCE and communication is necessary to ensure public support for, and 
engagement with, climate action (Lee et al., 2015).  However, the scientific and 
affective complexities of CCE render it incredibly challenging, pedagogically 
speaking, often producing a range of contradictory and ambivalent effects.  While 
the scientific challenges associated with CCE are well-documented, the emergence 
of a new emotional landscape involving forms of ecological guilt, grief and anxiety 
remains under-theorised.  

Interactive social spaces - including schools, the family, social media 
platforms etc. comprise ‘emotional hotspots’ wherein strong affective responses 
to global warming are evoked (Ojala and Bengtsson, 2019).  On social media, for 
example, aggression, rage and hostility have been levelled against climate activists 
by conservative white males for whom any perceived threat to their traditional 
masculine identity, social position and ‘fossil-soaked lifestyles’ triggers a range of 
defensive behaviours (Daggett, 2018: 29).  The ‘tsunami of male rage’ (Gelin, 2019) 
that climate activist Greta Thunberg has been subjected to since emerging as a 
leading figure in the global climate movement is illustrative of a larger campaign 
to intimate, silence and discredit climate scientists and activists who highlight 
the urgent need for behavioural, institutional and structural level changes in how 
societies are organised if total climate catastrophe is to be averted (Bryan, 2019).  

The expression of a range of different emotional responses to climate 
change are illustrative of just how emotionally charged our engagement with 



Policy and Practice:  a  Development Education R eview

287

the climate crisis can be.  The question of how to meaningfully engage with 
this evolving emotional landscape poses a significant pedagogical challenge for 
climate change educators, not least because the role that emotions play in teaching 
and learning is largely neglected in mainstream educational discourse.  As Lanas 
(2014: 175) observes: ‘[k]nowledge remains commonly perceived as emotion-free 
and essentially painless.  No structures are in place to recognise, accept and work 
with difficult emotions or to accept the painfulness of learning’.

The pedagogical complexity of CCE
The pedagogical complexity of CCE stems in part from the temporal and 
geographical ‘outsourcing’ of global warming to people and places who have 
contributed least, if at all, to the problem (Nixon, 2011: 22).  As a temporal crisis, 
global warming has taken generations, centuries even, to develop and will inevitably 
affect those who haven’t been born yet.  Because greenhouse gas emissions can 
have climate effects anywhere on the planet, regardless of where these gases are 
emitted, global warming is affecting citizens who are located thousands of miles 
from the emission source.  Burundi and the Democratic Republic of Congo, for 
example – the countries with the lowest per capita CO2 emissions globally – also 
happen to be the countries that are most at risk of food insecurity due to extreme 
flooding, droughts, and extreme weather caused by global warming (Ware and 
Kramer, 2019).  The average person in the United States (US) or Australia, for 
example, generates as much CO2 as almost 600 Burundians (Ibid.).  Because 
the greenhouse gases emitted in these Western contexts is temporally and 
geographically deferred, those who produce them are often unaware of their 
effects.  For this reason, global warming has been characterised as a form of ‘slow 
violence’ whose effects are often imperceptible (Nixon, 2011) – at least to those 
who haven’t experienced its impacts directly (Davies, 2019).  The task of accepting 
or attributing political responsibility for climate change is complicated by the 
fact that the risks associated with global warming are often intangible, diffuse, 
unintended, ongoing, and invisible (Eckersley, 2012). 

Another reason why it can be difficult for individuals to apprehend their 
role in - or to take responsibility for – the suffering of distant others is because it is 
aggregate, as opposed to individual use of CO2 which make a decisive difference in 
the atmospheric concentration of greenhouse gases (Gonzalez-Gaudiano and Meira-
Cartea, 2010).  Furthermore, CO2 emissions are often the result of ‘normal’ patterns 
of production and consumption which many - if not most people - in emissions-
intensive societies take for granted as a way of life (Phoenix et al., 2017).  Moreover, 
when societies and individuals are faced with more acute challenges, climate change 
can seem like a far off problem rather than an urgent priority (Ibid.). These complex 
realities have resulted in a politics of indifference about climate-related injustices, at 
least amongst those least affected by them (Davies, 2019). 

While the need to mainstream CCE is increasingly recognised as an 
important response to the intensifying climate crisis, serious educative efforts 
to address the climate crisis are in their infancy (Læssøe and Mochizuki, 2015; 
Mochizuki and Bryan, 2015).  Furthermore, existing educative efforts appear to 
have had limited impact or ambivalent effects.  For example, the potential for 
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information provision and awareness raising campaigns to undermine – rather 
than enhance – efforts to arrest the climate crisis is evident (Lorenzoni, Nicholson-
Cole, and Whitmarsh, 2007).  Informing people about the enormity of global 
warming has, in some instances, been found to promote a sense of powerless 
to effect change and hence inaction on their part.  Moreover, the so-called 
‘knowledge–behaviour gap’, i.e. the disjunction between individuals’ awareness of 
the climate crisis and their everyday harmful behaviours is increasingly recognised 
as one of the great paradoxes of the climate crisis (e.g. Jamieson, 2019; Phoenix et 
al., 2017; Uzzell, 2000).  

Recent research on families’ everyday engagement with climate change 
in India and the United Kingdom (UK), for example, revealed that many families, 
despite identifying as environmentally aware and responsible, continue to 
prioritise more immediate concerns for their children’s wellbeing and comfort 
and therefore engage in high carbon practices which they perceive to be necessary 
or convenient for family life (Phoenix et al., 2017).  This research also reveals that 
whereas children are neither ignorant or apathetic about global warming, their 
ability to engage in climate action is often constrained by existing power structures 
at familial and societal levels. 

Collectively, these findings suggest that a complex set of affective, socio-
cultural, economic and perceptual factors, interact to shape people’s engagement 
(or lack thereof) with the climate crisis.  The psychic and emotional dynamics 
of climate catastrophe and related injustices, as well as the possibilities that 
affectively-inflected engagement with climate change afford, merit exploration 
in light of the limitations associated with purely knowledge-based approaches to 
alleviating the climate crisis.  The next section of the article makes the case for CCE 
that is informed by a psychosocial approach (Adams, 2016).  While conscious of 
the limits of pedagogy – including limits to teaching and to knowing (Ellsworth, 
2005) – as well as the need to avoid positioning education as a panacea to social 
problems (Vavrus, 2003), it suggests that a psychosocially-informed CCE should 
comprise part of a broader and sustained public response to the climate crisis, 
especially in contexts where climate-related anxiety and grief are becoming more 
widespread.  Building on Adams (2016), the article suggests that a psychosocial 
approach to CCE can help us to come to a deeper and more critical understanding 
of how and why learners respond to climate-related knowledge as they do, and 
implicates us in an ongoing social and political response to it (Ellsworth, 2005).

The climate crisis as a form of difficult knowledge
As outlined above, the climate crisis is ‘difficult’ in the sense that learners are forced 
to grapple with its scientific complexities and representational and imaginative 
challenges (Nixon, 2011).  But climate-related knowledge is also ‘difficult’ in 
a psycho-affective sense.  The construct of ‘difficult knowledge’ (Britzman, 
1998) refers to social and historical content (e.g. genocide, war, rape etc.) that 
is traumatic or hard to bear as well as learning encounters that are cognitively, 
psychologically and emotionally destabilising for the learner.  In other words, 
knowledge is difficult not only because of the traumatic content of the knowledge 
itself, but also because the learner’s interaction and engagement with this content 
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is deeply unsettling (Simon, 2011; Zembylas, 2014). 
Critically-oriented approaches to CCE are difficult in a psycho-affective 

sense, not least because of the ‘unbearable anxiety’ that increasing numbers of 
people are experiencing as a result of climate crisis (Weintrobe, 2013: 43).  Until 
recently, relatively little attention has been paid to the mental health effects of 
global warming (Gifford and Gifford, 2016).  However, as the climate emergency 
intensifies, a new emotional landscape involving climate-related guilt, fear, 
despair, helplessness, loss, mourning, and trauma is evolving (Gillespie, 2020).  
Some commentators have hypothesised that global warming can cause not only 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), as a result of the trauma of displacement 
from extreme weather events, for example, but can also generate an immobilising 
anticipatory anxiety regarding the future known as ‘pretraumatic stress syndrome’ 
(PreTSS) (Gifford and Gifford, 2016; Kaplan, 2015).  

Although there is currently a dearth of robust epidemiological evidence 
on the mental health effects of climate change, which makes it impossible to gauge 
how widespread these symptoms are amongst members of the general population, 
it seems likely that as the climate emergency intensifies, climate-related forms of 
anxiety will become more prevalent, particularly amongst younger generations 
who are more likely to experience inter alia, disrupted livelihoods, risks to food 
and water supplies, injury, ill-health and death associated with the ecological crisis 
(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2014).  While until recently the 
mental health aspects of climate change have been relatively neglected, concepts 
such as ‘climate distress’, ‘climate grief ’, ‘climate anxiety’ and ‘eco-anxiety’ are 
beginning to feature in mainstream media and public consciousness (Pihkala, 
2019).  Moreover, the need for mental health professionals to understand climate-
related anxiety and its manifestation in psychotherapeutic situations is increasingly 
recognised (Adams, 2016; Ojala, 2016; Weintrobe, 2013). 

Recent findings from Growing Up in Ireland (GUI), the national 
longitudinal study of children in Ireland, found that almost one in three 20 year 
olds are ‘highly concerned’ about climate change, and that these concerns were 
more pronounced than their fears about issues such as employment opportunities 
or terrorism (ESRI, 2019).  However, as Weintrobe (2013: 46) suggests, ‘we are, 
in a realistic sense, not nearly anxious enough [about climate change] given the 
current news that [global] warming is proceeding faster than had been estimated’.  
Although critical exploration of the psycho-affective dimensions and impact of 
the climate crisis is still in its infancy, coming to a deeper understanding of how 
learners feel about climate change, and how they actively negotiate, contest and 
interpret the climate crisis, is a necessary starting point for effective CCE (Adams, 
2016).  Without opportunities to express, and reflect critically on, their emotional 
responses to global warming, individuals and societies are likely to remain locked 
in states of emotional paralysis or denial, thereby preventing engagement, action 
and response-ability (Hamilton, 2019).  

CCE that engages critically with emotional, visceral and experiential, as 
well as scientific ways of knowing about the climate crisis (Boycoff and Perman, 
2019) can cultivate deeper forms of emotional self-awareness or ‘cosmopolitan 
reflexivity’ amongst learners (Christensen and Jansson, 2015).  As Adams (2016: 
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161) suggests, a psychosocial approach to CC can ‘bring into awareness structures 
of feeling that encourage inertia, inaction and other responses that prevent or even 
escalate the social and psychological engagement with anthropogenic ecological 
crisis’.  The shared space that classroom and other learning contexts provides 
creates opportunities for working through and coming to terms with the complex 
and difficult emotions associated with the climate crisis.

Having made the case for foregrounding emotion in CCE, the remainder 
of the article introduces a number of concepts that lend themselves to productive 
engagement with climate-related emotions, with a particular emphasis on our 
positioning as ‘implicated subjects’ in the climate crisis (Rothberg, 2019). 

Pedagogies of implication
As highlighted above, knowledge about global warming is ‘difficult’, in both 
an intellectual and a psychic sense.  The devastating impact of global warming 
has already been felt for some time in Small Island Developing States (SIDS), 
for example, whose ability to adapt to the consequences of rising sea levels, 
extreme weather conditions etc. is often limited by poverty and resource scarcity.  
However, climate-related catastrophe is now also being normalised in other 
geographical contexts, including so-called first world contexts, as evidenced by 
the record-breaking heat waves and bushfires that swept South-Eastern Australia 
in 2019-2020, resulting in the issuing of ‘catastrophic’-level fire warnings in 
Sydney and surrounding areas (Wallace-Wells, 2019).  While the impact of the 
global environmental crisis isn’t uniformly felt, it is increasingly part of the lived 
experience of those who inhabit the global North and South.  As Rothberg (2013: 
xvi) puts it: ‘Although distributed unevenly, and disproportionately impacting the 
poor and the Global South…climate catastrophe implicates us all’.  As evidence 
of our increasing vulnerably to extreme weather-related events becomes more 
widespread and harder to ignore, climate-related anxiety is likely to intensify.
	 In addition to the survival-related anxiety that climate change provokes 
(Weintrobe, 2013), the ecological crisis is traumatic in the sense that the planetary 
changes that are threatening the survival of human and non-human species are 
anthropogenic, or human-induced.  In other words, global warming is occurring 
primarily as a result of fossil fuel usage and production and consumption practices 
that are ‘normal’ features of consumer capitalist societies and lifestyles.  These 
routine practices, which include ‘essential’ activities such as eating, keeping warm or 
cool, travelling to work etc., are profoundly implicated in the planet’s fate, rendering 
the climate crisis an economic, societal, political as well as scientific problem of 
enormous proportion (Adams, 2016).  While it may not be easy to accept, those 
of us who live in carbon-intensive societies are, therefore, complexly entangled 
or implicated in transnational and transgenerational relations of ecological harm 
(Rothberg, 2019).  As Rothberg (2019: 12) explains: ‘[c]itizens of the Global North 
are not precisely perpetrators of climate change, yet [they] certainly contribute 
disproportionately to current and future climate-based catastrophes and benefit in 
the here and now from the geographically and temporally uneven distribution of 
their catastrophic effects’.  Our active positioning as ‘implicated subjects’– rather 
than merely victims of, bystanders to, or the actual perpetrators of, the harms 
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associated with global warming (Rothberg, 2019) - forces us to look critically 
and reflexively at ourselves in terms of our proximity to, and responsibility for, 
climate-related harms and injustices.  Rothberg’s conceptual framework helps us 
to see our proximity to a myriad of social injustices by enabling us to think more 
deeply about our own involvement in, and connection to, both past and present 
social and global inequalities and to derive new ways of seeing, and being in, the 
world.  As Rothberg (2019: 200) elaborates:

“If there is a potential ‘solution’ in positing the existence of an implicated 
subject and drawing attention to the breadth of implication in a globally 
connected world, it derives from the impetus to combat and transfigure 
implication by self-consciously grasping one’s position as an implicated 
subject and joining with others in collective action”.

Rothberg’s figure of the implicated subject is essential in terms of holding 
individuals, governments, global corporations and international institutions 
to account and realising new models of social responsibility in that it prompts 
social actors to acknowledge the essential role that they play in producing and 
reproducing violence and inequality and highlights their role as agents for 
positive social transformation.  It is closely aligned with Iris Marian Young’s 
Social Connections Model of Responsibility (Young, 2008).  Young presents an 
alternative to liability-based understandings of responsibility that are primarily 
about attributing blame or punishment.  Rather, Young focuses on the role that 
well-intentioned actors, through their everyday practices, play in the perpetuation 
of systemic injustice.  This reimagining of responsibility articulates how structural 
harms are the result of the participation of thousands or even millions of people 
and considers the subtle ways that individuals are involved in the perpetuation of 
systems of injustice that are not of their own making.  Young’s framework has the 
capacity to shift the focus from denying responsibility for systemic injustice or 
looking to blame others to an emphasis on taking responsibility for contributing to 
the collective process of trying to transform society.  It has particular relevance to 
global warming because it has a hard to pin-down quality and hasn’t yet managed 
to produce the same sense of political responsibility that other catastrophic risks 
have (Eckersley, 2012). 

While the figure of the implicated subject is instrumental in forging 
transgenerational and transnational solidarity and collective climate action, 
critically engaging learners with their positioning as implicated in the suffering of 
others is risky from a pedagogical perspective, not least because it threatens their 
image of themselves as ‘good’ human beings (Boler, 1999; Taylor, 2011).  While 
space limitations do not permit a fuller exploration of these challenges here, suffice 
it to say certain pedagogical conditions are necessary in order to successfully 
combat and transfigure implication by enabling learners to self-consciously grasp 
their position as implicated subjects (Rothberg, 2019).  It is essential that climate 
change educators have a deep understanding of the psychic and affective dynamics 
that underpin pedagogical encounters with ‘difficult knowledge’, particularly as it 
relates to how human beings both affect, and are affected by, global warming.  As 
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Rothberg (2019: 200) explains: 

“Implication derives from one form of acting in concert: the kind we 
undertake without being conscious of our actions’ impact or that we 
perform while engaging in more active forms of disavowal.  Socially 
constituted ignorance and denial are essential components of implication; 
as such, they are also potential starting points for those who want to 
transform implication and refigure it as the basis of a differentiated, long-
distance solidarity”. 

As those approaching the climate crisis from a psychosocial perspective 
have illuminated, exploitative and harmful practices that contribute to ecological 
degradation are sustained in part by powerful defences such as denial, distortion, 
rationalisation and dissociation which are currently under-theorised in CCE 
(Adams, 2016; Hoggett, 2019; Lertzman, 2015; Norgaard, 2011; Weintrobe, 2013).  
Norgaard (2011), who studies the climate crisis from a sociological perspective, 
demonstrates how these psycho-dynamic processes are, in fact, culturally and 
socially organised, such that the political economic context shapes our individual 
and collective response to climate change.  Her ethnographic study of ‘Bygdaby’, 
a small rural community in western Norway, demonstrates people’s capacity to 
deny the realities of global warming in their own locality, even as they witness 
climate change in action, such as much higher than average temperatures in 
winter, delayed snowfall and the consequent inability to engage in ‘normal’ 
activities such as ice-fishing and skiing.  Norgaard’s research provides a useful 
illustration of ‘implicatory [climate change] denial’ in action (Cohen, 2001), i.e. 
individuals’ capacity to deny the significance of global warming by minimising the 
moral and political implications that climate change entails.  Norgaard shows how 
these psychodynamic defences, which are mobilised in order to avoid emotions of 
fear, guilt and helplessness, to adhere to cultural norms and to maintain a positive 
sense of oneself and nation, articulate with broader political-economic interests 
and are therefore ultimately socially and culturally organised. 

Any pedagogical effort that seeks to ameliorate the climate crisis must 
therefore directly confront these socially sanctioned forms of denial.  More 
specifically, interrogating the complex patterns, rhetorical strategies and defence 
mechanisms that minimise personal or societal level responsibly for global 
warming, needs to be at the heart of critically and affectively-informed CCE.  
The wide range of emotions that the climate crisis evokes, as well as the defensive 
strategies that are mobilised in order to avoid these feelings, need to be worked 
through, rather than glossed over, if their productive potential is to be realised.  
For example, CCE can take inspiration from group work methodologies designed 
for use within activist and civil society organisations to enable participants to 
explore and work through a range of complex and often contradictory emotions 
aroused by the ecological crisis (see Hamilton, 2019).  

As part of this working through process, learners can be encouraged 
to consider the productive capacity of their emotional responses, namely the 
political agency of knowledge that has the capacity to disorient, unsettle and 
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make one come undone. As highlighted by a range of scholars (e.g. Britzman, 
1998; Ellsworth, 1997; Felman, 1982; Lesko and Bloom, 1998; Logue, 2019), 
psychoanalytic insights are instructive in terms of elucidating the function that 
ignorance serves in the learning process – not as a lack of knowledge but as a 
desire to ignore or a desire not to know – and the role that defence mechanisms 
play in making it difficult for us to admit and confront truths about ourselves and 
the world (Felman, 1982).  In other words, contrary to popular understandings 
which perceive ignorance as a lack of knowledge, psychoanalytic perspectives on 
learning view ignorance as ‘an integral part of the very structure of knowledge’ 
(Felman, 1982: 29).  Drawing on the Lacanian notion of a ‘passion for ignorance’, 
Felman (1982: 30) explains that:

“Teaching, like analysis, has to deal not so much with lack of knowledge 
as with resistances to knowledge. Ignorance, suggests Lacan, is a ‘passion’.  
Inasmuch as traditional pedagogy postulated a desire for knowledge, 
an analytically informed pedagogy has to reckon with ‘the passion for 
ignorance’.  Ignorance, in other words is nothing other than a desire to 
ignore: its nature is less cognitive than performative. [...] it is not a simple 
lack of information but the incapacity—or the refusal—to acknowledge 
one’s own implication in the information” [emphasis in original].

Pedagogically speaking, this demands that we confront socially sanctioned forms 
of denial and ignorance that are central to the human condition with a view to 
embedding self-reflexivity and emotional self-awareness within the pedagogical 
encounter.  As Rothberg (2019: 203) remarks, ‘the self-reflexivity of implicated 
subjects is not sufficient for the construction of durable solidarities, but it remains 
a necessary component of coalition building’. 

Conclusion
CCE is currently underutilised as a means of promoting structural as well as 
behavioural-level changes and collective climate action to pressurise governments 
to regulate emissions and to bring about the necessary cultural and political 
economic changes that are necessary to avert total climate catastrophe (Mochizuki 
and Bryan, 2015).  The foregoing analysis has argued that CCE should comprise 
part of a broader and sustained public response to the climate crisis.  It further 
suggested that critical engagement with the emotional and psychic dimensions 
of global warming is a necessary component of any such pedagogical effort.  
Yet, given the emergent nature of the climate crisis, many educators are unsure 
about how best to enable social actors to navigate the complex emotions that they 
experience in response to their proximity to, and responsibility for, a myriad of 
injustices and environmental catastrophes associated with global warming. 

Meanwhile, new emotions, including ‘ecological grief ’ and heightened 
levels of climate-related anxiety amongst young people have been reported in 
epidemiological studies.  While our understanding of these complex emotions is as 
of yet underdeveloped, climate-related anxiety has been described as a complicated 
form of grief (Clayton et al., 2017), and is therefore deserving of our attention.  
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Addressing the emergence of these new emotional landscapes within formal 
educational contexts is especially challenging, because these environments privilege 
the rational and cognitive aspects of teaching and learning and perceive emotion to 
be peripheral or irrelevant to education (Kenway and Youdell, 2011).  However, as 
Ahmed (2014) explains, far from being ‘after-thoughts’, emotions are instrumental 
in shaping how we are moved by the worlds we inhabit.  Indeed, as Moser (2007) 
argues, we neglect the emotional aspects of the ecological crisis at our peril.  

The conceptual toolkit advanced above has attempted to illuminate the 
circumstances under which social actors can move beyond disabling emotions 
and psychological states that prevent them from taking climate-related action that 
is in their own interest and the long-term interest of planetary survival.  At the 
heart of this is a conceptual framework that enables learners to acknowledge their 
role as ‘implicated subjects’ (Rothberg, 2019) in modes of violence and injustice 
that are often routine, insidious, or difficult to apprehend and that intersect with, 
and produce, a host of other global crises.  The figure of the implicated subject 
has the potential to enable learners to better apprehend their role in contributing 
to, as well as alleviating, the climate crisis by refiguring implication as the basis of 
solidarity and collective climate action (Rothberg, 2019).  While conscious of the 
limits of pedagogy (Ellsworth, 2005), and the need to avoid positioning education 
as a panacea to social problems (Vavrus, 2003), a psychosocial inflected CCE 
that engages productively with climate-related emotions that might otherwise 
be disabling and that directly confronts socially sanctioned forms of denial and 
ignorance is vital to the broader public response to the climate crisis.
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Development Education Perspectives on 
Migration

Bernie Grummell

Introduction - the realities of global migration 
Migration is a global phenomenon which raises complex challenges for development 
education (DE), both in terms of responding to this crisis of global movement but 
also in terms of supporting socially just and sustainable ways of moving and living 
in the world.  As the United Nations High Commission for Refugees contends, 
this is above all ‘a crisis of solidarity’ (UNHCR, 2015a: 5 cited in Avery and Said, 
2017: 104).  The implications of migration for development education has been 
the focus of several articles published in Policy and Practice over the last five years.  
Three articles have been selected in this section to represent different concerns 
within the field.  Evident throughout these articles is an acknowledgement of the 
growing scale and complexity of global migration flows and how development 
education can and must contribute to our understanding and learning about the 
implications of these for how we learn and live in society.  

As these three articles describe, the intensifying scale of migration 
globally is reflected in the numbers of migrants, including asylum seekers and 
refugees, which grew to 270 million in 2019 (World Bank, 2019a: 9 cited in Gaynor, 
2019: 141).  The number of registered refugees has increased from 1.7 million in 
1955 to more than 21.3 million in 2016 (UNHCR, 2016a; UNHCR, 2017).  The 
main countries of origin of refugees in 2015 and 2016 were Syria, Afghanistan 
and Somalia; all countries which have experienced long-term conflicts (UNHCR, 
2015a: 5; UNHCR, 2016a).  Contrary to public and media discourse, most of these 
refugees (82 per cent) are hosted in countries of the global South, with considerable 
social and economic impacts for these host countries (UNHCR, 2015a cited in 
Avery and Said, 2017: 105).  The scale and flow of global migration raises key 
concerns, with Eten (also in this edition) highlighting that the:

“countries in the South which host the majority of the refugee population 
around the world, lack the capacity and infrastructure to absorb large 
refugee populations into their countries.  This has led to a situation 
where many refugees in these countries live in deplorable conditions” 
(Eten, 2017: 51).  

Development education has a key role to play in creating learning contexts that 
raise critical awareness and active engagement about global migration. 

Global migration as transnational flows of lives and labour
EU-28 countries are host to about one fifth of the world’s migrants according to 
estimates from the Department for International Development (DFID) (2017 
cited in McCann, 2017: 8).  This flow occurs within a context where greater 
numbers of ‘women, older workers and young people, are needed to compensate 
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for the expected decline of the working-age population (aged 20 to 64) by 4.3 
million people by 2020’ (European Commission, 2016 cited in McCann 2017: 
8).  Hence migration is positioned as part of the transnational flow of people and 
labour which has to be balanced within the demographic profiles and needs of 
both home and host countries.  This has significant age and gendered implications 
for populations in terms of the draining of certain groups from home countries (in 
particular young productive adults) and the positioning of groups within certain 
positions in host countries (females within the service and caring industries and 
males in construction).  Migrants provide a significant source of socio-economic 
regeneration for home and host countries, by filling critical labour shortages, 
creating new jobs and families, and contributing to social and community life, 
whilst also supporting their home countries economically through remittances 
and other forms of family and community supports.  Remittances by migrants to 
their home countries is a growing source of economic income reaching a record 
$529 billion in 2018 (World Bank, 2019a: 1).

While considerable humanitarian and development aid comes from 
countries in the global North, many of these countries are also contributing to 
conflict through direct military intervention or indirectly through logistical 
supports and arms sales to those in conflict (Avery and Said, 2017: 106).  Countries 
of the global North often ignore the extent to which they are contributing to global 
economic inequalities through transnational capital and labour flows, as well as 
the extent to which migrants contribute to the economy of their host countries, 
occupying a range of essential roles in their economies (Gaynor, 2019).  While many 
countries in the global North have extensive aid and humanitarian programmes, 
the ‘broader limitations of aid as a means towards global development and 
justice’ is critical to consider in terms of its restricted capacity to rebuild national 
economics, governance and public services necessary for long-term rebuilding 
(Gaynor, 2019: 139).  

Hence, public discourses about migration that circulate within and 
through the media in the global North are often quite different than the reality 
of global migration for the countries of the global South.  As Gaynor points out:

“[the] international aid community’s tenacious adherence to modernist 
ideas of linearity in the trajectory from ‘undeveloped’ to ‘developing’ 
to ‘developed’, coupled with its myopic understanding of the global, 
structural causes of underdevelopment fuels the stubborn persistence of 
a charity approach to global inequality” (2019, 140).  

The ‘saviour complex’ is not just demeaning to people living of the global South, 
but it also negates the complicity and responsibilities of actors and institutions in 
the global North in the production and reproduction of global inequality (Gaynor, 
2019: 141).  There is a key ‘hypocrisy underpinning national and international 
attitudes and policies which purport to assist Southern people through aid 
programmes, yet restrict these same people’s agency to seek employment elsewhere 
and assist their home communities directly’ (Gaynor, 2019: 137).  Raising 
critical consciousness and collective agency about the global responsibilities of 
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transnational migration is a crucial challenge which faces development education 
as this selection of articles explore.  

A crisis of purpose: Principles of free movement and providing sanctuary
McCann explores the policy implications of these global movements of people 
where it has raised a fundamental crisis of purpose between the principle of 
free movement at the heart of European Union (EU) economic policy and the 
humanitarian principle of offering protection to those seeking sanctuary.  He 
reminds us that protection ‘must be beneficial for those moving, those hosting 
and for sustainable development in the country of origin’ (Dräger and De Geus, 
2016: 9-10 cited in McCann, 2017: 7).  The broader economic and political context 
behind policy is key to consider with McCann highlighting how, while the EU 
has developed policies for successful migrant integration within its community, 
discourses about migration were concurrently shifted radically from 2010 onwards 
towards a greater emphasis on security and protectionism.  This was driven in 
large part by economic policies of austerity following the global economic crisis of 
2008.  This was allied with policy and public concerns in the wake of the migration 
flow of 2015 onwards into Europe, with many people ‘driven by terror from their 
countries of origin to seek refuge, and European states were unprepared for the 
spike in immigration’ (McCann, 2017: 10).  As McCann explores, policy intentions 
rapidly shifted from principles of free movement, residency and humanitarian 
support, to a protectionist concern about justice and security within Europe.  

Despite migration management being deemed as a shared responsibility 
in the European Agenda, very different approaches became evident ‘between 
increasingly restrictive authorities, such as Hungary, Poland and Slovakia, and 
other EU states, such as Sweden and Germany, which - for humanitarian motives 
- opened borders to refugees’ (McCann, 2017: 14).  Overall, the approval rate for 
asylum applications in the EU has also been decreasing as well as being processed 
very slowly, with the World Bank estimating that the number of migrants refused 
entry into EU countries in 2018 at over 6 million (2019a: 11 cited in Gaynor, 2019: 
141).  As McCann’s analysis reveals policy fractures and failures reveal the fault 
lines where ‘sociological dislocation comes into play’ (McCann, 2017: 16), where 
‘sanctuary can say more about those countries who host than those who arrive’ 
(Arendt, 1943 cited in McCann, 2017: 20).  Development education has a key role 
to play in creating spaces for critical questioning and reflection about the nature 
of collective responsibilities and responses to these fault lines.  

A crisis of purpose for education: refugee experiences in higher education
This dislocation is evident throughout education sectors as Avery and Said’s 
analysis of higher education for refugees from Syria demonstrates.  They identify 
the tensions between micro- and macro-level factors in refugee participation in 
higher education in a context of global migration which is ‘massive in scale, cutting 
across sectors, institutions and national borders’ (Bryan, 2015; Dryden-Peterson, 
2016 cited in Avery and Said, 2017: 107).  Within this lies the personal stories and 
experiences of refugee students who have experienced extreme violence, poverty, 
trauma and uncertainty as their worlds were torn apart.
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The specifics of refugee education also occurring in the context where 
not only has the policy context changed as McCann’s article describes, but the 
structures of higher education are increasingly tied to private sector interests and 
mechanisms of marketisation (Avery and Said, 2017: 107).  They highlight how 
higher education can and should mediate or act as a ‘bridge between emergency 
response and sustainable development’ (Kirk and Sherab, 2016: 13 cited in Avery 
and Said, 2017: 107) for individual students, their host communities and home 
countries, drawing on a case study of refugee education for Syrians.  While this is 
evident in sanctuary initiatives and policies in many higher education institutions 
as well as schools, Avery and Said highlight how this needs to be embedded within 
a deep-reaching renewal of societal structures to create sustainable livelihoods and 
communities in regions which have been torn apart by violence, poverty, social 
crisis and climate change.  Education institutions need to be cognisant of their role 
within this wider project and oriented toward the needs of future reconstruction, 
peacebuilding, and economic recovery’ (Avery and Said, 2017: 118).  

Conclusion
Raising critical consciousness and collective agency about the global responsibilities 
of transnational migration is a crucial challenge which faces development education 
as this selection of articles reveals.  This has to be set within an analysis of the ‘highly 
complex geopolitical and global economic forces’ of global migration, as:

“any response to the ongoing crisis needs to address the roots of the crisis, 
and long-term consequences of action that is taken.  Strategies in this 
field notably need to consider in which ways action may stop the spiral 
of armed conflict, improve socio-economic development and contribute 
to stabilisation and de-radicalisation of societies” (Avery and Said, 2017: 
117).

Strategies for global migration and for refugees cannot be considered in isolation 
from the broader geopolitical and context of their home countries as well as their 
host countries in the global South and global North, acknowledging the uneven 
impact and burden of this.  Therefore, as Avery and Said remind us, education 
strategies have to be coordinated with other socio-economic and political 
strategies in order to support future rebuilding.  ‘To find sustainable solutions, high 
coordination efforts are also required at a global level to deliver HE to refugees, 
and more generally, deliver relevant and equitable HE in the global South’ (Avery 
and Said, 2017: 119).  This must occur in a manner that supports the ‘agency and 
capacity of Southern actors to actively engage in their own and their country’s 
development’ (Gaynor, 2019: 146).  Equally important in the responsibilities 
of the global North acknowledging its own culpability and responsibilities in 
the economic and political order that sustains global capitalism, with policy 
fractures and failures reveal the fault lines between principles of sanctuary and 
protectionism.  Development education has a key role to play in creating spaces 
for critical questioning and reflection about the nature of collective responsibilities 
and responses to these fault lines.  
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Why the Migrant ‘Crisis’ is an Opportunity: 
Remittances, Aid and Global Responsibility
Niamh Gaynor

Abstract: Remittances are now more than three times larger than aid flows 
to countries in the global South and constitute a rapidly growing source of 
development finance.  Yet barriers to both entry and the right to work within 
Northern countries mean that their full potential is not being realised, with refugees 
and migrants from many Southern countries meeting significant blockages in 
their efforts to build new lives and livelihoods in their new homes.  In this article, 
I argue that we, as development educators, need to challenge and question the 
inconsistencies and hypocrisy underpinning national and international attitudes 
and policies which purport to assist Southern people through aid programmes, 
yet restrict these same people’s agency to seek employment elsewhere and assist 
their home communities directly.  If handled justly and more openly, the so-called 
migrant ‘crisis’ represents an opportunity to move away from patronising charity 
stereotypes which perpetuate Northern ‘saviour complexes’ to more equitable, 
economically sustainable relationships North and South.  

Key words: Overseas Development Aid; Sustainable Development Goals; 
Remittances; Migration; Refugees; Direct Provision; Burundi.

Introduction
Recent years have seen a sharp increase in the level of global remittances to the 
global South, from $123 billion in 2000, to $351 billion in 2012 (OECD, 2014: 123), 
to a record $529 billion in 2018 (World Bank, 2019a: 1).  By 2024, the World Bank 
estimates that remittances will be larger than aid and foreign direct investment 
combined, constituting the largest source of development finance for Southern 
countries, surpassing 25 percent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) for some.  As 
the Bank notes, ‘Remittances are on track to become the most important game in 
town when it comes to financing development’ (Barne and Pilea, 2019).  While 
certainly not a panacea for poverty reduction and global justice, remittances 
can and are assisting individuals and communities in real, tangible ways.  Yet, 
as political sensitivities in the global North heighten over immigration, their full 
potential is not being realised.

At the same  time, aid to the global South is falling.  It fell by 3 percent 
last year, with humanitarian aid falling by 8 percent (OECD, 2019a).  Yet the 
development sector remains focused on aid as a seemingly sole source of 
development finance, even though other sources are growing.  In this article, 
I argue that we, as development educators, need to challenge and question the 
inconsistencies and hypocrisy underpinning national and international attitudes 
and policies which purport to assist Southern people through aid programmes, 
yet restrict these same people’s agency to seek employment elsewhere and assist 
their home communities directly.  As the Head of the United Nations High 
Commission on Refugees (UNHCR) recently noted, we live in ‘an age of egotism’ 
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in the global North which is dominated by ‘me first, we first, our country first 
policies and closing minds’ (The Irish Times, 2019).  The framing of the European 
migrant ‘crisis’ is an excellent example of such a ‘me first, we first’ attitude.  The 
‘crisis’ is repeatedly presented as a crisis for Europe although, from the horrific 
and harrowing stories of migrants themselves, it is clear that the real crises are in 
their own homes and communities.  If handled justly and more openly, the so-
called migrant ‘crisis’ offers a real opportunity to shift the global economic and 
political balance and to move towards more equitable, economically sustainable 
relationships North and South.  I develop my argument as follows.

In the next section, while acknowledging the important gains of 
international aid in specific, targeted areas, I focus in particular on its limitations 
and shortcomings, both in the global South and, most particularly in the global 
North with respect to Southern agency and choice.  I then go on to examine 
the usefulness of remittances as a complementary source of finance, focusing 
in particular on Ireland’s poor record in this regard.  I challenge development 
educators to look beyond the aid model and to critically engage with the 
inconsistencies and hypocrisy underpinning national and international attitudes 
and policies with respect to migration and remittances.  In the final section, I take 
the case of Burundi, a largely neglected country in Central Africa whose people 
have experienced decades of displacement and re-displacement.  The Burundi case 
exemplifies the hypocrisy of the global system in relation to aid and migration in 
three respects – the failure of aid to address the root causes of internal conflict 
(while publicly declaring ‘success’); an abdication of global responsibility in the 
context of the ensuing refugee crisis; and the attendant persistence of poverty and 
insecurity as Burundians are denied access to employment opportunities in the 
global North.  I conclude by arguing that the days of white saviours are over, and 
that the global North has a responsibility to move to a more open and equitable 
approach to migrants and asylum seekers.  For our part, we, as development 
educators, need to critically engage with wider debates on the limitations of the 
international aid model, raising questions and challenging the inconsistencies and 
hypocrisy in the face of alternative models, including migration and remittances.  

Aid, agency and choice
Much energy and resources have been expended within the development 
sector in lobbying and advocating for the 0.7 percent of Gross National Income 
(GNI) target as agreed within the United Nations in 1970.  Yet, despite targeted 
gains in specific areas, the broader limitations of aid as a means towards global 
development and justice have been known for some time (see, for example de 
Haan, 2009; Hunt, 2012).  Aid can contribute to some people’s livelihoods, but it 
cannot provide jobs for all.  It can assist in the development and provision of health 
and education services in certain instances, but it cannot support and sustain 
effective and accessible national systems.  It can promote good governance, but 
it cannot democratically hold governments to account.  It can assist in rebuilding 
communities and societies following humanitarian disasters and/or conflict, but it 
cannot address all their root causes.  Crucially, as the last ten years have shown us, 
it cannot be relied on to be sustained in times of economic downturn.  Indeed, in 
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a context where aid inflows lag far behind financial outflows, there is little aid can 
do to stem the outflow of wealth and exploitation of the global South.  Although, 
in 2015, African countries received around $19 billion in aid, over three times 
that much ($68 billion) was taken out in capital flight, mainly by multinational 
companies deliberately misreporting the value of their imports or exports to 
reduce tax (Honest Accounts, 2017: 2).

As we also now know, although well-meaning, when misplaced or poorly 
implemented, aid can also do damage.  It can bankroll strong dictators and it can 
fuel corruption (Moyo, 2009).  It can exacerbate inequalities between and within 
communities (de Haan, 2009: 106).  And, when reverting to a ‘one-size-fits-all’ 
hierarchical model of development, it can ultimately fail to identify or address the 
real underlying issues, resulting in growing poverty, inequality, marginalisation, 
insecurity and, in many cases, violence (Easterly, 2006).  Indeed, the jury is still 
out on whether aid can or does assist in reducing poverty and inequalities in the 
global South.  While poverty and inequality has been decreasing in some parts 
of the world, in others – notably in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) – it has grown.  
According to a recent World Bank report, the number of people living in poverty 
(defined as less than $1.90 per day at 2011 levels) in the SSA region grew from 278 
million in 1990 to 413 million in 2015 (World Bank, 2018).  When the definition 
is widened to include education, access to basic utilities, healthcare and security, 
this level rises even further.  

Aid, or more specifically, the international aid community, also impacts 
at a less tangible, relational level in a manner which can be, and indeed often 
is, quite damaging and demeaning to individuals, communities and states of 
the global South (Escobar, 1995).  The international aid community’s tenacious 
adherence to modernist ideas of linearity in the trajectory from ‘undeveloped’ to 
‘developing’ to ‘developed’, coupled with its myopic understanding of the global, 
structural causes of underdevelopment fuels the stubborn persistence of a charity 
approach to global inequality (see for example Simpson’s findings on perceptions 
among educators at primary and secondary level in the UK (Simpson, 2017).  
There are three main consequences to this.  First, obstacles to development and 
equality are identified as internal – characteristics of ‘undeveloped’ or, more 
optimistically, ‘developing’ countries themselves, as opposed to broader structural 
constraints, or indeed, failures or shortcomings on the part of the international 
aid community and its interventions.  The South is the problem, not the North.  
Second, the agency of Southern actors (state and civil society) in addressing 
these obstacles is largely negated as Southern actors are generally represented 
as constituting their principal architects.  Third and related, it therefore falls to 
Northern actors and institutions – i.e. the international community – to intervene 
and assist, thus laying the foundation and rationale for the aid industry.  The 
language of the aid community is replete with such ideology.  To take an example, 
in a commentary on the World Bank’s recent poverty report cited above, Nirav 
Patel of the Brookings Institute notes ‘the remarkable progress the world has 
achieved toward ending extreme poverty’ (Patel, 2018: 20 - emphasis added), 
yet goes on to speak of ‘sub-Saharan Africa’s much slower fight against poverty’.  
Successes are attributed to the international community, while failures are the 
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global South’s alone.  While development education plays an important role in 
challenging these framings and stereotypes, evidence suggests that more needs to 
be done (Oberman and Waldron, 2017).  This Northern saviour complex is not 
just damaging and demeaning to Southern actors and communities, it also masks 
the shortcomings and errors of Northern actors and institutions.  This, in turn, 
negates their complicity in the production and reproduction of global inequality, 
thereby negating their responsibilities to address it.   

In short, aid, while certainly beneficial in targeted areas, is not without its 
problems.  Yet it is important to note that it is not the only show in town.  At the 
same time as aid flows dwindle and stagnate, remittances have been increasing at 
a rapid rate.  The World Bank estimates that there are now 270 million migrants 
working around the world who will send a combined $698 billion back home in 
2019 (World Bank, 2019a).  This is over three times the volume of total aid flows 
in the same year.  Yet, as we will see below, there is potential for much more if 
Northern countries move beyond a ‘me first’ attitude and embrace their global 
responsibilities and obligations.  

Migration, remittances and glass ceilings
The World Bank reports that the worldwide number of international migrants has 
been increasing steadily from a level of 18 million in 2010 to 270 million in 2019 
(2019a: 9).  Included in these figures are asylum seekers and refugees.  By mid-2018, 
the global stock of refugees recorded by the UNHCR reached 20.2 million (Ibid.).  
However, despite European proclamations of a migration ‘crisis’, countries in the 
global South have historically and continue to host by far the largest share of refugees.  
This was around 85 percent of the global total in 2017 (UNHCR, 2018).  Meanwhile, 
the approval rate for asylum applications in the European Union (EU) has been 
falling – from 46 percent in 2017 to 37 percent in 2018.  With a total stock of over 
870,000 pending asylum applications at the end of 2018 and also considering detected 
undocumented economic migrants, the World Bank (2019a: 11) estimates that the 
number of migrants refused entry into EU countries in 2018 at over 6 million.  The 
growing anti-immigration sentiment in many European countries is clearly having an 
influence.  Although in December 2018, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly 
voted to formally adopt a Global Compact for Safe, Orderly, and Regular Migration 
as a step toward managing migration in a more humane and orderly manner, the 
withdrawal of several countries (mostly from within the EU) from this is indicative of 
heightened political sensitivities toward immigration (Desmond, 2018).  

Migrant remittances play an important role in development in many 
Southern countries, amounting to over 25 percent of some country’s annual GDP 
(for example, Haiti, Nepal, Tonga and Tajikistan) (World Bank, 2019a: 3).  As well 
as assisting families and communities to purchase necessities such as food, clothing 
and housing, these direct flows can also help in the development of livelihoods 
and businesses.  Yet remittances to some of the world’s poorest countries, notably 
those in SSA, are much lower.  At the high end, remittances to some SSA countries 
amount to between 7 and 15 percent of GDP (the top five are: The Gambia at 
15.3 per cent of GDP; Liberia at 12 percent; Senegal at 9.1 per cent; Ghana at 7.3 
percent; and Nigeria 6.1 at percent) (World Bank, 2019a: 23).  However, some of 
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the continent’s poorest countries such as Burundi receive less than 1 per cent of 
GDP, as the vast majority of Burundian migrants live in neighbouring countries 
where employment opportunities are limited (World Bank, 2019b).  

Despite its positive reputation for its celebrated aid programme and 
international peacekeeping operations abroad, Ireland’s welcome for migrants 
and asylum seekers at home leaves a lot to be desired.  A survey of over 1,000 
migrants in 2006 found that 32 percent of work permit holders have experienced 
racist harassment at work, while 21 percent of those entitled to work reported 
discrimination in accessing employment.  This is most common among Africans.  
18 percent of those who had contact with immigration services reported that they 
were badly treated (ESRI, 2006).  Ireland’s treatment of migrants seeking asylum 
has long been a source of justifiable criticism.  An analysis of UNHCR (2019a) 
data shows that Ireland ranks poorly among European nations for its treatment of 
asylum-seekers over the last seven years in several respects.  Ireland has recognised 
fewer asylum claims than many smaller or similar sized countries since 2012 and 
ranks 55th out of 183 countries overall, recognising asylum claims in 677 cases 
since 2012.  

Crucially, just 3 percent of asylum applications have been recognised 
over this period; 21 percent have been rejected; and a staggering 76 percent of 
applicants have either been left waiting or their cases have been closed, without 
either recognition or rejection.  While waiting, under the country’s much criticised 
system of Direct Provision, (see IHREC, 2014 and NASC, 2019 for comprehensive 
critiques of Direct Provision), asylum seekers receive just €29.80 a week for 
children and €38.80 for adults.  No travel pass is provided, and the state provides 
no investment in early legal advice.  A Working Group Report from the Irish 
Refugee Council (IRC, 2015) which interviewed people living within Ireland’s 
asylum process found that this length of time left in limbo waiting to hear the 
outcome constitutes the biggest stress for many.  Specific stresses cited by asylum 
seekers in this regard include: the uncertainty; the lack of personal autonomy over 
the most basic aspects of their lives – cooking, going to the shops, cleaning; the 
lack of privacy within Direct Provision accommodation, and the challenges of 
sharing with strangers; boredom and isolation; and the loss of employment skills 
and the creation of dependency.  In a recent parliamentary committee debate on 
Direct Provision, it was reported that these conditions have deteriorated further 
(Oireachtas, 2019).  Moreover, although a work permit was introduced in 2018 
following a Supreme Court ruling, this is valid for just 6 months and comes with 
many restrictions which act as a major disincentive for potential employers.  
Consequently, as of May 2018, of the 1,500 asylum seekers who were granted 
permits, just 350 were able to find work (Ibid.).  

Thus, while displaying a generosity and willingness to assist people 
from the global South once they stay at home, Ireland, like many other Northern 
countries, proves far less magnanimous towards migrants taking the difficult and 
sometimes necessary choice to leave and assist their countries themselves.  A glass 
ceiling exists and, as political sensitivities toward immigration heighten, the ceiling 
is turning to concrete.  This fundamental hypocrisy in relation to aid, migration 
and asylum seekers is exemplified in the case of Burundi discussed below. 
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Burundi: A case of global hypocrisy 
Burundi is a small landlocked country in Central Africa.  With a per capita GNI 
of just US$702 and the Human Development Index ranking of 185 (out of 189 
countries), it ranks as one of the poorest countries in the world (UNDP, 2018).  
Since attaining independence from Belgium in 1962, the country has been plagued 
by internal conflict and violence as different political actors mobilise for power 
and control over the country’s resources.  This has resulted in successive waves of 
displacement and re-displacement, the most recent of which has been taking place 
over the last four years since the sitting president’s controversial decision to seek 
a third term in office in 2015 which was deemed unconstitutional by his political 
opponents.  
	 Burundi exemplifies the hypocrisy of the global North in relation to 
aid and migration in three respects.  First, aid has largely failed Burundi.  This 
is because the international aid community, in conjunction with local actors, 
failed to address the root causes of internal conflict.  Although peace negotiations, 
held in Arusha, Tanzania, were widely declared a ‘success’ (see Campbell, 2015), 
ongoing reports of political intimidation in the years that followed (Gaynor, 
2014), and the overt insecurity and violence that has characterised the last four 
years (Human Rights Watch, 2019; UNHCR, 2019b), indicate a profound failure 
in aid efforts from 2000 forward.  According to analysts, this failure was due to the 
aid community’s focus on high level politics while ignoring local concerns (Curtis, 
2013; Gaynor, 2014); underfunding and poor implementation of the security sector 
reform process (Grauvogel, 2016); and a lack of support for returning refugees 
(Purdekovà, 2016).  As in the case of neighbouring Rwanda (see Reyntjens, 2008; 
Beswick, 2010; Gaynor, 2016), the international community’s need for a success 
story dominated international narratives and strategy around the Burundian 
process from 2000 forward.  As Campbell (cited in Grauvogel, 2016: 8) notes: ‘in 
the wake of the “unexpected success of Arusha”, the international community, and 
especially Western donors, ignored the negative patterns that became visible from 
2006 onwards’.  

Second, although partially responsible for the current crisis, the global 
North is unwilling to shoulder its proportion of the burden.  Although Burundi 
ranks as one of the poorest countries in the world, Burundian migrants are 
largely denied access to employment opportunities in the global North.  During 
the last four years, over 400,000 people have fled the country.  Over half have 
been welcomed in the neighbouring country of Tanzania, while Rwanda, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), and Uganda have hosted 72,612, 
45,447 and 42,334 respectively (UNHCR, 2019c).  International migration figures 
are significantly lower, registering in the hundreds per annum in contrast to 
regional figures.  Canada, the United States, Belgium and France are the main 
Northern recipient countries.  Ireland has accepted no Burundian refugees since 
2000 (OECD, 2019b).  Refugees in Tanzania are not allowed to work (Lukunka, 
2011), and employment opportunities in other neighbouring countries are limited.  
Thus, opportunities to directly assist families and communities at home through 
remittances are minimal.  This explains why Burundi’s remittances account for 
less than 1 percent of its GDP (World Bank, 2019b).  
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Third, the global North appears unwilling to assist both internally 
displaced people and migrants and refugees in Burundi’s neighbouring countries.  
According to the UNHCR, the Burundian refugee crisis was the least funded 
internationally in 2018.  In 2019, there has been a shortfall of 78 percent in the 
required funding, with just US$64 million of the $293 million required secured 
(UNHCR, 2019d).  This acute shortfall in international support means that 
regional borders are now closing and options to leave are becoming more and 
more difficult.  Refugees are no longer being granted refugee status on a prima 
facie basis in Tanzania, Uganda, and the DRC (UNHCR, 2019c).  Meanwhile, for 
those living in refugee camps in neighbouring countries, conditions are very poor.  
Widespread overcrowding and cholera are reported. More recently, the situation of 
refugees in Tanzanian camps has worsened considerably with the announcement 
of forced repatriation after 1 October 2019.  The Tanzanian government states 
that, in the face of broken promises of funding and support from the international 
community, it can no longer afford to host refugees (Ross, 2019). While both the 
Tanzanian and Burundian governments claim that conditions in Burundi have 
now stabilised, refugees fear otherwise.  As one anonymous refugee, speaking to 
the BBC suggested, ‘It’s very unfortunate.  What have the international community 
or Tanzania done to stop Nkurunziza’s government from persecuting people? 
There are killings, abductions and dead bodies found later.  They are pushing us 
back to be killed’ (Ibid.).

As a political stalemate continues between regional governments and 
international agencies over who is responsible and who should take action, 
displaced households are left in limbo, living in deplorable conditions and under 
a threat of forced repatriation. This international failure to adequately respond to 
the political and humanitarian crisis is both irresponsible and untenable given the 
abject failure of internationally sanctioned, and internationally acclaimed, efforts 
at aid and peacebuilding in Burundi.  The Burundi case exemplifies the global 
North’s fundamental hypocrisy in relation to aid, migration and asylum seekers. 

Conclusion
There will always be a place for aid in global efforts to secure greater equality and 
justice.  Yet its limitations and, where applicable, the damage caused by inappropriate 
(although often well meaning) initiatives needs to be publicly acknowledged.  The 
agency and capacity of Southern actors to actively engage in their own and their 
country’s development also needs to be acknowledged and supported.  The days of 
the white saviour are over.  Complementary mechanisms of development finance 
need to be explored. Yet the development sector largely chooses to ignore them.  
For example, while Goal 10 of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) refers 
to polices for ‘safe and orderly migration’, nothing is said about opening borders 
and increasing employment opportunities in the global North so that migrants 
can help themselves and their families (UN, 2019: 13).  While Goal 17 makes 
references to remittances as a support in implementing the SDGs, no link is made 
to the barriers and obstacles facing migrants in the global North (UN, 2019: 56).  
Indeed, the wider shortcomings of the SDGs in addressing global poverty and 
inequality are discussed elsewhere in this issue (McCloskey, 2019). 
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As aid flows dwindle and stagnate, and as the international community 
chooses to ignore its responsibilities and obligations at home towards particular 
communities and people, we, as development educators, need to challenge and 
question the inconsistencies and hypocrisy underpinning aid and migration 
attitudes and policies.  We need to be at the forefront in calls for complementary 
and alternative mechanisms of development finance which afford greater agency 
and support to Southern people seeking employment and livelihoods elsewhere.  
This means overtly challenging the incipient racism and ‘me-first-ism’ which 
permeates public discourse and attitudes towards migrants.  Opening our borders 
and labour markets to incoming migrants provides one mechanism which can go 
some way towards redressing the global imbalance of power and resources.  
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Higher Education for Refugees:  The Case of 
Syria
Helen Avery and Salam Said

Abstract: The refugee crisis is also a crisis in education.  While attention is 
frequently directed toward primary and secondary school levels, higher education 
is a strategic issue for refugees, both as individuals and for long term processes 
of post-conflict recovery and peacebuilding.  Education prospects and content 
are drivers of onwards migration, but also affect economic structures on return.  
Higher education has the potential to support sustainable socio-economic 
development, but impacts will depend on which strategies are adopted and 
which types of capacity are prioritised.  The article examines the issue of access 
to higher education for Syrian refugees, describing the situation in Lebanon in 
particular.  Foreign interests can fuel sectarianism as well as creating economic 
structural dependencies.  Both existing and possible future options supported 
by the international community are considered here, and discussed with respect 
to how they might affect opportunities for democratic and autonomous societal 
developments.  

Key words: Higher Education; Refugee Education; Syrian Refugees; Radicalisation; 
Peacebuilding; Economic Dependency; Social Justice; Socio-economic Development.

Introduction
‘We are facing the biggest refugee and displacement crisis of our time.  Above all, 
this is not just a crisis of numbers; it is also a crisis of solidarity’ (United Nations 
High Commission for Refugees [UNHCR], 2015a: 5).  This statement by the former 
United Nations Secretary General, Ban Ki Moon, in August 2016 calling for global 
solidarity, points to the urgent need for an appropriate ‘action’ to find a durable 
solution for the rising numbers of ‘persons of concern’ who are mainly refugees, 
internally displaced persons (IDPs), asylum-seekers, returned refugees and 
stateless persons (UNHCR, 2017).  It also refers to the limited financial resources 
of the United Nations (UN) and its high dependency on wealthy member states.  
The number of registered refugees grew from 1.7 million in 1955 to more than 
21.3 million in 2016, while the number of ‘persons of concern’ amounted to 65.3 
million in 2016 (UNHCR, 2016a; UNHCR, 2017).  The main countries of origin 
of refugees in 2015 and 2016 were Syria, Afghanistan and Somalia, all countries 
which have experienced long-term conflicts (UNHCR, 2015a: 5; UNHCR, 2016a).  
However, the ongoing conflict in Syria ranks as the worst since the end of the Cold 
War (Gates et al., 2016). 

Only 18 per cent of the world’s refugees are hosted in developed 
countries of the global North, while 82 per cent are hosted by countries in the 
global South (UNHCR, 2015a: 5).  Social and economic impacts on host countries 
are considerable (UNHCR-UNDP, 2015; Awad, 2015; Zirack, 2016), and lack 
of sufficient humanitarian and development assistance may trigger a new set 
of crises, creating a self-perpetuating vicious circle of dependence and distress 
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(Wazani, 2014; UNHCR-UNDP 2015; Awad, 2015; Zirack, 2016).  With regard to 
the Middle East and North Africa, global responses have been severely questioned, 
and Awad (2015: 25) argues that they have contributed to the ‘fragility of nation-
states in the Middle East’. 

Various suggestions have been put forward by the UN to alleviate 
suffering and to overcome socio-economic challenges in the host countries.  
Such suggestions include resettlement and return programmes, while emphasis 
has been placed to differing degrees on self-reliance or integration in the host 
country (UNHCR, 2015a: 23).  However, long term developments observed for 
previous waves of refugees suggest that efforts have so far proved insufficient 
to avoid continued or escalating crises in host countries.  Examples include the 
deteriorating situation of Palestinian refugees in camps in Lebanon and Jordan 
since the 1960s, or the Dadaab camp in Kenya established in 1991 to provide 
refuge for people fleeing civil war in Somalia (Aljazeera, 2016b; Zolberg, Suhrke 
and Aguayo, 1989; Dryden-Peterson, 2016; Yeung, 2016).  Strategic reflection on 
how to create more favourable conditions for countries affected by massive forced 
displacement is complicated by the fact that countries that organise and financially 
support humanitarian and development efforts in the wake of armed conflict, 
may at the same time be contributing to such conflicts.  Geopolitical agendas are 
pursued either directly by military intervention or, indirectly, through logistical 
support and arms deliveries to the parties in conflict (Selby and Tadros, 2016).
	 This article discusses the significance of higher education (HE) for 
refugees in the context of the Syrian crisis.  Constraints affecting access to 
education in Lebanon and other host countries are outlined, as well as some of the 
strategic choices to be confronted to avoid cycles of violence and increasing loss of 
autonomy in the long term.  

Higher education for refugees: Educating for a shift in paradigm
Among the arguments for prioritising higher education for refugees is the 
stabilisation of society by combatting radicalisation.  We argue that, in the long 
term, ‘security’ cannot be achieved by military control and repression.  Besides 
external interests that might - for religious, ideological, economic or geopolitical 
reasons - be financing radical groups in countries such as Syria or Iraq, the societal 
conditions for radicalisation in the Middle East often stem from a lack of hope.  
This hopelessness is often rooted in a lack of viable alternatives for the future in a 
context of political repression and rising socio-economic injustice.  Turning the 
tide amounts to creating a basis for visions of hope and empowerment and, here, 
rhetoric is not enough: the perspectives for the future need to be credible.  This 
involves creating a vibrant economy, serving real needs and creating sustainable 
livelihoods, as well as improving the environment and increasing future resilience 
in times of global turbulence.  It also means stepping out of the paradigm of colonial 
dependence and subordination, collective humiliations, political repression 
and corrupt government or political-economic elites (Selby and Tadros, 2016).  
These processes require international efforts of solidarity, with agenda-setting 
determined by the people concerned.  

There are three interrelated sets of issues that are fundamental for refugee 
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higher education, which relate to the society-building and long-term functions of 
higher education.  Firstly, refugee HE needs to build capacity for addressing new 
and rapidly changing problems, in settings with a high degree of instability (Bryan, 
2015; Munck et al., 2013).  Secondly, these problems are situated at the level of 
society as a whole – they are massive in scale, cutting across sectors, institutions 
and national borders (Bryan, 2015; Dryden-Peterson, 2016).  Thirdly, funding 
needs to be mobilised for the public good, addressing long-term challenges at a 
time when HE is increasingly tied to private sector interests and mechanisms of 
marketisation (Bryan, 2015; Morrow and Torres, 2000).  

A fourth set of issues relates to the conditions of refugees as students and 
the often dire circumstances of their daily lives.  In many cases, being a refugee 
means you have experienced violence and lived under humiliating conditions.  
Surviving day to day can be a challenge.  Even those fortunate enough to escape 
the worst situations are affected by ongoing events within conflict zones.  The fate 
of friends and family, as well as the constant feeling of uncertainty and insecurity, 
all create huge mental and emotional pressures.  These are preconditions for 
radicalisation and extremism.  Under such circumstances, HE has the potential 
to open a window beyond the conflict in the home country and the miserable 
situation in their refugee camp (UNHCR, 2015b).  

Kirk and Sherab (2016) argue that HE will protect refugees against 
marginalisation and abuse, as well as enable them to support their communities 
in exile and contribute to the future development of their home countries.  So, 
in this sense, HE can be considered as a ‘bridge between emergency response 
and sustainable development’ (Kirk and Sherab, 2016: 13).  Importantly, also, 
the perspective that sees education as the realisation of individual aspirations 
(or as the societal challenge to provide education for a number of individuals) 
differs from the perspective of considering the educational needs of society and 
society-building.  Thus, for instance, when individuals pay for higher education, 
it would typically be directed at enabling a personal career and socio-economic 
advancement that will eventually justify the money invested in studies.  

Under a situation of massive destruction or protracted conflict, social 
reconciliation and reconstruction efforts need to be considered in terms of society-
building, rather than simply re-establishing previous structures.  In the case of 
Syria, a number of deficits existed pre-conflict, in educational capacity (Said, 
2013).  But as a result of the conflict, a new set of problems have been created most 
notably including the issues of radicalisation and polarisation.  The demographic 
profile of different areas and of the country as a whole has changed as a result of 
the conflict (Eskaf, 2016; Picali, 2016), resulting from calculated changes to the 
ethnic, religious and political characteristics of different zones.  Additionally, the 
future economy and institutions will need to function with fewer qualified people, 
as a consequence of massive brain drain as well as losing years of training and 
schooling (Deane, 2016).  

Not only do societal institutions need to be established in a situation 
where resources will probably be scarce and society is fragmented, but these 
structures must be innovative and function adequately from the outset, to avoid a 
new cascade of destructive crises.  Such innovation is not a luxury or an add-on.  
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On the one hand, there is a likelihood that various aspects of existing institutions 
contributed to the dynamics of the conflict in the first place.  But on the other, 
and importantly, the post-conflict situation will in itself demand new types of 
structures.  A deep-reaching renewal of structures is further needed because 
the region - and indeed the planet - is in a period of rapid transition (Munck 
et al, 2013), with factors such as climate change contributing new pressures 
(Bryan, 2015).  The impacts of rising food prices or changing weather patterns 
are particularly acute for vulnerable populations, and additional economic crises 
and unfair policies could cause extreme social volatility.  According to a study by 
Barakat and Milton (2015: 1) higher education:

“…is able to act as a catalyst for the recovery of war-torn countries in the 
Arab world, not only by supplying the skills and knowledge needed to 
reconstruct shattered economic and physical infrastructure, but also by 
supporting the restoration of collapsed governance systems and fostering 
social cohesion.  As home to the strategically vital 18-25 age group, 
higher education can help shelter and protect an important subset of 
young men and women during crisis situations, maintaining their hopes 
in the future, and preventing them from being driven into the hands of 
violent groups”.

Against this background, refugee HE is not primarily a question of providing 
conventional schooling or training to a particular population living today 
under difficult circumstances (Dryden-Peterson, 2016), but rather reimagining 
education so it can support members of a society who have experienced a certain 
degree of violence and psychological trauma and who will in the future be facing a 
particular set of challenges.  A wide range of technical and organisational capacities 
are required (Deane, 2016), alongside powerful peace-building strategies and a 
value system based on freedom, participation and democracy. 

While attention needs to be devoted to HE sensitive to the immediate and 
urgent needs of refugees as students, the long-term effects of strategies for refugee 
HE must not be neglected.  This implies a focus on HE above all as a question of local 
and regional autonomy in terms of the ability to set agendas (Hickling-Hudson, 
2000).  HE centred on the refugees’ own local context is further required, both to 
ensure sufficient understanding of the needs and interests of the local population, 
rather than foreign interests (Selby and Tadros, 2016).  This is paramount so that 
reconstruction does not lead to subsequent positions of structural dependency, 
where economic development is driven by foreign commercial interests, while 
ensuing social and environmental costs are paid by international humanitarian 
agencies. 

Strategies in refugee education for Syrians
In a crisis such as the ongoing war in Syria, the demands are so vast and the 
resources so limited that it is difficult to know where to start.  The urgency of the 
situation, as well as a humanitarian framing of the issues at stake, tends to place 
emphasis on immediate needs rather than long term developments (Dryden-
Peterson, 2016; Selby and Tadros, 2016).  Higher education may in such contexts 
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be seen as less fundamental and urgent than questions of survival.  It could also 
be argued that individuals should finance studies themselves, since the educated 
are more likely to be earning higher salaries post-HE.  But deprioritising HE for 
refugees and decentring it from the region has serious consequences.  The policy 
increases brain drain on the one hand, and on the other, creates a ‘lost generation’ 
of young people (Deane, 2016). 

As many reports emphasise, in the case of Syria, far too many young 
refugees are missing schooling today (London Progress Report, 2016).  But more 
attention needs to be devoted to the ways in which education relates to livelihoods 
and future educational pathways.  The type of education refugees can access today 
does not help them access decent jobs (Dryden-Peterson, 2016), particularly in 
view of various obstacles they face on the labour market in the host countries.  In 
Lebanon and Jordan, for instance, Syrians are not allowed to work in a number 
of professions, and securing work permits is time consuming and expensive 
(Armstrong, 2016; Wazani, 2014: 103).  Importantly, offering primary or even 
secondary education locally in the regional host countries is not enough, since as 
long as further education prospects are closed in the region, people are likely to 
seek a better future abroad.

University-aged Syrian refugees were estimated at 150,000 in 2016.  At 
best, six per cent of these will have the opportunity to study at universities in the 
host countries or in so-called ‘third countries’ (Luo and Craddock, 2016), while 
the majority are barred from access to further educational pathways.  These young 
people are likely to find themselves among the unskilled, illegal and underpaid 
labour force in the host countries, or become potential candidates for recruitment 
in regular or irregular armed forces (Barakat and Milton, 2015; Deane, 2016).  
Their motivation to work in harsh conditions, or to be involved in conflict, lies 
in earning money to fill the financial gap for their families and be independent of 
charity and aid.  It is also based on the need to claim an identity, redefine their role 
in society and do something to change their miserable status.  In short, the socio-
economic conditions under which the Syrian refugees in Lebanon and Jordan are 
living are well short of basic human dignity (Human Rights Watch, 2016; Jamjoom 
and Khalaf, 2015). 

Refugee camps in Lebanon are illegal (although they exist in practice), 
while the camps in Jordan are described by refugees as akin to a large prison, 
since strict rules control the movement inside the camps and the infrastructure 
is poor (Barolini, 2016).  Nonetheless, the majority of Syrian refugees in both 
Lebanon and Jordan are living outside regular camps and suffer high levels of 
discrimination from the local authorities and communities (Dahi 2014; Jamjoom 
and Khalaf, 2015).  Lebanese apprehensions are no doubt coloured by the country’s 
experience with Palestinian refugees, who became long-term camp residents 
living in dire conditions (Aljazeera, 2016a), and whose presence has served as a 
pretext for occupation and attacks.  The tensions in Lebanon, in particular, can 
be understood in light of the close but complex historical relationships between 
Syrians and Lebanese.  Today, low-paid Syrians are pushing down wages and 
competing for jobs with the poorest sections of Lebanese society (Oxfam, 2017).  
Lebanon’s involvement in the conflict through Hezbollah’s support for the Assad 
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regime, on the one hand, and the Sunni community’s support for the opposition 
on the other, has also exacerbated the effects of the conflict on all sides (Dahi, 
2014; Khatib, 2014). 

The HE situation of Syrian refugees in the region is largely dependent 
on higher education provision and the levels of socio-economic development 
in the host countries.  Lebanon and Jordan suffer from serious socio-economic 
problems, such as unemployment, income inequality and social injustice (ILO, 
2013, UNHCR-UNDP, 2015: 13-15).  At the same time, both countries follow a 
neoliberal economic policy that tends to worsen problems rather than resolve 
them (Selby and Tadros, 2016).  Private schools and universities for the wealthy 
have a long tradition in these countries, and elevated fees prevent access to HE 
for the children of domestic workers, farmers or low-income employees.  Public 
education is under-funded and the quality of provision was already deteriorating 
before the current crisis (Frayha, 2009: 1; Tabbaa, 2011). 

While HE in Lebanon and Jordan remains out of reach for most refugees, 
opportunities outside the host countries of the region are not unproblematic.  
Studying abroad involves devoting a disproportionate amount of time, resources 
and energy, to meet formal entry requirements and overcome other obstacles.  
Another key higher education issue in third countries lies in the fact that, 
although the diaspora can perform valuable services in many ways - such as in 
the case of Ethiopia (Amazan, 2014) - it will not replace the need for local people 
with relevant educational attainment.  Importantly, existing HE curricula in third 
countries help build capacity in society through the provision of training and 
skills but do not meet the present and future regional needs of the Middle East, 
and in particular the specific dimensions connected to post-conflict recovery and 
reconciliation processes.   

The case of Syrians in Lebanon
Before the Lebanese government closed its borders to Syrian refugees in January 
2015, they could easily travel to Lebanon and get a visa on the border. There 
were nonetheless a number of obstacles to HE, particularly financial resources 
and required school or university documents (ILO, 2013).  Refugees without 
secondary school leaving qualifications could not gain an equivalent Lebanese 
certificate, since Syrian students were not allowed to enrol in public schools 
until 2014.  Today, Syrian children are allowed to attend public schools, but not 
together with Lebanese students and they are only allowed to attend evening 
shifts.  Moreover, many cannot afford to go to school because they lack the money 
to cover transport and other costs (ILO, 2013; Interview with HN, a Syrian activist 
and expert on education for Syrian refugees in a Lebanon-based NGO, Berlin, 27 
December 2016). 

The cost of education is a major impediment to attending HE.  
Examination fees at the Ministry for Education and HE reach up to $100 for 
secondary school leaving certificates and up to $200 for Bachelor diplomas.  
Student fees at Lebanese universities vary between $600 at public and more than 
$4,000 at private universities.  After January 2015, access to HE became even more 
difficult, since universities started to ask for residency permits, which denied a 
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large number of illegal refugees access to higher education.  Obtaining residency 
permits is not only expensive, but the conditions that applicants need to meet are 
prohibitive.  Legally enrolled students at universities get six months to one-year 
permits.  Securing a permit extension is a time-consuming process, as it requires 
all the documents that were already provided for the first application (Interview 
with HN, 2017).  

While some families try to provide a future for their children by migrating, 
or sending their children away alone, others invest in local education as a step 
to later pursue education abroad.  Many humanitarian organisations and private 
schools stress English language skills, which can be seen as an approach aiming 
to facilitate further schooling abroad.  Gaining competence to study in countries 
outside the region, however, is an inefficient and costly way to be educated, whether 
from the perspective of individuals or in considering the impact of resources 
invested by NGOs with a humanitarian or development agenda.  Long years are 
lost in acquiring residency status, validating prior qualifications, learning foreign 
languages, and gaining social capital in the countries of study. 

For Syrian, as well as other war refugees, migration polices in Europe, 
generally aim at integrating the educated refugees in their own labour markets, 
rather than offering capacity-building training and supporting reconstruction 
of the home country of refugees (European Parliament, 2016).  A mismatch of 
curricular content available abroad to regional conditions contributes to preventing 
the future return of an educated diaspora, as well as favouring less than optimal 
solutions when professionals do return to their communities, as in the case of 
Ethiopia (Amazan, 2014).  Refugees also need to earn their living quickly, and their 
choice of education pathway will be influenced by their individual perceptions 
of future opportunities.  The strategy of studying abroad thereby increases both 
short and long term dependence on foreign expertise, and reduces the capacity 
for strategic reflection and agenda-setting locally.  Additionally, the question of 
‘localising’ knowledge and know-how gained during studies abroad is far from 
straightforward.  Most knowledge is very tightly linked to specific technology, 
which in turn is linked to powerful companies that control these technologies. 

At a societal level, consolidating a foreign-educated elite (Hickling-
Hudson, 2000) can increase social divisions and distance the educated from 
concerns of the wider communities.  Inversely, if HE curricula were centred 
on society-building and the needs of the community, social cohesion could be 
increased.  Models for new forms of institutions, technologies and structures 
could be tested locally and refined.  Importantly, when the educated are able to 
serve their own communities, the need for external support is reduced.  

Current responses to refugees’ higher education needs 
Higher education directed towards refugees has not received as much attention as 
primary and secondary education, either from the humanitarian agencies or from 
donors (Barakat and Milton, 2015; Dryden-Peterson, 2016; Kirk and Sherab, 2016).  
The response to the lack of HE opportunities has generally speaking been limited 
to scholarship programmes, distance learning, providing e-learning platforms and 
some projects to found universities for refugees (Barakat and Milton, 2015: 6; Luo 
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and Craddock, 2016).  However, HE for refugees has increasingly come to the fore 
as a key issue since 2015 - one year after the large wave of young refugees travelling 
to Europe.  

Higher education was expressed as a priority in the UNHCR 2012-2016 
education strategy (UNHCR 2015c: 1), and several initiatives have emerged since.  
In the case of Syria, scholarship programmes have been expanded to cover larger 
numbers of students and provide HE opportunities at universities in Jordan, 
Turkey and Lebanon.  In addition, many capacity-building and training courses 
have been announced for skilled Syrian refugees such as the Tahdir programme 
of Arab Reform Initiative 2017 (O’Keeffe and Pásztor, 2017).  Capacity-building 
and HE as a contribution to reconstruction in post-war Syria is becoming a 
mainstream topic in several international reports and press articles (Magaziner, 
2015; UNHCR, 2016b; Gonzalez, 2017).  Donor countries as well as international 
development and humanitarian organisations have made efforts to coordinate 
their activities related to higher education.  These activities aim to support refugees 
to be independent, get decent employment in the host countries and become 
potential actors in the reconstruction of Syria (Lindsey, 2016).  The foundation 
for refugee students (UAF), German Academic exchange services (DAAD), the 
Swedish Institute, the international NGO SPARK, the Albert Einstein German 
Academic Refugee Initiative (DAFI), as well as Al-Fanar, are some examples of 
the initiatives that deliver HE to Syrian refugees (Bollag, 2016; CAE-team, 2017).  

Such initiatives solve the financial and administrative problems of many 
fortunate and well-qualified refugees, who secure these scholarships.  However, 
they do not address the overall problem of interrupted schooling for young people 
who have not obtained secondary leaving qualifications.  In 2015-16, only two per 
cent of Syrian refugees between 15-18 years were enrolled in the school system in 
Lebanon and only six per cent of refugees aged 14-17 years received secondary 
education in Jordan (Kirk and Sherab, 2016; London Progress Report, 2016).  That 
means there are more than 150,000 students of HE-age in Jordan and Lebanon 
without a secondary leaving certificate, and who will not be able to take advantage 
of the HE opportunities outlined above.  In addition, scholarship conditions to 
study in Europe or non-Arabic speaking countries are quite demanding for a 
refugee student, who has limited opportunities in the camps to improve English 
language skills or access e-learning programmes.  Thus an additional challenge for 
an effective refugee HE strategy is to ensure that students with interrupted and 
inadequate secondary education can move on to further education (ILO, 2013: 17). 

Practical challenges in developing refugee curricula for higher education
Considering the gap between the scope of existing initiatives and the level of 
demand, we need to create a HE curriculum for capacity-building equal to 
the highly complex cross-sectoral issues and wide range of geographical and 
institutional settings pertaining to refugees.  The underlying problem here is 
financing and legitimisation, considering that HE is typically institutionally 
supported and financed either by national or commercial actors.  Another set 
of HE institutions in the Middle East have been established by foreign political 
actors, including the American, German and Islamic universities, as a part of 
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their foreign policy or so-called ‘soft power’ (Nye, 2005).  It is thus difficult to 
find actors who would be motivated to sponsor relevant HE for reconstruction 
and recovery of a country other than their own, unless they have commercial or 
political interests.  

Collaboration across HE contexts in the global South facing similar 
post-conflict or development challenges is a possible strategy to address refugee 
education needs.  But this is also not unproblematic, for a variety of reasons.  Besides 
the issue of overall access to resources in contexts of post-conflict reconstruction, 
countries in the global South are themselves in positions of dependency towards 
stronger actors.  The same types of quality criteria, accountability and assessment 
mechanisms are applied globally, as in the global North, leaving little space to 
establish relevant curricula.  Access to international publications and databases is 
costly and therefore tends to be reduced in southern contexts.  Communication 
and instruction mediums remain a concern, when collaborating across linguistic 
borders.  Academic environments are not only under pressure from commercially 
or geopolitically motivated actors, but by local elites and bureaucracies, often 
beset by rival factions or ideologically and religiously motivated interests. 

While Syria can draw on diverse perspectives and alliances that can 
potentially enrich intellectual development (Amazan, 2014), there is also a real risk 
that sectarian and political conflicts among foreign parties involved in the Syrian 
conflict may cascade into refugee communities educated in different contexts, and 
obstruct future cooperation in the reconstruction phase.  A number of Islamic 
education projects in particular are tied to the interests of Turkey, Iran, Saudi 
Arabia or the Gulf States.  Under the circumstances, possible strategies include: 
1) diversifying dependencies to increase autonomy; 2) working with global 
networks and NGOs; 3) working with institutions or HE departments which 
have a progressive agenda and may already be oriented towards such concerns; 4) 
developing networks of such HE environments to mutually increase capacity in 
areas of society-building competences; and 5) working with the diasporas.  

Combining diversification and networking can reduce vulnerability and 
dependency.  An additional advantage is that Syrian academics and wider society 
can benefit from inputs from a wider range of HE traditions, and more particularly 
traditions which allow the development of creativity and critical thinking skills.  
Advocates of internationalisation have long stressed the benefits of learning from 
other cultures and societal models, as well as opening enriching dialogues across 
cultures and contexts.  International networks thus have considerable potential.  
At the same time, building new structures requires sustained attention and 
commitment over time, and that is challenging even within a given local context.  
These challenges multiply when involving multiple, geographically dispersed 
actors.  

Conclusions
While conflict represents the greatest direct cause of vast waves of refugees, poverty, 
economic crisis, political repression, social injustice and climate change have also 
been significant factors in displacing millions of people.  Highly complex geopolitical 
and global economic forces thus contribute to creating and perpetuating intolerable 
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life conditions for refugees.  This implies that any response to the ongoing crisis 
needs to address the roots of the crisis, and long-term consequences of action that is 
taken.  Strategies in this field notably need to consider in which ways action may stop 
the spiral of armed conflict, improve socio-economic development and contribute 
to stabilisation and de-radicalisation of societies.

Regardless of how the situation evolves, in the case of Syria, a large 
proportion of Syrians who fled the conflict will remain in other countries.  Clearly, 
the main efforts of education - at primary, secondary or tertiary levels - are and 
will be oriented towards integration into host communities.  But focus on these 
legitimate objectives should not detract attention from the long-term impact of 
HE strategies, and the need to build capacity that will benefit conflict-afflicted 
regions (Deane, 2016).  There is thus a need for refugee higher education, oriented 
toward the needs of future reconstruction, peacebuilding, and economic recovery.  
This kind of capacity will also be needed to build a bridge between the Syrian 
diaspora and reconstruction efforts within Syria itself.

At the global level, HE strategies for refugees cannot be considered in 
isolation from the socio-economic context of the affected country and the host 
countries in the global South that bear the heaviest load of refugees.  Therefore, 
HE strategies have to be well coordinated with other socio-economic development 
strategies in and for the regions.  To find sustainable solutions, high coordination 
efforts are also required at a global level to deliver HE to refugees, and more 
generally, deliver relevant and equitable HE in the global South. 
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Migration and Public Policy in a Fragmenting 
European Union 
Gerard McCann

Abstract: This article will assess the manner in which the principal of free 
movement within the European Union (EU), with particular reference to 
vulnerable people, has been re-construed since mid-2015 and the Mediterranean 
migrant crisis, and will suggest a role for public policy - including education 
- which will positively engage with the migrant experience.  It will look at the 
migrant support framework as it has adapted to current geo-political changes 
and will reflect on how the treatment of refugees and asylum seekers has been 
dealt with through diverging policy interpretations and racial stereotyping.  It will 
also review the changing system and policy architecture for the free movement 
of people with reference to the Geneva Convention on the Status of Refugees, the 
Stockholm Programme, the Dublin Protocol, the New York Declaration and the 
controversial March 2016 EU-Turkey action plan.  The article will  then reflect 
on the manner in which public policy within the EU needs to react to shifting 
mentalities regarding the recent flow of people, and suggests how the sensitive 
topic of forced migration - and the integration of the families and individuals who 
are subjected to this imposition - can be appropriately addressed through policy 
and institutional realignment (Lafleur and Stanek, 2017: 1-8; 215-224; Geddes and 
Scholten, 2016: 237-244). 

Key words: European Union; Migration; Asylum-Seekers; Refugees; Free 
Movement; Policy Architecture; Education; Institutional Realignment.

The framework to date
The movement of people has been a policy concern for the institutions of the EU 
since its inception. Indeed, discussions on the management of the flow of people 
can be charted as far back as the seminal Messina Conference of June 1955.  As 
the policy framework evolved two parallel issues came into play; labour shifts and 
accommodating those looking for protection (see Boswell and Geddes, 2011: 23-
28).  While internal labour recruitment policies have been under scrutiny since 
the West German ‘gastarbeiter’ scheme came under stress in spring 1973 with the 
unrestricted flow of Turkish workers, uncoordinated attempts by the member states 
of the EU to address the challenges of people seeking sanctuary from persecution, 
genocide or hunger, came to a head in the summer of 2015.  Vulnerable civilians, 
forced to flee and being used as a weapon of war in a sweep of conflicts across the 
Middle East and Africa, brought forward humanitarian challenges not witnessed 
in Europe since the last months of the Second World War.  One result of this 
changing scenario has been that the agencies managing public policy across the 
EU have been totally unprepared in mobilising or informing civil society of the 
urgent need to provide support for persecuted families and individuals. 

With this recent migrant flow, the EU - precious of its principle of free 
movement - has been faced with a crisis of purpose unprecedented in its history.  
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While internal movement had in the past been relatively functional for labour 
needs within the confines of the single market and for EU citizens, the additional 
complication of free movement for refuge has exposed a fundamental fault-line 
(Ortega and Peri, 2014: 231-235).  Arguably, solutions that have been constructed 
to integrate, resettle or return those who have attempted to enter EU member 
states since the summer of 2015 have been disparate, damaging and complacent in 
the deaths of thousands of innocent people (IOM, May 2016).  Furthermore, the 
problems that have arisen have placed the very concept of free movement, most 
visibly applied within the Schengen zone since June 1985, into question.  

Jörg Dräger and Aart De Geus commented in their 2016 article on the 
crisis that the outcome of policy changes towards the movement of vulnerable 
people escaping war and crippling poverty, primarily, must be beneficial for those 
moving, those hosting and for sustainable development in the country of origin 
(2016: 9-10).  This three-way matrix gives some idea of the transnational scale 
of the problem and the deeply sensitive nature of the solutions needed.  In the 
event, it was leadership that was missing in managing the 2015 migration of 
people, leaving an anti-migrant vacuum to be filled by populist, nationalistic 
and racist platforms.  Beyond non-governmental organisations (NGOs) working 
directly with migrant issues, other sympathetic voices have been critical and in 
direct opposition to racist populist media and political sceptics.  The innovative 
Vision Europe Summit in Lisbon in November 2016 concluded its deliberations 
with options for ‘a social justice response’ to the crisis, based on humanitarian 
policies, a ‘whole-of-society’ strategy and a concerted shift in social and state 
attitudes towards vulnerable people seeking integration into the apparent safety 
of Europe.  This approach, along with others from academia and the development 
sector, anticipated profound implications for host societies, changes to political 
mentalities and substantial policy adaptation (see www.fmreview.org).  This 
emerging lobby in support of migrants aims to reignite the humanitarian response 
against what has been labelled the ‘securitisation’ of policy (Boswell and Geddes, 
2011: 39; Papademetriou and Benton, 2016). The struggle, however, has only just 
begun and already it is an uphill battle.

The twenty-first century has witnessed the largest movement of people 
globally since the period immediately after fighting stopped at the close of the 
Second World War.  According to the EU ‘Labour Force Survey’ of migrants, 
12.7 per cent of EU residents aged 15-74 are foreign-born or have at least one 
foreign-born parent.  The EU-28 is host to about one fifth of the world’s migrants 
according to estimates from ‘Migrating out of Poverty’ (DFID, 2017).  By 2060, 
persons of all nationalities with at least one foreign-born parent are expected to 
account for close to one third of the EU-28 population.  An even larger percentage 
of the actual work-force will be of foreign descent.  In ‘normal’ circumstances - 
periods outside conflict with its resultant refugee flows - the net balance between 
the population and the labour force should remain stable within the European 
Union.  Indeed, as noted in the June 2016 Eurostat projections: ‘Increases in the 
employment rate, especially for women, older workers and young people, are 
needed to compensate for the expected decline of the working-age population 
(aged 20 to 64) by 4.3 million people by 2020’ (European Commisssion, June 
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2016).  That is, that many EU member states need migrants - internal or otherwise 
- to keep the economy on track for the purposes of sustained macro-economic 
development and to compliment the Europe Strategy 2020 economic development 
programme. 

Post-war, it was the Geneva Convention on the Status of Refugees that 
provided guidance for hosting vulnerable migrants, establishing ‘protection 
regimes’ for states managing the inflow of people from conflict zones.  The 
Convention carries a warning from the history that is very poignant in 2017, 
particularly with the deepening of anti-migration sentiment and policies within a 
number of EU member states:

“Developments in international human rights law also reinforce the 
principle that the Convention be applied without discrimination as to sex, 
age, disability, sexuality, or other prohibited grounds of discrimination… 
Importantly, the Convention contains various safeguards against the 
expulsion of refugees. The principle of nonrefoulement is so fundamental 
that no reservations or derogations may be made to it. It provides that no 
one shall expel or return (“refouler”) a refugee against his or her will, in 
any manner whatsoever, to a territory where he or she fears threats to life 
or freedom” (UN, 1951: 3).

In a normal political and economic scenario German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
would have been prudent to permit a managed, relatively open, migration policy 
in the summer of 2015.  It had worked successfully in the mid-1960s for the West 
German economy when one million Turkish ‘gastarbeiter’ were given entry, or in 
2004 in the United Kingdom and Ireland, when over a million eastern European 
workers were given access to a burgeoning, albeit credit based, economic boom.  
However, EU migrant projection strategies have seemingly been only functional 
under relatively stable circumstances (Mayda, 2006: 510-11; Boeri and Brucker, 
2005: 629-635).  The erratic migration flow of 2015 onwards was exceptional, with 
many driven by terror from their countries of origin to seek refuge, and European 
states were unprepared for the spike in immigration. 

The point cannot be lost, however, that migrants can - as actors in 
development - be an immense source of socio-economic regeneration for home 
and host countries.  This is confirmed, significantly, by the United Nations’ 
International Migration Report 2015:

“Countries of destination can also benefit from migration. In countries 
of destination, migrants often fill critical labour shortages, create jobs 
as entrepreneurs, and contribute in terms of taxes and social security 
contributions. Migrants, as some of the most dynamic members of 
society, can also forge new paths in science, medicine and technology 
and enrich their host communities by promoting cultural diversity” 
(UN, 2015: 2; also see Stalker, 2001: 63-99).   

This influence is apart from remittances going back to the country of origin, worth 
an estimated US $436 billion in 2014, with an average annual increase of over 4.4 
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per cent per year.  Important in this process of movement and integration is the 
principle set out in the Agenda for Sustainable Development, which highlights the 
positive contribution of migrants for accelerated economic growth and sustainable 
development.  Indeed, registering the importance of the issue, migration and 
mobility are addressed in 4 of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (2015).  
High growth and development in its broadest sense cannot be secured without 
the movement of people.  Ironically, this is the lesson of the economic success of 
the United States (US) and post-war Europe.  The Agenda emphasises the point 
that international migration is ‘multi-dimensional’ in that it has development 
importance for the countries of origin, transit and the eventual destination, and 
- significantly - requires bespoke, targeted and humanitarian responses.  On this, 
as the International Migration Report 2015 noted: ‘International cooperation is 
critical to ensure safe, orderly and regular migration involving full respect for 
human rights and the humane treatment of migrants and refugees’ (UN, 2015: 2).  
This again comes back to the policy architecture and how this can be adapted for 
successful migrant integration.
	  In the EU, apart from some erratic flows of people in the 2004-2007 
period after the accession of the Eastern states, the movement of people had not 
only stabilised, but had declined.  In 2013 only 1.7 million people had entered 
the member states from third countries, while there was 1.7 million migrating 
internally.  That is, more EU citizens were actually leaving Europe than coming in 
(EC, 2015: 36).  In order to manage these circumstances, the EU had put in place 
a series of Directives designed to enhance labour supply through demographic 
shifts.  The strategy can be seen as the rationale behind the main directives adopted 
in the area of immigration through this period, emanating from the October 1999 
Tampere Council on freedom and security, and reflecting issues pertinent to an 
evolving policy on movement: 

•	 Directive 2003/86/EC on the right to family reunification. 
•	 Directive 2003/109/EC on a long-term resident status for non-member 

nationals. 
•	 Directive 2004/114/EC on the admission of students. 
•	 Directive 2005/71/EC for the facilitation of the admission of researchers 

into the EU. 
•	 Directive 2008/115/EC for returning illegally staying third-country 

nationals. 
•	 Directive 2009/50/EC concerning the admission of highly skilled migrants.

This framework was augmented by a number of agreements and initiatives targeted 
at the successful integration of new communities into member states of the Union.  
The approach also accommodated the global flow of vulnerable people through 
the 2005 Global Approach to Migration and Mobility (GAMM), the overarching 
policy of the EU on external migration and asylum.  Its four objectives were: 

“better organising legal migration, and fostering well-managed mobility; 
preventing and combatting irregular migration, and eradicating 
trafficking in human beings; maximising the development impact 
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of migration and mobility; promoting international protection, and 
enhancing the external dimension of asylum” (EC, 2005: 1). 

Responding to crises
Something, arguably, shifted in the EU understanding of migration from the 
2010 period onwards, in large part to do with the need to confront recessionary 
economics.  The management of policies linked to migration had become 
immensely disjointed after responsibility shifted during the Lisbon Treaty shuffle 
from the Directorate-General for Humanitarian Aid (ECHO) to a position that 
was more politically and strategically worrying (Boswell and Geddes, 2011: 
39-43).  In effect migration was to become a security issue.  The Stockholm 
Programme - adopted by 27 EU heads of state and government in December 2009 
- set out a series of principles for the ongoing development of European policies 
on justice and home affairs for the period up to 2015.  It had a specific reference 
to migration.  Significantly, its 5-year plan came from the Directorate-General 
for Justice and Home Affairs, adapted from initial proposals put forward by the 
European Commission.  In effect, the policy was very obviously security driven.  
The European Parliament - an institution habitually aware of and vocal regarding 
humanitarian issues - was merely consulted on the proposals.  The security fixated 
Council had the final say as to content.  Consequently, policy intentions shifted 
somewhat from free movement, residency and humanitarian support, to justice 
and security.  Migration-related issues were, post 2009, being extracted from the 
precedents of the Geneva Convention.  This was being flagged up by observers 
and actors alike, such as the Danish Government, Statewatch and individual 
Commission personnel, who in March 2012 all reported that human rights were 
not being adequately protected through the policy framework and GAMM in 
particular (Martin, 2012: 5).

In order to bring about the agreed changes, the European Commission 
introduced an action plan to implement Stockholm, demarcating an area of 
freedom, security and justice for Europe’s citizens in 2010 (EC, COM (2010) 
171 final).  The plan set out a number of priority areas (giving some idea of the 
gravitation of the EU at that point) providing measures for: evaluating justice, 
freedom and security policies and mechanisms, training legal and security 
professionals as well as judicial and law enforcement authorities, new financial 
structures, public awareness-raising activities, and dialogue with civil society.  
Arguably the last two actions were to be neglected and remain under-resourced.  
Of Stockholm, Tony Bunyan, of Statewatch, commented that:

“The opening arguments use familiar concepts such as “the duty to protect 
and project our values and defend our interests” and to ensure that peoples’ 
“rights are fully respected and their security provided”. The problem is that 
while we can all agree on the “everlasting values” of freedom and privacy, 
the record of the EU is that it has put security before liberties and rights 
time and time again…” (Bunyan, 2010: 1).

With the civil war in Syria and North Africa in meltdown, and the enforced migration 
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of millions of civilians towards Europe in the summer of 2015, the security drive 
of Stockholm could not cope with the humanitarian complexities of the situation.  
In attempts to cobble together a common policy the response was desperate, 
uncoordinated and increasingly disconnected.  Confusion among the policy makers 
could be seen in the manner in which different countries reacted in wildly different 
ways, from building razor-wired fences and ‘containment camps’ to facilitating whole 
communities with innovative and generous support (for a comprehensive analysis of 
this breakdown in relations, see Forced Migration Review, January 2016). 

The thousands of deaths of migrants seeking refuge in Europe throughout 
the summer of 2015 brought the policies into international focus and disrepute, 
and necessitated a panicked response that, arguably, further complicated an already 
frustrated policy base.  As a consequence, ad hoc agreements were introduced and 
others adapted: the Dublin III Regulation on screening, fast-tracking or removing 
asylum seekers (EC, 19 July 2013), the United Nations’ New York Declaration, 
of which the EU was a key player (UN, 19 December 2016), and the European 
Agenda on Migration (EC, 15 May 2015).  All give an indication of the levels of 
disconnectedness, but all recognise that there has been a deepening humanitarian 
crisis that would, if not confronted, destabilise regions across the globe.  Article 
1.3 of the New York Declaration presented the crisis very clearly: 

“We are witnessing in today’s world an unprecedented level of human 
mobility. More people than ever before live in a country other than the one 
where they were born. Migrants are present in all countries in the world. 
Most of them move without incident. In 2015 their number surpassed 
244 million, growing at a rate faster than the world’s population. However, 
there are roughly 65 million forcibly displaced persons, including over 21 
million refugees, 3 million asylum-seekers and over 40 million internally 
displaced persons”. 

In the European Agenda migration management was deemed to be a shared 
responsibility, even though the dialogue alone caused an almost total breakdown 
in relations between increasingly restrictive authorities, such as Hungary, Poland 
and Slovakia, and other EU states, such as Sweden and Germany, which - for 
humanitarian motives - opened borders to refugees. Beyond the extremes, the 
urgency of hosting new communities was generally recognised among EU member 
states.  A xenophobic Hungarian government and the Brexit warped United 
Kingdom which voted to leave the EU in June 2016, were notable exceptions and 
stood in total contrast to the generosity and humanity of countries such as Greece 
and Italy (see The Guardian, 12 March 2016).  Also included in the Agenda’s policy 
adaptation were most of the countries of transit and, crucially, the countries of 
origin of migrants.  The hope, driven through the institutions and most member 
states, was that by combining both internal and external policies, the Agenda 
could provide a new, comprehensive approach which could enhance mutual trust 
and solidarity among EU member states and institutions (EC, May 2015).  In the 
meantime, those fleeing into and through Europe were met with widely differing 
interpretations of migrant policy, support and strategies for integration.
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The most telling representation of the fragmenting nature of policy-
making on the movement of people and migration within the EU came with the 
critical flow of immensely vulnerable Syrian refugees through the summer of 2016.  
The EU-Turkey Joint Action Plan, activated on 29 November 2015 and the 7 March 
2016 EU-Turkey statement, gives some indication of the humanitarian vacuum 
that had been created.  The very clauses are problematic: ‘Irregular migrants may 
be held in closed reception centres... Asylum seekers will be accommodated in 
open reception centres’.  Furthermore: 

“All new irregular migrants crossing from Turkey to the Greek islands 
as of 20 March 2016 will be returned to Turkey… For every Syrian 
being returned to Turkey from the Greek islands, another Syrian will be 
resettled to the EU… Turkey will take any necessary measures to prevent 
new sea or land routes for irregular migration opening from Turkey to 
the EU” (EC, December 2016). 

By the 28 February 2016, Turkey’s caseload of asylum seekers was more than 
200,000, with only 38,595 having received protection.  Hungary and the Slovak 
Republic erected razor fencing to keep migrants out and countries across the EU 
began to erect physical and political barriers to the movement of these highly 
vulnerable people – the UK’s Brexit referendum result on 23 June 2016 was one 
such political action.

Adapting migrant support
Large-scale migration and cultural assimilation (interculturalism) are not new 
phenomena in the evolution of the EU.  Past patterns have had a different impact 
on the size and makeup of the population in most EU-28 member states, and they 
have contributed productively to a more cosmopolitan outlook among citizens.  It 
is important to note that, while the scale of migration since 2004 has contributed 
to growing pressures on public services and political will, this must be set against 
the longitudinal, positive, social and economic benefits of such integration 
(Geddes and Scholten, 2016: 237-244; Cerna, 2013: 180-200; Stalker, 2001: 63-70).  
Furthermore, types of connectedness are important for intercultural development.  
For example, foreign ancestry and life choices bring a new sense of identity to those 
settling into a new country and to the host community.  People who are arriving, 
particularly those who have been forced from their own countries, need social 
identification.  Indeed, foreign ancestry is a major determinant of connectedness 
through friends and relatives, where links often continue with the country of 
origin.  This determinant gives confidence to new communities.  It also begs the 
question: how can public policy adapt to facilitate these determinants? 

It is a perceived ‘strangeness’ that host communities find most challenging, 
where a confident culturally sensitive new community has settled in regions which 
may not have had a history of heterogeneity (see Schierup, Hansen and Castles, 
2006).  Interestingly also, new communities are more likely to be integrating 
through contact with other communities who are from abroad, people learning 
from other experiences.  As Christina Boswell and Andrew Geddes point out in 
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Migration and Mobility in the European Union, migration integration - including 
overcoming the perceived alienation of host communities - is closely linked to 
changes to public policies such as housing, health and education.  Policy failures 
are where very visible sociological dislocation comes into play:

“Immigrant integration thus means different things in difference places 
at different points of time. More usually, it is seen in its absence - that is, 
as the perceived failure of policy to secure immigrant integration that 
tends to be a salient public policy concern” (2011: 207).

Before the economic recession, EU member state commitment to 
implementing the policy goals of their economic development plan, Europe 
Strategy 2020, had begun to show results in the form of increasing employment 
opportunities for young people, women, older workers and new communities.  
When the recession hit, the first groups to be affected were younger people and 
migrant communities.  Governments faced increasing difficulties in balancing 
support for families, consolidating budgets, and assisting young people and 
migrants in a shrinking labour market (Galgóczi, Leschke and Watt, 2016: 19).  
With the 2015 crisis and the resultant inflow of millions of third country nationals 
from warzones, there was an acceleration and expediential increase in migrants 
seeking support.  This brought forward a number of unforeseen challenges, such as 
accommodating vast numbers of vulnerable people in destination cities into existing 
housing stock, health provision and education.  These circumstances enforced the 
rationalisation of public services to facilitate such a diverse and complex range 
of new communities with complex needs (ODI, 2015).  This new reality was not 
managed well by regional authorities across the EU or communicated effectively 
to host communities.  The discourse around health and migration in the run up to 
the EU referendum in the UK showed this disconnection up very clearly.

With service provision needing investment, there was lax and late 
appreciation at policy making levels that this peculiar forced migration process 
was a result of turbulent times which needed decisive, sensitive, innovative and 
transnational leadership.  The New York Declaration of 2016 - a full year after the 
crisis started - could not make the imperative clearer: 

“Refugees and migrants who are in large movements must have 
comprehensive policy support, assistance and protection consistent with 
States’ obligations under international law.  We also recall our obligations 
to respect their human rights and fundamental freedoms fully, and we 
stress their need to live their lives in safety and dignity.  We pledge our 
support to those affected today as well as to those who will be part of 
future large movements” (UN, 2016, Article 1.11). 

The stark reality of the situation was that public and social policy was increasingly 
stressed across Europe and globally.  Health, housing, education and welfare 
provision would need to be more flexible to cope with new demographic exigencies. 

They knew it was coming and recognised the integration process in 
terms of a Europe shaped by social cohesion.  In the action points of Europe 
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Strategy 2020, it stated that migration will play an important role in the future 
to meet skills shortages ‘by favouring mobility across the EU’ (EC, 2010: 14).  It 
goes on: ‘What is needed is a strategy to turn the EU into a smart, sustainable 
and inclusive economy delivering high levels of employment, productivity and 
social cohesion’ (EC, 2010: 10).  The Eurostat ‘Migration Flows’ findings of March 
2015 highlighted the need for a better understanding of the movement of people, 
building bridges and sharing knowledge as core features of European recovery.  
The Schengen Agreement itself was premised on a co-relation between economic 
growth and free movement.  Indeed, in May 2013, the European Commission’s ‘EU 
Citizenship Report 2013’ stated that free movement increases social and cultural 
interaction between those living and working in the EU.  Movement generates 
mutual economic benefits as internal obstacles are steadily removed.  Educational 
institutions, as with other public sector institutions, have a role in facilitating 
successful intercultural understanding, removing the obstacles and providing 
opportunities for the enriching processes of integration (Lafleur and Stanek, 
2017: 215-224).  Arguably, this is where humanitarian intervention has its most 
effective impact.  Such changes – a welcoming, migrant sensitive public sector - 
would assist in changing the migratory experience and facilitate adaptation within 
public institutions for more flexible environments that can accommodate social, 
demographic and labour shifts beneficial to new and host communities alike. 

Development education and migration
Education is a critical linchpin in the public sector and it is imperative that 
the schools’ curricula adapt to the new realities of migration. Within the fields 
of development education (DE) and intercultural education (IE), in particular, 
teaching and learning for diversity and mutual understanding are crucial for 
building an integrated, peaceful and welcoming society (Hainmueller and Hiscox, 
2007:183-185).  It is the perceived ‘strangeness’ that host communities find most 
challenging, where a confident culturally sensitive new community has settled in 
regions which may not have had a history of heterogeneity.  Interestingly also, 
new communities are more likely to be integrating through contact with other 
communities who are from abroad, people learning from other experiences.  The 
assimilative imperative of this process can only come through public awareness 
and pedagogy.  As Christina Boswell and Andrew Geddes point out in Migration 
and Mobility in the European Union, migration integration - including overcoming 
the perceived alienation of host communities - is closely linked to changes to 
public policies.  Policy failures are where very visible sociological dislocation 
comes into play.  ‘Immigrant integration thus means different things in difference 
places at different points of time.  More usually, it is seen in its absence - that is, as 
the perceived failure of policy to secure immigrant integration that tends to be a 
salient public policy concern’ (Boswell and Geddes, 2011: 207).

With service provision needing investment, there has been lax and late 
appreciation at policy making levels of the complexities of this current forced 
migration process.  In this it needs assertive, innovative and transnational 
leadership.  The New York Declaration - a full year after the crisis became evident 
- could not make the imperative clearer: 
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“Refugees and migrants who are in large movements must have 
comprehensive policy support, assistance and protection consistent with 
States’ obligations under international law.  We also recall our obligations 
to respect their human rights and fundamental freedoms fully, and we 
stress their need to live their lives in safety and dignity.  We pledge our 
support to those affected today as well as to those who will be part of 
future large movements” (UN, 2016, Article 1.11). 

The stark reality of the situation has been that public policies need to be more 
flexible to cope with the new demographic exigencies.  Taking this into education 
provision, the state obligation is stated clearly in the United Nations’ 2015 
Sustainable Development Goal (4) on education, ensuring ‘inclusive and equitable 
quality education’ to ‘promote lifelong learning opportunities for all’.  The ‘for all’ is 
important here.  Without doubt, educational institutions and organisations across 
Europe have a crucial role in facilitating a positive migrant experience within 
both the labour market and regional social/cultural environments.  Exemplary 
educational experiences for new communities can be seen and have been at 
the fore of integration through confronting stereotyping, discrimination and 
frustration at perceived opportunity deficits.  Schools, colleges and universities are 
perfectly positioned to strengthen assimilation, facilitate intercultural activities, 
knowledge induction for employment and present narratives that can register the 
many positive experiences of migration, while making these institutions more 
relevant to the needs of a rapidly changing society.  This is where a fresh look at 
DE and IE comes into play and a conversation that has only just begun.

Conclusion
Hannah Arendt wrote that discrimination against ‘others’ can be a weapon which 
can kill without any bloodshed.  She sought refuge in the United States in the 
1940s from the Nazis, and became an inspiration to many escaping oppression 
in the post-war world.  Stripped back, the very idea of people fleeing war is 
about families and individuals seeking refuge, protection and ultimately peace.  
Questioning the very thought that we could stereotype or objectify people as 
‘refugees’, Arendt poses the question that sanctuary can say more about those who 
host than those who arrive.  Those who are forced to leave, for whatever reason 
- political, racial or economic - are in need of support and understanding at all 
levels.  As with the people who were forced to flee Europe in the 1940s, many 
today - again - are being presented with the same fate of exile, persecution or 
death.  In the world today, where civil society and political leaders question the 
very concept of ‘refuge’, where is sanctuary to be found? 

The ‘Geneva Convention on the Status of Refugees’ gives solid guidance 
on welcoming communities who are fleeing persecution.  It calls for ‘protection’ 
for these people, for states to assist migrants into peaceful new lives.  It carries a 
voice from the past that speaks very loudly in 2017 in Europe, urging people to 
listen to the experience of its own history. This Convention:

“contains various safeguards against the expulsion of refugees… It 
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provides that no one shall expel or return a refugee against his or her will, 
in any manner whatsoever, to a territory where he or she fears threats to 
life or freedom” (UN, 1951). 

The 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights is also resolutely clear on the 
treatment of vulnerable migrants.  Article 14 states that: ‘Everyone has the right 
to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution’.  In this age of 
discrimination by the powerful against the powerless, actors in social development 
- such as those planning public services, educators and community activists - need 
to move to a humanitarian policy base, defend the vulnerable and utilise whatever 
resources that are available to ensure that society does not retreat again from its 
essential humanity.  Stated simply, EU citizens need to circumvent the member 
state fixation with security controls and populism, to build a policy framework 
based on agendas of welcome and a positive integration experience. Education is 
central to this. 

“Refugees driven from country to country represent the vanguard 
of their people - if they keep their identity… The comity of European 
peoples went to pieces when, and because, it allowed its weakest member 
to be excluded and persecuted” (Arendt, 1943: 119).
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Lessons for Development Education from Latin 
America

Stephen McCloskey 

‘Poverty is not written in the stars; underdevelopment is not one of God’s 
mysterious designs’ (Eduardo Galeano, 1997: 7).

Latin America’s open veins
Fifty years ago, the Uruguayan activist, journalist and author Eduardo Galeano 
published his classic study of the European – and later United States’ (US) – 
colonisation and rapacious plunder of Latin America titled Open Veins of Latin 
America: Five Centuries of the Pillage of a Continent (1997).  In a review of the 
book, Mongredien found that it offers an ‘impassioned and lucid’ account of how:

“A continent blessed with bountiful natural resources has been 
systematically stripped of its gold, silver, tin, copper, oil, nitrates, 
manganese and rubber, while its people remain among the poorest on 
earth, with high levels of infant mortality, illiteracy and child prostitution” 
(2009).

Revisiting Open Veins today is a reminder of the extent, as Galeano makes explicit, 
that Latin America supported the development of Europe.  ‘The metals taken 
from the new colonial dominions’, writes Galeano, ‘not only stimulated Europe’s 
economic development; one may say that they made it possible’ (1997: 23).  His 
book was heavily influenced by dependency theory which argued that global trade 
is between strong core states and weak peripheral states with the former exploiting 
the latter (Frank, 1967).  One of the leading advocates of dependency theory, 
Andre Gunther Frank, argued that peripheral economies had been subjected to 
centuries of domination by core states with a view to maintaining their peripheral 
status as suppliers of primary resources for the core and consumers of processed 
commodities from the global North (Ibid.).  As Rose (2016) suggests: ‘we cannot 
formulate an adequate development policy for a majority of the world’s population 
without knowing how their past economic and social history influenced their 
current underdevelopment’.

This is a particularly apposite lesson for development educators who, as 
the Irish Development Education Association (IDEA) proposes, aim ‘to tackle 
the root causes of injustice and inequality, globally and locally to create a more 
just and sustainable future for everyone’ (IDEA, 2020).  So, how could we hope 
to understand the social and economic conditions of Latin American countries 
today without knowledge of the five hundred years of ‘pillage’ that followed 
Columbus’s first voyage to the Americas in 1492 and included indentured 
slavery, extractivism, colonialism and indigenous genocide?  Similarly, how could 
we hope to understand contemporary Ireland without the frame of colonial 
history, particularly the traumatic period of mass emigration and starvation that 



Fifteenth Anniversary Edition

348

accompanied the Great Hunger in the 1840s? (Kinealy, 1997).   
The killing of African American George Floyd in Minneapolis on 25 May 

2020 by a white police officer sparked a wave of large-scale protests across the United 
States led by Black Lives Matter and other civil society movements (Cooper, 2020).  
The protests soon spread to other societies where the legacy of racism, slavery 
and other colonial injustices have not been either fully acknowledged or properly 
addressed (Haddad, 2020).  Indeed, when the statue of slave trader, Edward 
Colston, was removed from its plinth in Bristol in June 2020, it was a shock to 
many that such figures were celebrated in plain sight, something which suggested 
a dangerous complacency and complicity with historical suffering and injustices 
(Olusoga, 2020).  For development educators, probing the ‘root causes of injustice’ 
means examining the historical origins and consequences of the global North’s 
colonialisation of the global South, and addressing the contemporary forms of 
economic injustice in the South that attend neoliberalism.  This is certainly key to 
understanding Latin America today.

The new colonialism
The post-Second World War period of de-colonisation in the global South saw 
western support for right-wing coups in many Latin American states as a means 
of defending ‘Western economic interests’ (Hickel, 2017: 140).  But the 1960s, 
saw the emergence of an increasingly confident ‘developmentalism’ in the global 
South represented by a Group of 77 developing countries which proposed a series 
of measures to regulate foreign capital and assert economic independence and 
planning without Western interference and control.  However, this brief flowering 
of independence subsided to a ‘new colonialism’ by industrialised countries using 
instruments of economic control – most notably debt and structural adjustment 
programmes – that paved the way for the enforced implementation of neoliberal 
‘reforms’ in developing countries, primarily by the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and World Bank (George, 1992; Monbiot, 2016).  Chile became the 
laboratory of neoliberalism following a 1973 US-supported military coup led by 
General Augusto Pinochet who implemented neoliberal reforms prescribed by 
economist Milton Friedman (Hickel, 2017: 129-134).  

Latin America, therefore, was the first region to fall under the yoke of 
neoliberalism and suffer the economic and social pain caused by the reduced 
role of the state in planning and provision of services, the removal of regulation 
on foreign capital, the withdrawal of labour and environmental protections, and 
abandonment of price controls.  However, it was also the continent which saw a 
rising tide of soft and hard left governments from late 1990s onward challenge 
neoliberal orthodoxy and redistribute resources and wealth to address social 
needs.  In 2016, Policy and Practice published a special issue on Latin America 
which coincided with a series of reversals for the left as a resurgent right took 
control of Argentina and Brazil, and the regional leader of the hard left, Hugo 
Chávez, succumbed to cancer in 2013.  I have selected three articles published in 
Issue 22 of Policy and Practice for inclusion in this 15th anniversary collection that 
capture key dimensions of development discourse in Latin America.



Policy and Practice:  a  Development Education R eview

349

Contesting development models
Barry Cannon’s article titled ‘Left Retrenchment and Right Resurgence in Latin 
America: Neoliberalism Redux?’ quickly identifies why the continent should be a focus 
of constant monitoring and discussion by development educators.  ‘Latin America’, 
Cannon argues, ‘remains a key site of hegemonic struggle between neoliberalism 
and contesting development models’ (2016: 1).  And, yet, as Cannon rightly argues, 
‘Latin America is rarely discussed in terms of development these days’ (Ibid.).  This 
is despite Cuba and Costa Rica topping a Sustainable Development Index (Hickel, 
2020: 6-7) which ranks countries on the basis of a range of development indices 
including education, Gross National Income (GNI) per capita, life expectancy, 
carbon footprint and co2 emissions.  A fundamental question for all development 
educators to consider is how is it possible that Cuba and Costa Rica with their small 
economies and peripheral status can sustain stunning social indicators with a light 
carbon footprint?  This question gathers growing importance given the urgent need 
to reduce CO2 emissions to ‘net zero’ by 2050 if we are to limit global warming to 
1.5°C above the pre-industrial average as recommended by the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2018).

One of the challenges in meeting this target in Latin America has been 
the recent resurgence of the political right which is more closely wedded to the 
growth imperative of neoliberalism (Lopes, 2017).  In addressing the question 
of why the political right has been resurgent in Latin America, Cannon argues 
that ‘the Right is underpinned by elite power in four distinct but inter-related 
networks: economy, ideology, politics and the military – all of these intersected 
by transnational power’ (2016: 4).  In each of these networks ‘neoliberalism is 
hegemonic’ and, Cannon suggests:

“is so deeply embedded in these power networks that it is extremely 
difficult to effect a decisive change in a heterodox direction, even if there 
is a viable Left party in the country and it attains power” (Ibid.).

Although the neoliberal networks sought to actively undermine soft and hard 
left governments, often abetted by the United States, Cannon argues that the 
progressive policies of the pink tide ‘have been of sufficient depth and reach to 
present a challenge to the Right and the furtherance of the neoliberal model’ (Ibid.: 
5).  However, José Gutiérrez and Renán Vega Cantor (2016), in their contribution 
to Issue 22 titled ‘Revolutions of the Possible: Understanding the Rise (and Crisis) 
of the New Latin American Left’, took a different view.  Gutiérrez and Vega 
Cantor argue that ‘the ascendancy of the “progressive” governments led directly 
to the demobilisation and co-optation of social movements who were turned into 
ideological apparatuses of the state and spokespeople for the government’ (2016: 
134).  They accept that the new left governments ‘took millions out of poverty’ 
but, they suggest, the ‘material bases of the capitalist system were left largely 
untouched’ (2016: 135).  For Gutiérrez and Vega Cantor the developmentalism 
of Latin America described by Galeano and Frank continues as ‘the development 
of an economy based around the endogenous needs of hemispheric populations 
remains an elusive aspiration’ (Ibid.: 135).
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Contrasting approaches to the question of neoliberalism emerge from 
the two articles.  Gutiérrez and Vega Cantor appear to favour ‘a new way of doing 
politics’ that is ‘profoundly pedagogic’, drawing upon the ‘committed educational 
praxis’ of Paulo Freire and Participatory Action Research (PAR) to create ‘an 
informed population’ willing to ‘take an active part in decision-making and 
implementation’ (2016: 138).  Cannon argues that consciousness raising toward 
participative citizenship alone is not enough.  He argues that a two-track strategy 
is needed by the left that combines PAR with ‘securing Left dominance over the 
state’ (2016: 7).  ‘Abandoning electoralism’, argues Cannon, risks ‘ceding the state 
to the Right’ with attendant increases in inequality, environmental destruction, 
and indigenous and ethnic discrimination (2016: 8).

The economy versus the environment
Like Gutiérrez and Vega Cantor, Chris O’Connell’s article questions the 
development template adopted by left governments in Latin America, particularly 
those heavily dependent on extractive industries such as oil, gas and mining.  
The continued dependence of left governments, including Bolivia, Ecuador and 
Venezuela, on carbon-intensive industries that undermine sustainability of the 
natural environment, has brought these states into direct conflict with social 
movements, including some of those that helped bring them to power.  O’Connell’s 
article titled ‘Yasuni-ITT and Post-Oil Development: Lessons for Development 
Educators’, focuses on an Ecuadorean civil society initiative called Yasuni-ITT that 
represented a model of post-oil development designed to leave fossil fuels in the 
ground (2016: 41).  

Yasuni-ITT seemed to chime with Ecuador’s new constitution that 
enshrined the concept of Buen Vivir, which prioritised the protection of the 
natural environment and recognised indigenous identity (Ibid.).  Yasuni-ITT 
represented a plan involving the Ecuadorean government, civil society movements 
and international donors to leave oil reserves in the environmentally rich Yasuní 
National Park in the ground.  As international financial assistance designed to 
subsidise Ecuador’s economic losses from leaving the oil in the ground began 
to ebb away so, too, did Ecuador’s commitment to Buen Vivir.  Central to the 
article’s discussion is the dilemma faced by left governments of weighing up the 
needs of the economy against the rights of indigenous peoples and protection of 
the environment.  When Ecuador’s government cancelled the Yasuni-ITT project 
it provoked the formation of a new civil society movement called the Yasunídos 
(United for Yasuní) which drew upon Freirean critical thinking and participative 
methodologies to sustain its activism (Ibid.: 37).  The Yasuni-ITT case study is 
presented as ‘an excellent case study for educators seeking to understand challenges 
to new models of development’ (Ibid.).

Indeed, the innovative models of development practice that are 
constantly challenging the assumptions and economic orthodoxy underpinning 
neoliberalism are constantly being challenged across Latin America.  As Cannon 
suggests, Latin America is a ‘development bellwether’ which often points to future 
trends and patterns in development that ‘can sometimes lead to the generation of 
new concepts, theories and even models of global reach and impact’ (2016: 1).  As 
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development educators, we need to constantly monitor these trends and introduce 
them into our discourse and practice.
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Left Retrenchment and Right Resurgence in 
Latin America: Neoliberalism Redux?
Barry Cannon 

Issue 22 of Policy and Practice on the theme ‘New Models of Development: 
Lessons from Latin America’ is very welcome for a number of reasons.  First, Latin 
America is rarely discussed in terms of development these days – many agencies 
are pulling out of the region and indeed some of its larger states are now known 
as ‘emerging economies’ rather than developing countries.  Yet some countries in 
the region – such as Honduras, Nicaragua, Bolivia, Paraguay or, indeed, Haiti if we 
include the Caribbean region – remain very poor and can only really be regarded 
as developing.  Second, the emphasis on learning from Latin America is welcome.  
Latin America’s development experience, I would contend, is not simply applicable 
to the ‘development context’ but also, if we take Payne and Phillips’s (2010) wider 
political economy concept of development, as relevant to all states including those 
traditionally regarded as ‘developed’.  Third, the issue is timely as Latin America 
may be going through one of its periodic historic shifts, as Gutiérrez and Vega 
Cantor’s article (2016) on the Latin American Left here seems to suggest, with a 
waning of the post-neoliberal Left, dominant in the region since the beginning of 
the millennium, and a resurgence of the neoliberal Right. 

Latin America then remains a key site of hegemonic struggle between 
neoliberalism and contesting development models.  Some of its states, such as 
Chile, were among the first to experiment with neoliberalism in the 1970s, while 
in more recent times as O’Connell points out here, citing Kirby (2012: 27), Latin 
America was ‘the only region of the world where a “fundamental change” of 
development model’ was occurring.  Latin America then can be considered a 
‘development bellwether’ – a site of contestation between development concepts 
where important future trends and patterns can be discerned, which can 
sometimes lead to the generation of new concepts, theories and even models of 
global reach and impact.  

The four articles on Latin America published in Issue 22 – José Gutiérrez 
(2016) on participatory action research in the context of Colombia; Chris 
O’Connell (2016) on the emergence and impact of the Yasunídos movement 
in support of the Yasuní national park environmental protection initiative in 
Ecuador; and, Su-ming Khoo and Aisling Walsh (2016) on two experimental 
tertiary education institutes in Mexico; and José Gutiérrez and Renán Vega Cantor 
on the current crisis in the Latin American Left – all point to the importance of 
bottom-up initiatives aimed at consciousness raising to effect progressive change.  
Each article to some degree illustrates the enormous contribution which Latin 
American intellectuals have made to development practice.  Figures such as Paulo 
Freire and Orlando Fals Borda are identified as key to developing techniques 
which ensure the participation of the poor and marginalised in decision-making 
processes around development initiatives.  Furthermore, these articles point to 
the wider significance of such approaches, which go beyond what is traditionally 
regarded as ‘development’ and into the realm of the political.  In each article 
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grassroots and bottom-up initiatives and approaches are seen as having direct 
significance for development outcomes resulting from policy decisions taken in 
the political arena.  The essential question, then, to which each article speaks in 
its own manner, is how to ensure that such input from the grassroots, developed 
often through the participatory approaches pioneered by Freire, Fals Borda and 
others, can be integrated in an effective and faithful manner into state policy – or 
indeed if they should be at all.  Hence, a central theme emerging in these articles 
is this relationship between state and civil society in contemporary Latin America. 

Case studies are different in each article.  O’Connell (2016) illustrates 
how the law of unintended consequences intervened to allow a state-sponsored 
environmental educational initiative in Ecuador, based on Freirean principles, to 
inadvertently lead to the emergence of a movement in defence of an abandoned 
state initiative aimed at preserving the Yasuní national park from oil exploration.  
As O’Connell (2016) states in his conclusion, the inventiveness of this movement, 
using social media and other strategies to build momentum, shows the importance 
of grassroots initiatives and educational techniques to maintain the conditions for 
critique and protest, even under Left-led governments with supposed progressive 
objectives.  Khoo and Walsh’s (2016) article, on two alternative, community-
based tertiary education colleges in Mexico, shows a community in revolt against 
a (Right-led) state, building ‘autonomous educational niches’ which seek to re-
route ‘development according to local objectives of economic viability, dignity, 
and sustainability’.  Gutiérrez’s article (2016) on Participatory Action Research 
(PAR), Orlando Fals Borda and Peasant Reserve Zones in Colombia, also seeks to 
underline the emancipatory potential of liberationist educational (and research) 
methodologies, such as PAR, to build alternative, autonomous grassroots social 
and political organisations among the poor and marginalised.  In both cases – 
in Mexico and in Colombia – we see an emphasis on autonomous organising, 
not simply independent of the state but with a view to permanent disengagement 
from it, to further embed such autonomy.  In neither case is contact with the 
formal (electoral) Left seen as of any consequence. 

This aim is also the cornerstone of Gutiérrez and Vega Cantor’s (2016) 
argument in their article on the Latin American Left governments.  They rightly 
point to the key role that such participatory educational techniques had in forming 
social movements, which helped create the conditions for the rise of the current 
crop of Left governments in the region.  Yet these governments, the authors argue, 
have betrayed the aspirations and trust of these movements, showing the need for 
‘an abandonment of ... electoral politics ... [in favour of] collective leadership and 
... a process which requires new channels of participation and decision-making’; 
these to be developed through the implementation of techniques such as PAR.  
Hence the authors seem to be calling for a break from the state as it is currently 
configured, the implementation of a process of popular re-education along PAR 
lines, and, on achieving the required level of consciousness, the reconfiguration of 
a participative, non-representational and non-electoral state. 

While these are all worthwhile long-term strategic aims, what of the 
short-term, of the now?  To answer this question, it is instructive to cast a glance at 
the activities of the Right in Latin America in the present context, including their 
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strategies and ideological and development aims; indeed, to learn from the Latin 
American Right to inform strategy on the Left.  In The Right in Latin America: 
Elite Power, Hegemony and the Struggle for the State (Cannon, 2016), I provide an 
overview and interrogation of the Right in the current context.  Using Michael 
Mann’s framework on social power, I argue that the Right is underpinned by elite 
power in four distinct but inter-related networks: economy, ideology, politics and 
the military – all of these intersected by transnational power.  In each of these I 
find that neoliberalism is hegemonic, precisely because in a context of inequality, it 
fosters, promotes and perpetuates elite power.  In those countries most dominated 
by neoliberalism - primarily Chile, Peru, Colombia and Mexico, but also many 
of the smaller Central American countries such as Costa Rica, Guatemala and 
Honduras - neoliberalism is so deeply embedded in these power networks that it 
is extremely difficult to effect a decisive change in a heterodox direction, even if 
there is a viable Left party in the country and it attains power (as can be seen in 
Chile, for example, or indeed El Salvador). 

Moreover, this status quo is supported transnationally: through 
international sponsors of Right-wing or liberal political parties and think tanks; 
through FDI (foreign direct investment); through membership of international 
organisations, such as the OECD (Organisation of Economic Cooperation and 
Development), with Mexico and Chile being members, and possibly Colombia 
in the near future, as well as through the enhanced influence of the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank in these countries – an influence 
rejected by Left-led countries; through free trade agreements with the United 
States and the European Union; and, through the formation of new regional 
groupings based on neoliberal principles, such as the Pacific Alliance (PA).  The 
PA, furthermore, could become the incubus for a wider hemispheric free trade 
agreement once the Right gains power in the main Mercosur countries which, it 
could be argued, it is now en route to achieving.  Moreover, it could conceivably 
link up to the super-free trade blocs formed by the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(TPP) between the United States and other Pacific Rim countries in Latin America 
and Asia, and the Trans-Atlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) 
currently under discussion between the US and the EU, as some of the more 
breathless commentators have suggested (George, 2014).  For all these reasons, 
I call such countries right-oriented state/society complexes, to help signal the 
depth of embeddedness of neoliberalism in both the state and society, tempered, 
nevertheless, with a certain level of flexibility in terms of the presence of some 
Left organisation and policy input, but never to the extent of threatening in any 
meaningful way the existing neoliberal order.  

In counterposition to these countries, I would argue that the changes 
implemented by the Left governments in the region, while undoubtedly 
disappointing for many of the social movements, nevertheless have been of 
sufficient depth and reach to present a challenge to the Right and the furtherance 
of the neoliberal model.  In my book I show that in the Bolivarian countries, 
as well as in Argentina and even in Brazil, there has been a challenge to the 
neoliberal model in one or more of the power networks in each of these countries: 
economically with a halt to privatisations and in some countries nationalisations 
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among other measures; ideologically with new laws limiting private media 
oligopolies, including ownership; politically through repeated electoral wins; 
militarily through achieving more civilian control over the armed forces, and in 
many cases reducing budgets and personnel; and, transnationally through the 
construction of new regional groupings that pointedly exclude Washington.  Most 
importantly, there have been reductions in socio-economic inequality and poverty 
and increased action, in some cases, to correct gender and ethnic inequalities. 

All these changes have signalled a sufficient threat to Right-wing 
elites to prompt their use of a wide variety of strategic responses which I group 
into three levels: electoral, mobilisational and extra-constitutional.  In terms 
of electoral strategies, in every country the Right has continued to contest 
elections, with important recent gains in 2015 in Argentina, with the election 
of Mauricio Macri and in Venezuela, with the opposition achieving a two-thirds 
majority in the National Assembly.  In terms of mobilisational strategies, elites 
in Venezuela, Bolivia, Argentina and Brazil have utilised what Fairfield (2015) 
has called their instrumental power in the economy and in the media, among 
other areas, to mobilise huge sections of the population to help bring down 
Left governments.  These tactics can also be augmented by extra-constitutional 
strategies such as the successful coup in Honduras in 2009; the aborted coup 
in Venezuela in 2002; and, a further attempted coup in Ecuador in 2010.  We 
have also seen the introduction and refining of what I call ‘smart’ or ‘soft’ coups 
in Paraguay in 2012 and also possibly in Brazil currently, whereby a country’s 
institutions, dominated by the Right, are used to remove a sitting Left president.  
Nevertheless, it is important to note that these different levels of strategic 
activity are not mutually exclusive, but rather are often used concurrently and in 
a dynamic, flexible and dialectical manner. 

The Latin American Right, then, in the current context can be said 
to show the following characteristics.  First, a consistent unity of ideological 
purpose which is dominated by neoliberalism; second, a remarkable strategic 
diversity and flexibility in pursuit of this ideological purpose; third, considerable 
strategic transnational alliances and links with international financial institutions 
(IFIs), with powerful foreign governments, and with private organisations, 
such as political parties and think-tanks, as well as the monopolised, private 
international media.  Finally, its discursive insistence on issues such as crime, 
corruption and economic efficiency, chime well with voter concerns, many of 
which are being worn down by economic uncertainty brought on by the end of 
the commodities boom and the continuing ‘war on drugs’ in the more northern 
countries and beyond. 

The Left needs to respond to these challenges urgently if its project of 
building a post-neoliberal order is to continue.  It needs to re-establish links with 
the grassroots in such a way that enhances government; it needs to build a unifying 
counter-hegemonic narrative, which can attract and engage voters; it needs to 
exploit divisions in the Right – between radicals and moderates and with regard 
to differences on social welfare rights and on inequalities; it must assess its own 
‘structural’ power and learn to use it effectively – or construct new elements, such 
as think-tanks, alternative media, grassroots discussion and mobilisation – which 
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pertains directly to the Left, rather than the Left-led state; it should pursue a more 
aggressive transnational strategy, linking up with new Left alternatives in Europe, 
such as Syriza in Greece or Podemos in Spain, augmenting its reflexive capacity 
and international weight; it needs to take more seriously issues which the Right 
capitalises on such as security/crime, economic efficiency, and corruption, while 
carving out a space for itself around identity inequalities of gender and ethnicity. 

Most of all it needs to highlight what it does well, while pointing out 
flaws in Right arguments and policy positions; simultaneously it needs to produce 
innovative and effective policy solutions which further rather than reduce or retract 
the political and social inclusion of the majorities.  An urgent part of that task will 
be to articulate a new and more vigorous economic model which can leave behind 
the divisiveness, inequities and environmental dangers of extractivism.  Overall, 
it needs to work relentlessly within the cracks and seams of the current model in 
order to learn from and reflect on its own praxis so as to construct a ‘pragmatic 
post-neoliberalism’ that can counteract the formidable challenge of the Right. 

Hence, rather than a single strategy based on consciousness changing 
effected by PAR and other reflexive and organisational techniques, crucial though 
this is, the Left in fact needs a twin-track strategy.  The first is long-term based 
around such participative strategies; the second, however, must be short-term 
with an aim to securing Left dominance over the state.  And both these strategies 
need to be united around a basic set of objectives, that is ‘a counterhegemonic 
narrative around which centre-Left and Left forces can coalesce for progressive 
change’ (Perla, Mojica and Bibler, 2013: 328), or as Burbach et al. (2013: 158) term 
it, ‘a singular socialist horizon’, which is open but without ‘divisions that allow the 
Right to strengthen’. 

 While the experience with the recent Left governments may have been 
discouraging on so many levels, it is important to also recognise and reflect on 
the positive – the reductions in inequality and poverty and the introduction 
of anti-racist measures and discourse, for example.  Abandoning electoralism 
will mean ceding the state to the Right with the inevitable negative outcomes 
in terms of the reversal of these advances: increased inequality, continued and 
intensified environmental destruction, and increased ethnic, and possibly, gender 
discrimination.  Furthermore, it risks the deeper embedding of the neoliberal 
‘development’ model in those countries which have been led by the Left, to the 
extent seen in those countries identified here as dominated by neoliberalism and 
grouped into the Pacific Alliance.  This is a stark choice and one not to be taken 
lightly.  The reaction by progressive forces to it could well determine the extent of 
neolberalism’s global dominance in the medium to long-term.  
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Revolutions of the Possible: Understanding 
the Rise (and Crisis) of the New Latin American 
Left  
José Gutiérrez and Renán Vega Cantor

Latin America has been at the centre of the global political debate over the last 
two decades. Political developments, from the Zapatista uprising in 1994 to the 
rise of the series of so-called ‘progressive’ governments in the region, shattered 
to pieces both the ‘Washington Consensus’ which had emerged in the post-Cold 
War scenario, as well as the confidence in uncontested neoliberal hegemony 
characterised in Fukuyama’s (1992) assertion that history had effectively come 
to an end after the fall of the Berlin Wall.  The cycle of radical protest in the 
continent, which saw an array of new social actors emerging - which challenged 
traditional left-wing paradigms – inspired the anti-globalisation movement and 
also emboldened the political left elsewhere which saw that an ‘alternative’ was 
indeed possible. 

Two decades later, both the social movements and the ‘progressive’ 
governments they (sometimes) brought to power seem to be experiencing the first 
signs of a crisis.  The latest election in Venezuela, which gave a clear advantage 
to the right, the rise to power of an open neoliberal government in Argentina, 
the ongoing difficulties in Brazil, the often sour relations in Ecuador between the 
government and organised social movements, the defeat of Bolivia’s Evo Morales 
in his bid to secure yet another re-election, are but a few signs of the possible 
exhaustion of this political model.  The lack of sustained and significant mass 
movements in the continent over the last ten years are yet another sign that the 
escalation of mass empowerment has reached its peak and is now in decline. 

The calls of Venezuelan President Nicolás Maduro, after the latest election, 
to re-invigorate the project, has led some to wonder what it is that actually needs 
to be re-invigorated.  It is with this question in mind that we need to have a sober 
evaluation of the lessons learned during the latest cycle of transformative protest; 
its strengths, weaknesses and limitations.  Naturally, this is not the space to get 
into this task in any detail.  We merely wish to contribute some ideas to a global 
debate on much needed alternatives, at a time when the current model of society is 
plunging us straight towards environmental and social disaster.  We have no magic 
formulas, nor do we believe that they exist.  We hope these few ideas may help to 
move the debate away from the equally damaging idealisation and demonisation 
so prevalent in international discourses on Latin America.

Radical roots
It is impossible to understand the most recent cycle of protest in Latin America 
without addressing properly the history behind it.  Neither the Zapatista 
movement, nor Venezuela’s former president Hugo Chávez, came out of nowhere.  
In one way or another, both were the product of the failures of the Latin American 
modernising and state-making projects, firmly inscribed in the capitalist world-
system from the late nineteenth century onwards.  Thus, its ‘development’ was 
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a model of dependence, lacking in internal dynamism, developing only those 
sectors of the economy which were of any interest to the world markets.  Latin 
America first became connected to the world markets while imperialism was in 
full swing (1870s) and its first industrialisation attempts (1930s-1960s) came in a 
late period when they were unable to compete in international markets and had 
also to compete in their own local markets with a much more developed foreign 
industry.  The crisis of the Import Substitution Model in the late 1960s – because 
of its lack of dynamism, the lack of capital goods, the inability to absorb the 
rural population which accumulated in misery belts around urban centres, etc. – 
together with the panic caused among the elites by the Cuban revolution in 1959, 
led to authoritarian responses.  This authoritarianism took the form of naked 
dictatorships or veiled autocratic regimes, such as the restricted democracy in 
Venezuela or Colombia, all of them dominated by the National Security Doctrine 
in their fight against the ‘internal enemy’, within the Cold War context.

The authoritarian alternative, which often combined with extreme 
economic liberalism was enforced through authoritarian means, proving that the 
invisible hand of the market was often preceded by the iron fist of the military.  
This authoritarianism produced mass mobilisation in the early 1980s, at a time 
of deep recession and the debt crisis, which combined the democratic agenda 
with the struggle against imposed structural adjustment programmes.  Examples 
of these mobilisations include protests in Chile (1983), the Dominican Republic 
(1984), and Venezuela (1989), all of which included the important participation of 
women who bore the bulk of the weight of the economic crisis on their shoulders.  
While the authoritarian governments were soon followed by democratic ones, 
the crisis of the socialist paradigm and the neoliberal conversion of some former 
leftists into technocrats (most notably in Chile, but elsewhere too), led to these 
democracies pushing the neoliberal agenda further forward as the only possible 
way to ‘develop’ Latin America.

Although many of these popular mobilisations were often co-opted or 
defeated, they created the basis for a new left which was to flourish at the ‘end of 
history’.  A key element to this rejuvenation was the Sandinista revolution (1979-
1990) which, in spite of its bitter end after the protracted low intensity warfare 
funded by the US, posed important questions on participatory methodological 
approaches in politics – a different ‘style’ of doing militant work, direct democratic 
mechanisms, etc. – which left a wealth of experience for future movements. 

The 1990s began with the mass mobilisation of indigenous people – 
which became ‘visible’ to militants and activists after the erosion of the traditional 
left-wing paradigm – against the five hundredth anniversary of the ‘discovery’ of 
Latin America in 1992.  In the first half of the 1990s it was indigenous peoples 
in the continent which led the first mass rebellions against the Washington 
Consensus: Chiapas (1994), Ecuador (1996) and the coca producers protesting 
against the ‘war on drugs’ imposed on rural communities in Peru, Bolivia and 
Colombia (1994).  These protests marked the appearance not only of new civil 
society activists, but also of new reasons to protest, for example against the harmful 
environmental effects of extractive industries, while the struggle for land gave 
impetus to movements for greater political autonomy and empowerment.  The 
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emergence and growth of these protest movements coincided with neoliberalism 
entering a phase of crisis at the turn of the century, which settled into a more 
urban pattern of protest epitomised by the water and gas wars of Bolivia (2000, 
2003), the Argentinian economic crisis (2001), the successive Ecuadorian crises 
(2000-2005), and the unceremonious fall of president Fujimori in Peru (2000).  
The rallying cry of ‘Que se vayan todos’ (Out with them all) created an impressive 
community of active subjects which, bringing together all of the marginalised 
sectors in civil society, effectively dismantled the hegemony of technocratic rule, 
while proving that politics is also done on the streets.

Not so radical results
It is in this context of mass mobilisation and in the quest for alternatives, that the 
so-called ‘progressive’ governments - a term which conceals important differences 
between them, but which we use in want of a better label - made an appearance.  
The first to come to power was the charismatic Hugo Chávez in Venezuela (1998), 
breaking the isolation of Cuba, arbitrarily embargoed by the United States (US).  
Over time, other presidents would join him, a mixture of more or less committed 
social democrats with links to radical sectors such as Evo Morales (Bolivia) and 
Rafael Correa (Ecuador), and populist nationalists with organic links to some 
social movements, notably Daniel Ortega (Nicaragua) and Néstor and Cristina 
Kirchner (Argentina).  Other emergent leaders were Michelle Bachelet (Chile) 
and Lula da Silva (Brazil) who emerged from culturally progressive sectors and 
were nonetheless dogmatic neoliberals in the economic sphere.  In most cases, 
the ascendancy of the ‘progressive’ governments led directly to the demobilisation 
and co-optation of social movements who were turned into ideological 
apparatuses of the state and spokespeople for the government.  An extreme 
example was Argentina, but in one way or another, every ‘progressive’ government 
restricted the independence of social movements.  At the same time, all of these 
governments encapsulated the subjective and objective contradictions of the 
Latin American process, particularly the contradiction between a radical rhetoric 
and the continuity of the dependant economic model based on primary export 
commodities, although with a redistributive twist.  This contradiction make us 
wonder if the attempts at economic integration and political integration which 
have been progressively replacing the  traditionally US dominated Organisation of 
American States, such as the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States 
(CELAC), Union of South American Nations (UNASUR), Bolivarian Alliance 
for the Peoples of Our America (ALBA), are the seeds of a definitive breakaway 
with dependency or the regionalisation of the Dutch disease because of their 
overreliance on primary commodities (primarily but not exclusively, oil). 

‘Progressive’ governments managed to create much needed redistributive 
policies (social services, education, health, etc.), which took millions out of poverty 
and gave them universal literacy and health effectively for the first time in history, 
thanks largely to the high price of primary commodities and the subsequent 
influx of cash (divisas).  This process meant only a relative change in relation to 
the orthodox neoliberal phase but was welcomed by neglected populations which, 
for the most part, failed to benefit from the economic bonanzas of which Latin 
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American history has been plagued.  However, it would be far-fetched to talk 
about post-neoliberalism: the socialism of these governments, more often than 
not, was aspirational, since the material bases of the capitalist system were left 
largely untouched.  It was ‘socialism of consumption’, not at the level of production 
save for some isolated experiences of self-management in Venezuela or Argentina.  
For the most part, the question of production was framed in merely quantitative 
terms.  The question in the struggle for production, however, is not so much how 
much is produced, but what, how and why we produce. 

In reality, the old model of dependency and its international division of 
labour was never challenged, while the regional political debate was limited by 
short-term geopolitical considerations.  Alas, the development of an economy 
based around the endogenous needs of hemispheric populations remains an 
elusive aspiration.  It is assumed that geopolitical changes alone, such as the 
erosion of US hegemony in the region after the defeat of the Free Trade Area of 
the Americas (FTAA) initiative and the meltdown of the Washington Consensus 
on the one hand, and the emergence of the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China 
and South Africa) bloc of emerging economies on the other, will have an intrinsic 
benefit on the region.  However, this is to ignore the pernicious effects of the 
emergent hegemons – the so-called Chinese model in particular – in terms of neat 
exploitation and environmental destruction, but also in terms of the vulnerabilities 
ingrained in the new dependency.

The rentier model of capitalism in Venezuela, for instance, has made 
the country extraordinarily vulnerable to the fluctuations in the price of oil and 
breaking this dependency model is very difficult.  This is evidenced by the fact 
that stimulating the productive sector has been systematically frustrated by the 
very dependence on the oil surplus on which they ultimately rely, becoming a 
circular problem.  As the system is primarily redistributive and intends to 
stimulate consumption to create a meaningful internal market, local production 
finds it difficult to compete with cheap imports while the whole economy is geared 
towards stimulating the export of primary commodities, constantly damaging 
the productive sector in the process.  To break away from this rentier model, 
something which cannot be done gradually, means a lot of mid-term sacrifices 
to see results in the long-term - not an easy task when you are trying to gain the 
loyalty of an electorate which does not necessarily share a commitment to the 
long-term project.  But overall, this dependency is unsustainable and the crisis 
of commodity prices, which has damaged the very redistributive nature of the 
project, has transformed into a considerable political crisis, particularly since the 
economic crisis has made ever more visible the politics of rentier capitalism.  

This form of capitalism is characterised by a bureaucratic web of 
clientelism, corruption and cronyism in a state which is populated by opportunists 
and technocratic ‘converts’.  Although corruption was not created by ‘progressive’ 
governments, far more could have been done to eradicate it.  Instead the corrupting 
network was used to a degree in order to consolidate the model of ‘change from 
above’.  Other ‘progressive’ governments, such as Ecuador, are a bit more protected 
from the fluctuations of the international market, because their productive 
capacity is much higher (Venezuela is an extreme case), but the current crisis has 
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exposed the frailty of the current model and the lack of a transformative project. 

Wealth of experience, poverty of project
There is an enormous wealth of experience accumulated over the years in Latin 
America, yet we have been unable to turn this experience into a transformative 
political, social and economic project.  To some degree, we have witnessed 
revolutions of the possible; in a sense, every process of change needs to consider 
the objective constraints it faces and the burden of historical legacies.  Yet, an 
element of imagination is needed in order to understand that the limits of the 
possible are wider than what we have come to believe.  Breaking the straightjacket 
on our political imagination is a first step in order to contribute to bring about a 
transformative project.  There are no magical formulas for addressing this project, 
yet there are some clues and some lessons gained from decades of struggles which 
are useful in this collective process. 

Beyond the denunciations of foul-play from the ‘Empire’ and of 
neoliberalism, it is important to start thinking of strategies to overcome capitalism.  
It is extremely worrying to live in a time when, as Slavoj Žižek has suggested, it is 
easier to imagine the end of the world than it is to imagine the end of capitalism.  
This is particularly difficult to accept when the end of the world is most likely to 
come about because of the destructive nature of the current dominant economic 
and social model.  These strategies can’t be based on mere redistribution or on the 
current international division of labour.  It requires a challenge to both; a look at 
productive relations in qualitative terms based on concerted international efforts 
that take seriously the scale of the current global environmental, civilisational and 
social crisis. 

The limits of the neoliberal technocratic project were made evident 
through mass mobilisation on the streets, showing that excluding the priorities of 
the majorities from the neoliberal agenda was a political issue, that the problems 
of Latin America were not technical but political. The problems now being 
faced by the rentier redistributive model of the ‘progressive’ governments and 
the difficulties of creating the basis for viable alternatives to the current system 
– sustainable, long-term alternatives that escape the above mentioned infernal 
cycle of dependency – are, to a large degree, technical.  But this is only one-side 
of the story.  In order to implement the technical measures necessary to break 
away from this rentier system, a serious process of politicisation of the masses 
is needed.  It is at this point that the technical becomes political as well, and we 
move form a quantitative emphasis to a qualitative one.  We need a population 
who understand the issues at stake and the changes that need to be implemented, 
that know the sacrifices and risks of every step forward in the creation of a new 
economic model.  This process necessitates a new way of doing politics, one which 
needs to be profoundly pedagogic, bringing together the practical experiences 
of this recent wave of mass politicisation with the lessons of half a century of 
committed educational praxis through Freirean and Participatory Action Research 
approaches.  This understanding is necessary for only an informed population, 
a people who are decisively involved and take an active part in decision-making 
and implementation, will develop the willingness to do the necessary mid-term 
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sacrifices which are consubstantial to any process of change.  To summarise, we 
need to break the mould of the citizen as a passive actor, a mere recipient of more 
or less benign redistributive policies, a process in which development education 
has a critical role to play.

Therefore, there is a need to move away from the mere formalities of 
representative democracy and implement real forms of direct and participatory 
democracy.  This was one of the elements that came up at the turn of the century 
with the wave of protests in South America, a promising awakening quickly 
overshadowed by the rise of the ‘progressive’ governments.  This top down 
politics necessarily has seen the people primarily as a base of support more than 
an active agent.  Over-reliance on hierarchical and personality-based leadership 
has thwarted the spontaneity of the processes and its mobilisation capacity, taken 
away ownership over it, while the streets have been abandoned to recalcitrant 
sectors opposed to any idea of significant change.  A significant process of change 
requires an abandonment of the cult of electoral politics.  It requires us to place the 
emphasis on collective leadership and to start thinking long term, beyond five year 
periods, in a process that develops new channels of participation and decision-
making.  

A failure to meet the above mentioned challenges has given the space 
for a new breed of technocratic leaders to emerge – best personified in the new 
Argentinian president Mauricio Macri – who have capitalised on the mistakes of 
the current ‘progressive’ governments and emphasised their technocratic nature 
as if this would be a real solution to the limitations met by the ‘progressive’ wave 
in Latin America.  It is not by clinging to the status quo – regardless of whether it is 
labelled ‘progressive’ – that we will move forward in a transformative direction, but 
by grasping the seriousness of the challenges ahead, abandoning easy solutions, 
rejecting our role as passive spectators in the political game and developing 
criticism as a constant companion.  Recovering our capacity to imagine a different 
world is a first step into the process of re-articulating the transformative agenda.  
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Yasuní-ITT and Post-Oil Development: Lessons 
for Development Educators
Chris O’Connell

“The struggle does not stop when the revolution is in power. It starts a new kind 
of struggle, new kind of fighting that all societies knew and are knowing. Then the 
role of education changes also” Paulo Freire (Horton el al. 1990: 218).

Abstract: The election of a series of leftist presidents across Latin America brought 
hope of alternative models of development, and a greater say for civil society 
organisations.  Instead, social actors have been marginalised - even criminalised - 
by ‘progressive’ governments that have continued to rely on extractive industries 
to fund social programmes.  Ecuador’s Yasuní-ITT, which emerged from civil 
society, was seen as a possible model of ‘post-oil’ development.  Adopted by the 
government of President Correa, its cancellation resulted in strong opposition 
from a new social actor: urban young people, styling themselves Yasunídos 
(United for Yasuní).  This article contends that this surprising outcome can only 
be understood by reference to the development education (DE) programme 
organised by environmental non-governmental organisations (NGOs).  The case 
of Yasunídos demonstrates the potential for using Freirean pedagogy to construct 
civil society responses to this new context. 

Key words: Civil Society; New Left; Ecuador; Post-Neoliberal; Post-Oil; 
Development; Education.

Latin America has been described as the only region of the world where a 
‘fundamental change’ of development model is occurring (Kirby, 2012: 27).  This 
change comes after two decades of upheaval in the region’s economy, polity and 
society.  The widespread introduction of neoliberal economic policies during the 
1990s heralded an attempt to create what Silva has termed a ‘market society’.  These 
efforts, however, were met with a countermovement: sustained resistance from 
civil society.  This sector, led by social and indigenous movements, has formulated 
alternatives to the neoliberal model, ousted sitting presidents, and ‘ushered in 
governments inclined to act on mandates’ to tackle neoliberalism (Silva, 2009: 53).  
Kirby has contended that education, and in particular the work of Paulo Freire, 
played a key role in this process of transformative change (2012).

The ‘New Left’ governments that rose to power in many countries offered 
the promise of an alternative path, together with closer relations between civil 
society and the state.  Variously described as ‘radical’ (Ellner, 2012; Raby, 2006) 
and ‘populist’ (de la Torre and Arnson, 2013; Weyland, 2013), the presidents of 
Venezuela, Ecuador and Bolivia have tended to style themselves as the leaders of a 
revolution, albeit of a democratic variety (Becker, 2011; Cannon, 2009).  Presidents 
Hugo Chávez, Evo Morales and Rafael Correa have overhauled the institutional 
frameworks of their countries, and wholly altered the power dynamics (Ellner, 
2012).  In a region with serious and long-standing social issues, these governments 
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have achieved ‘remarkable’ progress in increasing social spending and reducing 
poverty and inequality (Hogenboom, 2012).

As the dust settles, however, some have begun to question whether these 
‘progressive’ governments are formulating alternative models of development 
(Muñoz Cabrera, 2012; Weyland et al., 2010).  In particular, critics point to 
the continued dependence on extractive activities like oil, gas and mining as 
evidence of continuity rather than change (Gudynas, 2012; Hogenboom, 2012).  
Accompanying this trend has been a steady deterioration in relations between the 
state and civil society, which has been portrayed as an obstacle to development 
(Gudynas, 2012: 403).  Furthermore, governments have enacted laws that limit 
the scope for contentious action.  Faced with this ‘totally new context’ (Ibid.), civil 
society actors have been forced to seek alternative approaches.  A key component 
of the reaction by civil society, this article contends, has been education. 

This article considers the case of an alternative model of development that 
has emerged from this context.  Ecuador’s ‘ground-breaking’ Yasuní-ITT scheme 
(Pellegrini et al., 2014: 284) has been called a model of ‘post-oil development’ 
(Acosta et al., 2009).  This initiative originated in civil society and ‘activist 
organisations’ (Bebbington, 2012: 23), and proposed leaving oil underground 
in return for contributions from the international community.  The scheme 
was adopted by the ‘leftist’ Correa government in 2007, garnering international 
attention (Larrea and Warnars, 2009).  Reaction to the scheme within Ecuador, 
however, was ‘lukewarm’ (Acosta et al., 2009).  Nevertheless, when Correa moved 
to cancel the project in 2013 following several setbacks, the response from local 
civil society was unexpectedly fierce, yielding widespread protest and calls for a 
referendum (Coryat, 2015).  At the forefront of the resistance was a new generation 
of activists styling themselves Yasunídos (United for Yasuní).

The Yasuní-ITT Initiative presents an excellent case study for educators 
seeking to understand challenges to new models of development.  This article 
begins with an overview of the ‘New Left’ in Latin America and its relations 
with civil society.  The second part looks at the Yasuní-ITT Initiative, its origins, 
promise, and failure.  The third part presents a study of development in the 
global South, reviewing a schools’ programme which sought to engage citizens 
on the issue.  That section goes on to consider one outcome of the programme:  
the Yasunídos collective.  The article contends that given the complex balance of 
forces in many countries, Freirean critical pedagogy is fundamental to the survival 
of social movements and, consequently, for the generation of new paradigms 
of development.  As Martinez notes, these are the sectors of society that have 
traditionally ‘offered alternative and sustainable economic models and practices’ 
(2014: 140). 

The ‘New Left’ and civil society: Creating a new model?
The debt crisis that engulfed Latin America in the 1980s led to the ‘lost 
development decade’ (Kirby, 2003: 53).  The cure prescribed by international 
financial institutions like the World Bank and International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) – neoliberal economic policies – while bringing stability, had significant 
side-effects.  Critical problems like hyperinflation were controlled, and credit lines 
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were re-opened.  Nevertheless, the more ambitious promises of neoliberalism – 
increased foreign investment, growth of local business, higher employment – failed 
to materialise (Green, 2003; Kirby, 2003). The privatisation of state assets led to 
more corruption (Stiglitz, 2003), and reduced the state’s capacity for redistribution 
(Roxborough, 1992).  The outcome was an increase in poverty and stratification, 
leading the UN’s Development Programme to describe Latin America as the most 
unequal region in the world (2004: 43).

In socio-political terms, the effects were equally grave.  Along with 
‘downsizing’ the state, neoliberalism deregulated industry and flexibilised 
labour, which decimated the union movement (Green, 2003), and ‘shredded the 
bonds’ between traditional parties and voters (Roberts, 2003: 39).  The result 
was widespread disaffection with democracy across the region (Mainwaring et 
al., 2006).  As Silva has noted, neoliberalism was experienced by the urban and 
rural poor, indigenous people and elements of the middle class as ‘economic, 
political, and social exclusion and injustice’ (2009: 266).  Nevertheless, the roll-
out of neoliberal reforms across the region was incomplete (Walton, 2004), due 
to resistance from an unexpected source.  The rise of social and indigenous 
movements resulted in struggles against the imposition of these policies (Silva, 
2009; Wolff, 2007). 

During the late 1990s and the early 2000s, these movements gradually 
identified the neoliberal agenda as the common source of their problems (Silva, 
2009).  According to Kirby, the influence of Freirean pedagogy is fundamental 
to understanding how movements were able to articulate and frame their issues 
without any ‘pre-set blueprint’ (2012: 28).  This level of consciousness enabled 
social actors to find innovative responses to threats, and to pursue transformative 
change.  As Philip and Panizza (2011: 50) have noted, these struggles were never 
purely economic in nature but sought more fundamental reform, often bringing 
down governments in the process (Hochstetler, 2006).  The outcome of this 
turmoil was the election of a series of presidents who committed themselves to 
sweeping reforms; to ‘post-neoliberal’ development (Kirby and Cannon, 2012: 8).  
Among those taking power via this process were Hugo Chávez, Evo Morales and 
Rafael Correa. 

The years that followed were equally dramatic, with these leaders 
overseeing significant institutional reform, typically including a new constitution 
to ‘re-found’ the state (Lomnitz, 2006).  In spite of these achievements, however, 
the debate continues as to whether these ‘progressive’ regimes have replaced 
the neoliberal development model.  Some have classified these governments as 
examples of the ‘petro-left’ (Schamis, 2006), or ‘rentier populism’ (Mazzuca, 2013).  
This argument suggests that the commodities boom of the last decade allowed 
these presidents to purchase electoral support through redistributive policies 
(Schamis, 2006).  Thus rather than representing a new model, these governments 
have simply revived the ‘traditional rentier model’ (Weyland, 2009: 146).  Others 
have pointed to the prioritisation of marginalised sectors (Ellner, 2012), and to 
significant reductions in poverty and inequality (Hogenboom, 2012) as signs of 
real change.  For some, however, this merely amounts to an improvement on the 
existing model (Gudynas, 2012).
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Although disagreements remain, there is consensus on some features 
of the ‘New Left’.  Firstly, there is agreement regarding the renewed importance 
of the state as a central actor in both society and the economy (Roberts, 2013).  
While the commodities boom may not account entirely for the ‘left turn’, it has 
allowed countries with oil and gas reserves to assert the state’s role as the regulator 
of economic activity (Muñoz Cabrera, 2012: 67).  The governments of Venezuela, 
Bolivia and Ecuador have aggressively renegotiated contracts with international 
companies, yielding improved terms for the state (Lievesley, 2009).  This income 
has helped fund overdue investment in infrastructure, increased spending on 
health and education, and measures to address the chronic poverty that is a 
historic problem in these nations (ECLAC, 2013).  Nevertheless, questions remain 
as to whether these positive changes constitute a transformation of the economic 
model (Kirby and Cannon, 2012). 

A second element of consensus in the literature is the influence of civil 
society.  It is widely believed that mass protests against neoliberalism facilitated the 
rise to power of the ‘New Left’ (Silva, 2009; Lievesley, 2009).  As Kirby and Cannon 
have outlined, civil society activism ‘generated a discourse critical of the neoliberal 
project, built movements to challenge it, and provided many of the leading figures 
that were to win state power’ (2012: 13).  Furthermore, social actors are behind 
many of the new models that have emerged from these leftist projects – the ‘seeds 
of alternative development’ (Gudynas, 2012: 407).  A prominent example is the 
Buen Vivir (good living) paradigm, also known as sumak kawsay.  This concept, 
now enshrined in the new constitutions of Ecuador and Bolivia, is ‘rooted in 
indigenous epistemology’ and advocates a fundamental change in the relationship 
between humans and nature (Muñoz Cabrera, 2012: 67). 

The coming together of these two forces – a renovated state apparatus 
with a powerful civil society – has become the focus of attention for many studying 
the region (Cannon and Kirby, 2012; de la Torre and Ortiz, 2015).  Some have 
noted ‘the importance of mobilised citizenry’ (Kirby, 2012: 27) in shaping policy 
outcomes and development models.  As Philip and Panizza note, civil society has 
become ‘the new moderating power of Latin America politics’ (2011: 41).  However, 
as is becoming increasingly clear, democratically elected governments with 
mandates for radical change do not necessarily take kindly to such moderation.  
According to Lievesley, governments typically try to ‘control and fragment’ these 
forces, and to limit their behaviour and impact (2009: 34).  As might be expected 
in countries rich in natural resources, this tension manifests most clearly in the 
trade-offs between the economy and the environment (Kirby, 2012: 29).

The next section will consider one of these countries: Ecuador.  
Specifically, it will examine an alternative model of development that emerged from 
civil society.  The Yasuní-ITT Initiative was an attempt to side-step the historical 
tension between development and conservation by monetising the preservation of 
an area of highly diverse rainforest (Larrea and Warnars, 2009).  The initiative was 
adopted, promoted but ultimately abandoned by the state amid political acrimony.  
The Yasuní project is a useful lens through which to examine relations between 
civil society and the state, and the challenges to realising innovative development 
models in the face of social, political and economic pressures.  This case also 
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gives insight into the new context for social actors in countries ruled by ‘leftist’ 
governments, and highlights the dynamic role that education plays in shaping 
their response.

Monetising the Amazon: The Yasuní-ITT Initiative
Ecuador presents an excellent case for studying the dynamics of ‘New Left’ 
governments, mobilised civil society, and alternative development models.  During 
the neoliberal period, attempts to advance economic reforms were met with 
sustained resistance by civil society (Silva, 2009).  This era of contention resulted 
in the ousting of three sitting presidents in a ten-year period (Hochstetler, 2006), 
and interrupted the reform process.  At the forefront of this resistance was the 
indigenous movement which through innovative forms of peaceful protest built 
up legitimacy and forced concessions (Zamosc, 2007).  Other movements played 
roles in these struggles, however: labour unions, neighbourhood committees, 
and sectors of the middle class (Silva, 2009), along with an atypically influential 
environmental lobby (Andrade, 2015). 

These actors played a significant role in propelling left-wing economist 
Rafael Correa to the presidency in 2006.  While Correa was an outsider, many 
of his chief advisors had ties to civil society.  Thus, the first plan for government 
produced by Alianza PAIS, Correa’s nascent political party, effectively compiled 
historic demands that had emerged from civil society (2006).  Furthermore, 
movements and NGOs had a leading role in shaping Ecuador’s ‘progressive’ 
new constitution (Becker, 2011).  This new document enshrined the concept of 
Buen Vivir, granted rights to nature, and recognised indigenous identity but not 
all concessions to civil society were of a symbolic nature.  The new government 
imposed higher taxes on oil companies, trebled spending on education and health, 
and granted amnesty to several hundred imprisoned movement leaders. 

Unsurprisingly, then, many civil society actors felt that this was an 
administration with which they could work.  Nevertheless, to truly make good on 
what it termed its ‘Citizens’ Revolution’, the government needed to ‘move beyond 
rhetoric and vague platitudes to a pursuit of alternative development models’ 
(Becker, 2011: 109).  Evidence that this could happen came from the government’s 
support for a radical proposal for ‘post-oil development’ (Acosta et al., 2009).  
This would involve embracing ‘revolutionary ideas’ and ‘imaginative financing 
mechanisms’ to transition from extraction to a more sustainable economy.  The 
foundations for the Yasuní-ITT Initiative were laid by civil society organisations 
Acción Ecológica and Oil Watch (Rival, 2012).  As Oil Watch coordinator 
Esperanza Martinez explained in an interview on 15 July 2015, the initiative 
began as a moratorium on oil exploration in Ecuador’s southern Amazon. While 
this approach was included in the plan for government (APAIS, 2006: 47), it was 
opposed by Correa.  Instead the proposal was limited to three oil fields in Yasuní 
National Park.

Despite the more modest scale, the Yasuní-ITT Initiative put forward by 
Minister for Mines and Energy, Alberto Acosta, and adopted by the government 
in 2007, was considered a challenge to the ‘logic of extractive development’ that 
underpinned neoliberalism (Acosta et al., 2009).  Furthermore, Yasuní National 
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Park could be seen as the ideal ‘test case’ for such a scheme.  Firstly, the park houses 
extraordinary biodiversity, including hundreds of species of bird, mammal and 
insect; the park was declared a World Biosphere Reserve by UNESCO in 1989.  
Secondly, the park’s territory is home to several ‘uncontacted’ tribes of the indigenous 
Huaorani nation that have withdrawn deep into the rainforest, and whose survival 
could be threatened by oil exploration.  Finally, it has oil reserves.  According to 
expert reports, approximately 846 million barrels of heavy crude could be extracted 
from beneath the Ishpingo, Tambococha and Tiputini (ITT) fields.

The plan as originally conceived was reasonably straightforward.  The 
value to the Ecuadorian state of the oil in ITT was estimated to be US$7.2 billion 
over a thirteen-year period (Pellegrini et al., 2015).  In return for contributions 
totalling half that figure (US$3.6 billion) by international donors, Ecuador would 
leave the oil under the ground.  Not only would this aid the preservation of the 
park’s human inhabitants and biodiversity, proponents in both government and 
civil society were keen to point out the wider global benefits.  In a general sense, 
the scheme would save the region from the deforestation that tends to accompany 
oil activity.  More specifically, supporters of the initiative estimated that by not 
burning this oil, emissions up to 407 million metric tonnes of carbon dioxide 
would be avoided (Acosta et al., 2009).

Given the context of global climate change, the scheme was promoted 
as a new method of preventing greenhouse gas emissions (Larrea and Warnars, 
2009).  In presenting the initiative to the UN General Assembly in September 2007 
President Correa’s speech framed the issue as one of climate justice, stating that 
Ecuador was seeking joint responsibility rather than charity.  The proposal was 
well-received internationally, with figures such as Muhammad Yunus, Rigoberta 
Menchu and Prince Charles providing endorsements.  By 2008, the German 
Bundestag had voted to pledge US$50 million per annum to a trust fund yet to be 
created (Rival, 2012).  The Yasuní-ITT initiative appeared to have potential to be a 
new model of development for Ecuador, Latin America and the world.

Along with an alternative model of environmental protection, Yasuní-
ITT offered the possibility of a new way of tackling development issues at a 
national level, combining the strengths of civil society and the state.  As Rival 
has noted, the advent of ‘New Left’ governments offered the hope that social 
movement and state actors would come together ‘to rethink economy, ecology and 
political commitment’ and balance the needs of humans and nature (2012: 153).  
For example, while some civil society members were uncomfortable with the 
monetisation of the Amazon, it was clear from his inauguration speech in January 
2007 that this element appealed to Correa, a trained economist.  The innovation of 
Yasuní Security Certificates (YSCs) – effectively government bonds – as a means 
of securing donations offered a possible way to keep both environmentalists and 
economists happy. 

In spite of its apparent promise, as years passed the optimism 
surrounding the Yasuní-ITT initiative began to fade, and harsh realities intruded.  
On the global stage, the scheme hit problems during COP 15 in 2009, when YSCs 
were deemed ineligible for the United Nations’ reforestation strategy (REDD) – 
emblematic of the gap between global North and South at that time (Rival, 2012: 
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164).  Furthermore, in 2010 difficulties arose between international donors and 
the Ecuadorian government over the governance structure of the trust fund.  
Interpreting attempts to limit the use of pledged funds as an attack on national 
sovereignty, Correa announced that donors could ‘stick their pennies in their ears’ 
(Coffey, 2013).  Perhaps as a result of these issues, the level of international donor 
pledges fell far short of expectations (Pellegrini et al., 2014).   

Nevertheless, even in the face of international apathy, some have argued 
that the Ecuadorian government could have – and indeed should have, in light of 
its constitution – made good on its plan to leave the oil in the ground (Acosta et 
al., 2009).  In that sense, it is arguable that the biggest threat to the initiative came 
from within the government itself.  For some in civil society, there were many 
reasons to doubt the government’s commitment to the scheme, particularly given 
Ecuador’s growing debt to oil-hungry China (Martinez, 2014).  More generally, 
many felt that the government’s ideology was amorphous, and that ‘pressure from 
below and to the left’ was needed to ensure promises were honoured (Becker, 
2011: 113).  The capacity of civil society to maintain that pressure, however, came 
under threat as the government moved to control the ‘political space’ occupied by 
movements, and deter opposition. 

Chief among the measures introduced were Executive Decree 16, which 
gave the state significant control over social organisations (de la Torre and Ortiz, 
2015); and a new Penal Code, which decreed many methods of protest acts of 
terrorism (Coryat, 2015).  A report by Amnesty International (2012) estimated 
that 200 leaders of social movements faced terrorism charges. Other measures 
involved co-optation, creation of parallel organisations, and closure, as in the case 
of Pachamama Alliance (de la Torre and Ortiz, 2015).  Along with these overt 
legal measures, the president’s discourse toward civil society turned increasingly 
hostile.  Correa used speeches and his Saturday morning television show, Enlace 
Ciudadano (Citizens’ Connection), to deride the ‘infantile left, environmentalists, 
and Indianists’ (Ibid: 9), who were portrayed as greedy special interest groups 
holding back national progress. 

Correa was re-elected in February 2013 with a large majority, 
strengthening his claim to democratic legitimacy.  On 15 August 2013 Correa 
announced the formal cancellation of the Yasuní-ITT Initiative.  The move was 
justified using discourse resonant of what Gudynas has termed ‘new extractivism’ 
(2012).  The president committed to using ‘cutting edge’ technology to minimise 
environmental damage; and to directing revenues from the oil extracted to combat 
poverty.  ‘We cannot be beggars sitting on a sack of gold’, Correa maintained.  
Given the fragility of both organised political opposition and civil society, Correa 
might have expected the strongest criticism to come from abroad.  He was wrong.  
The day after the announcement, protests broke out; the following day Yasunídos 
was formed.  The next section will consider the emergence and impact of this key 
social actor and the role that development education played in its formation.

The response of civil society: education and action
The emergence of Yasunídos was described by political scientist Pablo Andrade 
in an interview on 16 July 2015 as the ‘rebirth’ of a civil society in Ecuador.  For 
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Esperanza Martinez, Yasunídos restored her faith in the possibility of a mobilised 
citizenry.  While the long-term effect of this group remains unclear, these 
statements by experienced observers of state/civil society dynamics give a clear 
sense of its impact.  Yet the emergence and significance of the group is puzzling on 
a number of levels.  Firstly, there is the context of a fragmented civil society, along 
with the high rates of public approval enjoyed by Correa.  Secondly, a mere four 
years earlier it appeared that the Yasuní-ITT initiative had failed to capture the 
national imagination.  Finally, there was the make-up of the organisation, which 
was ‘youth-led’ and independent of parties or indigenous movements (Coryat, 
2015: 3747).

What could explain the emergence and subsequent impact of this sui 
generis social movement?  Coryat has proposed two explanations of the level of 
citizen resistance to the cancellation of the project, which included protests and 
the formation of Yasunídos (2015).  First there is the influence of social movement 
struggles over neoliberalism and the protection of the environment.  Secondly, 
and somewhat ironically, is the impact of the government’s own marketing 
strategy promoting Yasuní-ITT.  This multi-million-dollar international campaign 
presented stunning images of the park’s natural wonders and ‘fostered pride and 
ecological consciousness’ among ordinary Ecuadorians (Ibid.: 3746).  While these 
factors go some way to explaining a general public backlash, they do not provide 
a full account of the Yasunídos phenomenon.  In particular, they fail to explain 
the fact that the collective was predominantly conformed by young city-dwellers. 

At interview Esperanza Martinez explained that many believed it would 
be necessary to push the government to fulfil its commitment to leaving the oil 
in the ground, and that efforts to exert pressure hinged on an aware and engaged 
population.  Returning to Freire’s work, and specifically to Kirby’s (2012: 28) 
evaluation of its influence on Latin American civil society, it has been asserted 
that a precondition for the emergence of movements is an ‘empowered and 
socially aware consciousness’.  Where was this consciousness sown in the case of 
Yasunídos?  How was it that a significant sector of urban youth came to know and 
care so much about a distant area of rainforest?  It is contended that the answer lies 
in development education, and in particular a schools’ programme provided by 
environmental organisations Oil Watch and Acción Ecológica (Ecological Action). 

Prior to continuing, this article will defend the assertion above that the 
programme can validly be considered ‘development education’.  While the term is 
not common in Latin America, the influence of Freire on civil society is considerable.  
Particularly relevant is Freire’s concept of ‘praxis’, defined as ‘reflection and action 
upon the world in order to transform it’ (2000: 51).  As McCloskey (2015) has 
asserted, the influence of Freire on DE is strong in terms of both aims and approach.  
Additionally, in comparing the practice of DE in the global North and South, Liddy 
(2013: 39-40) has found many similarities.  Certainly, common conceptions of DE 
in a Northern context would appear relevant also to the Latin American context.  
For example, IDEA (2012) has stated that DE uses ‘participatory and democratic 
learning methods’ to provide learners with a ‘critical understanding of our complex 
world’.  McCloskey (2009: 2) has noted that DE ‘aims to result in informed local 
action based on a global consciousness’.
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On this basis, it is contended that the DE label is correctly applied to 
the Mi Futuro Yasuní (My Future Yasuní) educational programme.  As set out by 
Martinez in interview, a key objective was to promote critical understanding not 
only of the initiative, but of wider issues like indigenous rights and environmental 
destruction.  Local themes were framed in a global context, citing climate change 
and international human rights.  The stated aim was to generate public debate 
with a view to action.  For example, the ‘script’ used for workshops identified 
action outcomes, one of which was ‘pressurising the state’.  The approach used was 
participatory and utilised a range of techniques and resources.  Finally, although 
explicitly linked to a campaign, the programme promoted reflection, thus 
transcending the category of what Freire has termed pure activism (2000).  This 
section will continue with an outline of the schools’ programme; and an account 
of the emergence, impact and legacy of the Yasunídos movement it helped create.

Education: Mi Futuro Yasuní Programme
According to Martinez, the decision to enter the educational space was born more 
out of necessity than choice.  The prior experience of Oil Watch in campaigning 
against extraction had relied on working with the local population.  In the case of 
Yasuní, however, the population was sparse and some of those living there were 
not contactable.  A further problem was the low level of public awareness of the 
park: according to Martinez, an opinion poll in 2007 revealed that only 10 percent 
of the population had heard of Yasuní.  Accordingly, an education campaign was 
launched in 2007, to coincide with the adoption by the government of the Yasuní-
ITT Initiative.  By the time President Correa announced its cancellation, the 
programme had run for over six years. Its success in engaging the population, and 
in particular youth, on the issue would then face its ultimate test. 

The schools’ programme was devised by Oil Watch and run by Acción 
Ecológica, and targeted both primary and secondary levels.  The scale and ambition 
of the programme were initially modest, beginning in just two schools with the 
aim of generating general debate.  However, as more schools joined, the scope 
of the programme developed toward specific action outcomes. Martinez stated 
that a further objective of working with students was to use them as a means of 
raising consciousness among their parents.  The starting point for the programme 
was Yasuní’s status as a national park, and in particular its vast biodiversity.  The 
objective was to engender a sense of national pride in Ecuador’s natural riches, to 
see that ‘nature belongs to everyone’ (echoing the government’s own slogan, ‘the 
homeland now belongs to everyone’).  The overarching approach as inspired by 
the natural environment was positive and fun, said Martinez.

The programme provided workshops to students during school hours. 
Courses typically lasted five weeks, with each workshop taking around 90 minutes.  
The approach was explicitly participative and dynamic, featuring activities 
tailored to the participants’ age range.  The materials featured many visual aids, 
in particular depicting natural wonders, but also positive images of indigenous 
people.  For younger participants, resources focussed on environmental protection 
and the harmful impacts of oil exploitation.  A campaign was developed featuring 
a piggy bank into which children were encouraged to deposit coins to help save 
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Yasuní, while role plays centred on building a bond between participants and the 
ecosystem.  Events were organised to honour ‘child ecologists’, which received 
coverage in popular children’s magazines.  For Martinez the most satisfying 
activities were those partnering older and younger participants.

For adolescents, the workshops feature more explicitly political elements.  
Concepts from the constitution, such as Buen Vivir, the rights of nature, and 
protected areas, were introduced.  Indigenous culture was discussed, but also 
international instruments for the protection of their rights. Emphasis was placed 
on the impact of extraction on both humans and nature, which were related to 
global climate change and calls for a new model of development.  Workshops 
encouraged participants to reflect on action outcomes within both the local and 
global context.  For example, a role play activity included an exercise where those 
representing civil society were encouraged to arrange a ‘popular consultation’ over 
the Yasuní-ITT question, a reference to an article of the constitution that allowed 
citizens to convoke a recall referendum on any national issue.  This provision was 
to become a central feature of the Yasunídos campaign.

Not every aspect of the educational programme was successful, Martinez 
admitted.  By way of an example, she referred to a mobile phone application called 
‘The Age of Yasuní’ which featured a children’s game which aimed to prevent an 
oil well being drilled.  Martinez admitted that the game was ‘repetitive’ and that 
the application had not achieved much, but she noted that it was an attempt to 
find new ways to reach young people.  The programme effectively came to an end 
upon the cancellation of Yasuní-ITT in 2013.  Survey data from polling agency 
CEDATOS carried out at that time revealed that awareness of Yasuní-ITT in 
Ecuador had increased to over 80 percent, while rates of approval were well over 
70 percent.  While Martinez acknowledged that the state marketing campaign had 
been significant, she believed the programme had played a role.  The real test of 
the programme’s success, however, would be measured by actions. 

Action: Yasunídos
As noted, the Yasunídos collective did not grow out of a pre-existing political or 
social movement (Coryat, 2015: 3747).  Nor were the members of this organisation 
drawn from marginalised sectors of the population with a history of spontaneous 
protest.  Although Yasunídos’ webpage asserts the heterogeneous nature of the 
collective, stating, ‘we are students, peasants, artists, workers, mothers, fathers, 
children, activists, the group was made up mainly of ‘urban young people’ (Coryat, 
2015: 3746).  The organisation sprung up apparently fully formed just three days 
after the cancellation of Yasuní-ITT; within months they would be referred to as 
a ‘key social actor’.  This outcome can only be understood by reference to praxis: 
during the programme these young people had reflected; they were now ready for 
action.

The effects of the education programme can also be observed in the 
methods Yasunídos employed to campaign against the termination of the 
initiative.  The first phase, in the immediate aftermath of Correa’s announcement, 
involved widespread protests involving many actors.  Police reacted aggressively 
to the protests, while Correa used the media to single out and demean individual 
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protesters.  As a combination of repression and fatigue took their toll on 
protesters, Yasunídos began to harness more innovative tools to keep the issue in 
the public eye.  The group revived the Andean tradition of the zapateada, cultural 
events featuring music, dance and song (Ibid.). Yasunídos also drew on modern 
technology, disseminating videos, music and images via their website and social 
media.  The collective also forged alliances with indigenous communities resistant 
to drilling.

Nevertheless, it was the decision to seek a recall referendum on the 
issue of Yasuní-ITT, and the campaign that followed, that sealed the importance 
of Yasunídos as a social force.  Article 104 of the constitution allowed for the 
convocation of a consulta popular (recall referendum) by the citizenry on an issue 
of national importance, provided they could produce a petition supported by five 
percent of the electorate.  In the case of Yasuní, this amounted to 583,324 signatures.  
Martinez described the process of collecting signatures, mainly conducted on the 
streets, as ‘very difficult’.  Nevertheless, the process revealed more evidence of the 
influence of education.  Martinez recalls witnessing children who learned about 
the scheme persuading fearful parents to sign.  Elsewhere Coryat (2015: 3752) 
has noted the desire of Yasunídos to not only collect signatures, but to engage in 
dialogue with citizens about the issue. 

With around three months remaining before the deadline for signature 
collection, Yasunídos held a press conference to reveal that 90 percent of the 
required signatures had been collected.  According to Martinez, ‘that was when 
the war began’.  The government reacted to the announcement with a forceful 
campaign, that including media attacks, trolling on social media, intimidation by 
security forces, and the launch of a parallel consultation designed to sow confusion 
(Coryat, 2015).  The tactics did not succeed.  Yasunídos exceeded all expectations 
by gathering 757,623 signatures, which were presented to the National Electoral 
Council (CNE).  This was not the end of the matter, however; amid accusations 
of fraud, the CNE disqualified over 60 percent of the signatures, ensuring that the 
referendum would not proceed. 

While Yasunídos may have lost the battle over the recall referendum, it 
is not yet clear who will win this ‘war’.  The government was also damaged by the 
affair.  Local elections in early 2014 saw the government lose all of the major cities, 
an outcome attributed by both Martinez and Coryat (2015) to a public distaste 
for the treatment of Yasunídos.  Following that period there has also been a 
resurgence in civil society mobilisation in Ecuador, including the re-emergence of 
the indigenous movement (Becker, 2015).  While Yasunídos have faded somewhat 
from view, their influence continues.  Although the government amended the 
wording of Article 104 of the constitution to prevent further citizens’ referenda, 
there has been an upsurge in ‘alternative’ consultations among communities 
threatened by oil or mining.  As Martinez stated, ‘I believe Yasunídos did this’.

Furthermore, this case in not unique; other organisations in Ecuador are 
also turning to Freirean pedagogy in response to the challenging contemporary 
environment.  For example, FECAOL is a federation of small farmers on Ecuador’s 
coastal plain, a region not renowned for social movements.  This helps to explain 
the foundation of a School of Agroecological Formation.  Richard Intriago, one 
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of the organisation’s leaders, explained in an interview on 12 July 2015 that the 
school was created to strengthen the organisation, promote agroecology, and 
form leaders with a ‘critical vision’.  The school draws inspiration from the ‘Paulo 
Freire’ Latin American Institute of Agroecology set up by Via Campesina and 
Brazil’s Landless Workers’ Movement (MST). The curriculum promotes active 
participation based on reflection and commitment to the construction of a society 
based on justice and solidarity.  As Intriago explained, ‘first we need to build our 
capacity; then we will be ready for action when the time comes for change’.

Conclusion
The ascension to power of governments of the ‘New Left’ has proved a double-
edged sword for civil society in parts of Latin America.  While these organisations 
have seen many historic proposals accepted and even enshrined in constitutions, 
they have also been pushed to the political fringes.  Furthermore, social actors 
that have in the past been the authors of alternative models of development are 
increasingly sceptical of the path taken by ‘progressive’ governments.  Nowhere is 
this tension more apparent than in the area of resource extraction, upon which the 
economies of countries like Venezuela, Bolivia and Ecuador depend.  Attempts to 
use traditional methods developed during the neoliberal era to put pressure on 
governments have yielded diminishing returns due to legal and discursive moves 
to criminalise and delegitimise protest. 

The case study of the Yasuní-ITT Initiative and its failure serves to 
highlight this dynamic.  However, as the article also demonstrates, civil society is 
continuing to innovate in response to this changed context.  In particular, social 
actors are turning increasingly to the spirit and techniques of Freirean education 
in order to reflect on the current reality with a view to fresh action outcomes.  As 
the study of the Mi Futuro Yasuní schools’ programme, and its influence on the 
emergence of the Yasunídos collective has demonstrated, not all avenues for action 
have been closed.  It is clear that civil society actors in Latin America will continue 
to be the agents of their own transformation.  It is for this reason that those who 
work with and are inspired by the region do not talk about ‘charity’, but about 
‘solidarity’.
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Appendix One
In Conversation: Peadar King with Robert Fisk

The following is a transcript of an interview carried out by broadcaster and film-
maker Peadar King with Robert Fisk, who was The Independent’s Middle-East 
correspondent and worked in the region for more than forty years.  The interview 
was conducted on 18 December 2018 as part of a documentary on Palestinian 
refugees in Lebanon produced for the series What in the World?  The transcript 
was reproduced in Policy and Practice with the kind permission of Peadar King 
and Robert Fisk.  The interview is being published in memorium to Robert Fisk 
who sadly passed away on 30 October 2020.

Peadar King

(PK):	 Robert could you start by telling us how Palestinians came to be located in 
Lebanon?

Robert Fisk 

(RF):	Well the Palestinians came to Lebanon in the same way as they washed up 
as refugees in Gaza you know and what is now the West Bank.  They were 
driven off, driven from their homes, or fled from their homes in what is now 
Israel, during the war of 1948/49 when the Israeli state was established and 
the refugees were living on the land which is now Israel.   

		  They of course call it Palestine and that was their property.  They lived 
on it, they had the deeds to it, they owned it and they were citizens of a 
mandate, British mandate before the Second World War called Palestine, 
which of course was composed, too, of both Jews and Arabs.  Most of 
the people of Palestine historically are Arabs and were, indeed, when the 
original British Balfour declaration said that the British would support a 
Jewish homeland in Palestine.  

		  So those Palestinians who fled their homes either because of massacres 
or through sheer fear, fled northwards, say from Galilee, and the Galilean 
Palestinians ended up in Lebanon, in the south of Lebanon, in Beirut itself 
in large numbers and in the Bekaa Valley in eastern Lebanon, and they 
believed of course when they arrived, the original refugees, that in a matter 
of days or weeks they would return to their homes in Palestine which is why 
they kept their land deeds, the keys to their front doors.  They were going 
away for a few days, locked the front door, left everything intact inside their 
houses, thinking they were going to go back when the war was over.

PK:	 Many people looking at that scenario, that period in history, they are 
surprised that the Palestinians were duped so easily into believing that they 
were leaving Palestine for a short period of time.
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RF:	 Well they weren’t duped, no one told them they were fleeing a war, and 
remember at that period we had the end of the Second World War which 
occurred in Europe in 1945, you know April/May.  

		  Millions of people were on the roads of Europe, and refugees were a 
very common phenomena.  Refugees in the Middle-East seemed to us in the 
west like any other refugees, and as we know in Europe in most cases - not 
in cases for several millions - but in most cases people could return to their 
homes, and there was a natural assumption that when the war was over you 
would go back to your home, partly because you thought well maybe the 
Palestinians or the Arab armies would win, partly because you were looking 
after your children in a neighbouring county or in a part of your country 
which wasn’t the scene of warfare, and naturally you would go back to your 
home afterwards.

		  This was a battle controlled by political people, by different political 
leaderships and that once this was finished you would return, after all you 
owned the land.  And promises had been made to the Arabs, remember in the 
First World War, that they would have this vast land between Morocco and 
Iraq and rule it themselves, but the Palestinians inside Palestine in the years 
leading up to the Second World War, they feared this would happen, they 
were well aware they may be dispossessed, which they were.  It was an act of 
dispossession, and once they arrived in Beirut, if you read the diaries of the 
first arrivals, they clearly believed a matter of weeks, months at the most, and 
it would be arranged that they could return.

		  The richer Palestinians, some of them had fled before the war, they 
knew what was going to happen and they had houses in Lebanon which 
they owned.  Some of them had houses which they actually sold in Palestine, 
in some cases to Jewish people who took the houses very happily.  “It’s going 
to be part of the Israeli state one day”, they thought, and it was.  But by 
and large those people, remember they were destitute, they had children, 
they were poor farmers in most cases, most of the Palestinians who came 
to Lebanon were not wealthy, they were poor people, they were people 
who had olive groves, were sheep farmers.  Some of them came across the 
border, and you can actually see it in the old filmed photographs, with their 
animals.  They actually got their farm animals and drove them dozens of 
miles because they thought, well we can use the fields of Lebanon and we 
can settle there for a little while and then we can go home.

 		  And of course, they didn’t go home and then constantly the international 
community, the world told them, “oh you will go home”.  And then 
remember we had a UN General Assembly resolution that refugees would 
return to their homes, but unfortunately General Assembly resolutions of 
the UN were not, and are not binding, so they did not return to their homes.  
And the Palestinian refugees became a kind of institution in themselves, 
and at one point there were 340,000 perhaps, maybe it’s only 140,000 or 
150,000 now, but people said “oh well the Palestinians in Lebanon, yeah 
well, they were refugees from, what was it – 1948, it was after the Second 
World War wasn’t it?”, and the history began to disappear.  They became a 
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permanent feature of the landscape, the geography of Lebanon, except of 
course to the Christians of Lebanon who feared that the refugees, almost all 
of them being Muslim, would upset the religious balance in Lebanon and 
effectively destroy the Christian community and there you have the seeds of 
the civil war which began in 1975.

PK:	 But staying in that period, they were the majority of the population in 
1946/47 and again a lot of people would find it incomprehensible that the 
majority of a population can be forcibly removed from their country.

RF:	 Well I think not, you see, you’ve got to remember that in 1936 to 1939 
there had been a ferocious - well not a civil war really - an Arab uprising 
against British rule.  The Palestinian Arabs of Palestine naturally regarded 
the British as being the people who had brought upon them this enormous 
immigration of Jews who at some point were going to set up a state, and they 
were right in believing that.  So, they started an insurrection, partly against 
Jews of Palestine but also very much against the British.

		  And so, the British effectively and very brutally repressed that uprising 
and disarmed the Palestinians, whereas in many cases at that point Jewish 
settlements in what was Palestine still, were heavily armed and probably 
had to be because they were being attacked by the Arabs and the British 
could not dispossess the Jewish inhabitants of Palestine of those weapons.  
Now after the Second World War the situation reversed itself, and you had 
a Jewish uprising against British rule in which of course the Palestinians 
became the dispossessed and the Jews were fighting for their homeland 
against the Arabs and later the Arab armies.  

		  It’s not a simple story but it’s not that complicated.  At the end of the day 
Palestine for centuries had an Arab Muslim majority, and after the creation 
of the state of Israel, that part of Palestine that became Israel had a very 
small minority of Arabs left.

PK:	 You mentioned earlier on that other countries made promises to the 
Palestinian people – specifically what countries made promises:  what was 
the nature of those promises and how did they renege on those promises?

RF:	 Look, the principal promise that was made was made in one sentence in the 
Balfour Declaration - it was only one sentence long - in which the British 
said they supported a Jewish homeland in Palestine providing this did not 
affect the civil or existing rights of the existing communities, meaning Arab 
Muslims, although they didn’t say that.  The Balfour declaration was issued 
in the First World War because the British wanted Jewish support against 
Germany and the Austrian empire and the Austrian Hungarian empire 
so for short-term aims in 1917, we encouraged the establishment of this 
entirely new state in the Middle-East most of whose people were millions 
and millions of Arab Muslims, and as I say, the Arabs realised this was 
coming.  

		  During the same First World War, the British also promised the Arabs 
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that they would have an Arab independent land between effectively Morocco 
and Mesopotamia and Persia, Iraq and Iran today.  But then there was a 
special mandate for Palestine, and then once the implications of the Balfour 
declaration of Jewish homeland were clear, the Arabs / Arab nationalism 
began to take shape in a different way and said look this is a threat to the 
Arabs of Palestine, we are going to be driven off our lands, and by the time 
that the war has ended, I’m talking about the Israeli Arab war, the first one 
in 1948/49, the Israeli State as it would then become, effectively controlled, 
well something like 78% of what had been the mandate of Palestine.

		  That figure changes of course, because of who you believe was ruling 
Gaza at that period and so on, but of course Jordan first of all annexed 
the Arab part of what was left of Palestine, and in the end the modern 
Palestinian history, the history of Yasser Arafat and the Palestinian refugees 
who are alive now, was fighting to get back 22% of what had been Palestine, 
and even that’s failed completely. 

PK:	 Moving on then to the 1982 Shatila massacre, can you tell me please what 
happened and about your own personal experience in Shatila at that time?

RF:	 Look, the Sabra and Shatila massacre was the bloody highlight and climax 
of Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in 1982 and the purpose of that invasion 
- and Israeli scholars, historians, politicians have talked about this - was 
effectively to end the political Palestinian presence in Lebanon, drive them 
out, throw them out, send them to Syria, anywhere, but make sure that you 
have a safe Christian minority presidency allied to Israel. 

		  So, the whole purpose of the invasion of Lebanon in 1982 was effectively 
to neutralise the Palestinians or to neuter them if you like, just to destroy 
them as well.  And so, when the Christian president elect, Bachir Gemayel, 
the man who was going to be the chief ally in Lebanon of Israel, was 
assassinated in a bomb explosion in east Beirut, the Christian Phalange, his 
own militia, allied and armed and in some cases paid by the Israelis, moved 
in to the (one bit of Beirut,) the western Muslim Palestinian sector of Beirut 
which had not been crushed by the Israeli invasion, and then went straight 
into the camps.  They were sent into the Sabra and Shatila camps on the 
instructions of Ariel Sharon, the (then) Minister of Defence in Israel, who 
had the previous night actually told the Phalangists that Palestinians had 
killed Gemayel.  They hadn’t in fact but that’s what he said, and so they went 
in there with the Israelis watching, and the Israeli Commission of Enquiry 
made this absolutely clear, that the Israelis watched the massacre happening 
and did nothing.  

		  The massacre began on a Thursday and it finished on a Saturday mid-
day.  I arrived on Saturday morning and there was just devastation: flattened 
houses, exploded buildings, corpses lying in the street, a woman who had 
been eviscerated, a dead baby beside her, some dead horses. I couldn’t figure 
out why would they kill horses, and then we realised.  I was with an American 
correspondent, and a Norwegian Journalist who was a good friend of mine, 
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and still is today, and we realised we could hear armed vehicles moving and 
we realised that the Phalangist militia, the murderers, were still in the camp.  
We at one point ran into the back yard of a hovel, and there was a woman 
lying on her back and she just had just been killed, there was blood running 
from her head, and I didn’t see her at first, I was hiding behind this iron gate.  
We were trying to keep away from the noise of this vehicle we could hear 
passing only a few meters away, and my colleague said “Robert, behind you”.  
I looked around, and there was this dead woman and she had obviously 
stayed in her home when she heard all the shooting of the massacre, and she 
had tried to carry on her ordinary life.  You could see some of her clothes 
were hanging on a clothes line and she had a sort of a halo of clothes pegs 
around her head and she’d been shot as she was putting out her morning 
clothes for drying in the sun.  And that’s when we were pretty frightened 
because we thought if these guys come here they’re not going to say “hands 
up” members of the national unit of journalists, they were going to kill us!

	 But we waited until they passed and then we walked on though the camp 
and you sort of lost any thought about fear, you didn’t think about courage, 
you just were so appalled at what had happened, and there was something 
propelling you, whatever the cost may be to go on looking.  I walked over 
a mass grave that was bouncing under my feet, I climbed over corpses, and 
when I got back to my home my clothes were stinking of dead people.  I hate 
clichés but it was a great turning point in my journalistic career because I 
remember saying I don’t care what the Israeli lobby may say, I don’t care 
what all the friends of Israel may say, this is a war crime and I’m going to 
write about it and I don’t care to hell what anyone says.  

		  And that’s what Karsten (Norwegian journalist) and I did afterwards.  We 
came out and we wrote our stories, and this is what it was like.  I remember 
afterwards confronting an Israeli soldier who asked me what had happened 
and I said it looks like Treblinka in there, it looks like the pictures I’ve seen 
of the aftermath of the liberation of extermination camps in Europe.  And 
I said to him, I’m sorry but that’s what it reminds me of.  And as we know 
some Israelis who managed to see it said the same thing later on, they were 
appalled.  And rightly so.  And I thought then of course, I was a bit younger!  
I thought it would make a difference and it did for a while, it did, but then…

PK:	 The writing about them…

RF:	 Well no, the fact that we were there, there were witnesses by the thousand.  
I mean many people poured into the camps, they didn’t clear the bodies for 
days, they were there getting larger and stinking in the heat.

	 I mean it was a horror show and we knew who’d done it and we knew who 
watched.  You know the Christian Maronite allies of Israel had done it 
and the Israelis sent them in, armed them, fed them… The ground of the 
massacre site was littered with Israeli equipment which had been given to 
the Christian Lebanese militia who had done the killings.  
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PK:	 It wasn’t my intention to ask you this but at an emotional level, a human 
level, what does that experience do to you?

RF:	 I think it’s ridiculous for a journalist to talk about their experiences 
emotionally you know.  We’re talking about the massacre of people, we’re 
talking about vast millions of refugees who are going through incredible 
human suffering and trying to keep their families alive.  I think that if 
journalists are worried about their emotions you know they can fly home, 
business class if they like.  I mean we don’t count in this.

		  My feeling at the time was immense anger, and anger at Sharon who 
I’ve always believed was a war criminal and should have been tried.  He 
almost was in Brussels but the Americans stopped that, of course, and every 
time I’ve been to Gaza since I’ve said this is Sabra and Shatila.  It’s not quite 
the same exactly although occasionally there were very clear parallels with 
massacres and of course, the Gaza wars when the Palestinians were killed 
they were killed directly by the Israelis; there was no militia involved.  But I 
think Sabra and Shatila made me realise that if you want to report the truth 
go ahead whatever the flack you get around you, but for heaven’s sake name 
the guilty parties. 

PK:	 And Sharon subsequently became prime minister so what, knowing… 

RF:	 Yeah, when he died he was called a peace-maker (laugh).  That was Sharon’s 
legacy.  You’re a bad guy and you turned him into a good guy.  

		  And remember Arafat who at the time of Camp David, he was the peace-
maker and he ended up as a super terrorist, having begun life as a terrorist 
in Beirut.  He became a super peace-maker and went home to Palestine 
and ended up in the Muqata Compound in Ramallah as a super terrorist 
and couldn’t even be buried in Jerusalem (laugh).  It’s amazing how you flip 
between being a good guy and a bad guy isn’t it?

PK:	 Everyone we met in the Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon said: we will 
return, if not us, then the next generation in 100 years, 200 years.

RF:	 Yeah.  Look I’ve sat in refugee camps.  I remember being in Nahr el Bared 
in the north of Lebanon in 1976, and we’re talking more than forty years 
ago now, and being told earnestly by this Palestinian family that well the 
crusaders were here for more than 100 years.  We’ll go back, maybe not us 
but our descendants eventually, and I don’t think the world actually works 
like that now.  

		  Some refugees go back if the west wants them to.  The Kosovo Albanian 
Muslims went back to Kosovo, but if we’re not really that concerned… 
Do you think the Rahingyas are going to go back to Myanmar?  I doubt 
it.  Certainly, the Germans who were thrown out of Prussia, and eastern 
Germany, not without good reason in political terms, will never go back.  It’s 
now part of Poland.  The German Sudetens will never go back, because their 
ancestors played a role in Hitler’s takeover of Czechoslovakia.  And look at 
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all the Jews, some of whom ended up in Israel, others in America who would 
never go back and in many cases wouldn’t want to go back to their original 
homes in Europe.  Refugees by and large don’t go home and I was quite 
shocked once when I was doing a story about Syrian refugees in Lebanon 
to learn from the UN, not UN reports, but the actual UN people on the 
ground, both Western and Lebanese, that on average a third of refugees 
never leave the country they take refuge in.  

		  That was a figure I constantly remembered when the million refugees, 
allegedly a million whatever they were, arrived in Europe across the 
Mediterranean in 2015, and across the sea from Turkey.  You know refugees 
have a habit once they establish any kind of roots to stay where they are, 
and you can place your trust in international institutions - the UN, the EU, 
The World Trade Organisation, UN Health Bodies - but in the end it won’t 
get you home, and you can say well “I’ll fight for it”, yes but how?  The 1948 
war has been over a long time.  I find it more and more difficult, you know 
you can find them and you’ve found them, but it’s more and more difficult 
to find Palestinians who are survivors of the Nakba, the “disaster” in Arabic, 
which happened in 1948/49.

PK:	 So, seventy years later, four generations later and they’re stuck in Shatila 
and…

RF:	 Well no, what’s happening in fact and this is going to happen with the Syrians 
over the years, Syrian Palestinians I’m talking about, and Syrian refugees 
themselves, is that slowly but surely through family members abroad in 
Australia, Canada, America, family members are leaving.  So that in a sense 
their dispossession is finally being resolved in Israel’s favour because they’re 
not going to go home to Palestine, are they?  They’re going to England, 
France, Canada, America, Australia, New Zealand.

		  And I reckon and I’m talking about Palestine NGOs who I see regularly 
in Beirut, that if there were 360,000 Palestinian refugees it could now be as 
low as 140,000 – 160,000.  Now some of those refugees have gone to Syria 
and have not come back again and, of course, there are Syrian Palestinian 
refugees who have arrived in Lebanon, but I think probably over a period 
of hundreds of years one might see a possibility that all these refugee 
communities outside what was Palestine - obviously the refugee camps in 
the West Bank, Gaza is a vast refugee camp - but Palestinians who fled to 
Syria and Lebanon, the families originally from the 1948/49 war, they will 
gradually emigrate to other parts of the world and thus will disappear as a 
Palestinian community. 

		  The problem for the Israelis is the Palestinians who remain in Mandate 
Palestine, and for them, you see if the Israeli government is to be regarded as 
the representative of the Israeli People, the Israelis want their land and they 
are taking it.  We call it settlements, they’re colonies, a Jewish colonisation 
project, they’re building homes for Jews and Jews only on Arab land across 
areas of the West Bank and they’re not going to give it back and they don’t 
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intend to give it back and, therefore, there will not be a Palestine State.

PK:	 All the documents and other evidence the Palestinian refugees have of their 
previous lives, the keys to the doors, the deeds to the houses, the maps of 
their land, none of these are of any value?

RF:	 Well, do you think after the Protestant dispossession of the Catholics in the 
east of Ireland that Catholics who came to the gates of Protestant houses, 
some of them with very, very old documentation showing land ownership, 
do you think it got them home?  I don’t think it did, did it?  

		  Once you have an occupying power and that occupying power starts to 
build colonies, that tends to be the end.  You can see in some cases it hasn’t 
worked out like that, the French in Algeria for example, that was a colonial 
project that didn’t work.  But in Israel/Palestine whatever you want to call 
this entity which you can call Palestine or greater Israel or smaller Israel, the 
Israelis are building and taking the land and Palestinians are losing the land. 

	 I reckon that of the 22% of Palestine that’s left to the Arabs they have probably 
already lost at least 10% so they don’t have much, and the Palestinians in 
Lebanon who in theory have some kind of notion of returning, they’re not 
going to have any room for them in what’s left of the Palestinian State.

PK:	 And the deeds and keys etc?

RF:	 They will be kept in a museum (such as the Museum of Memories in Shatila 
Camp, Lebanon) which I visited several times and there they will remain in 
a museum.  And one day like the Armenians who were dispossessed from 
their homes in the great genocide of 1915; they actually suffered a holocaust 
which the Palestinians did not, in the scale of World War Two, but in World 
War One.  The Armenians were driven from their homelands; a million and 
a half were massacred by the Turks and they have never gone home.  There 
is a little state there called Armenia but they’ve never gone back to their 
homes and now what do they have?  You can meet their rich communities in 
Boston, and they have a museum and in the museums are little items from 
the homes that their great, great, grandfathers had in what is now Turkish 
Anatolia, eastern Turkey.  It will be the same.

PK:	 Jared Kushner?

RF:	 A supporter of Jewish colonisation, yes absolutely. 

PK:	 But he’s talking about a “deal of the century”, we don’t really know.

RF:	 It’s such a good deal we can’t find out what it is, yeah!

PK:	 Just so obviously we don’t know the details.

RF:	 Well we know, we clearly know that the attempt to destroy UNRWA (the 
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United Nations Relief and Works Agency – the UN agency for Palestinian 
refugees), the only major international institution that looks after Palestinian 
refugees, the idea is to crush it by withdrawing all money from it which the 
Americans have done.  

		  The Trump regime as I call it is anxious to ensure that the only 
Palestinian refugees recognised will be the original refugees now in their 
eighties or nineties, or seventies perhaps, who fled Palestine.  That their 
children and their children’s children and their great grand-children cannot 
be called refugees.  Well what are they going to be called?  Lebanese, no.  
Syrian, certainly not.  Greeks, maybe one day.  Americans?  Canadians?  
Remember that the idea of taking over the West Bank which is what the 
Israelis are doing in their massive settlement, colonial project, is to destroy 
the notion of Palestine as an entity.  Forget about state or nation, as an entity.  
I questioned Amira Hass, one of the finest Israeli Journalists, a friend of 
mine, some time ago about this.  I said what is to become of the Palestinians 
and she said really “Robert I don’t know but they won’t leave, will they”?

	 So how do you get the Palestinians to leave what’s left of Palestine.  All the 
Palestinians in the Lebanon can do is watch.

PK:	 Helplessly?

RF:	 Sorry?

PK:	 Helplessly?

RF:	 Well I suppose they can send a fraternal delegation to international 
institutions (laugh).  No I mean there are a number of very wise and well-
educated Palestinians in Beirut who still try to ameliorate Lebanese law 
which is deliberately constructed against Palestinian settlement of any kind, 
for demographic reasons but also because, for example, they don’t want any 
kind of settlement.  If a Palestinian by chance owns property in Lebanon he 
cannot pass it on to his Palestinian family, he’s got to sell it, and it cannot be 
sold to Palestinians.   

		  So this dispossession, having originally happened seven decades ago is 
now still every day happening in Lebanon when the few refugees who had 
properties are losing them in Lebanon, the dispossession continues.  And if 
you want to erase a people, Palestine Arabs, that’s how you do it.  You make 
them go even further away.

PK:	 And is that your sense of what’s going to happen in the future?  

RF:	 Well you see

PK:	 Will it be wiped out?

RF:	 Look it’s a question you have to put to the Israelis.  Do they want to live 
in an internationally recognised, which they have, and internationally 
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respected, which they don’t have, state called Israel, which lives in peace 
with its neighbours, including the state of Palestine all be it that’s only 22% 
of the original Palestine?  Or do they want effectively to have a greater Israel, 
all the way to the Jordan river, in which case they’ll have a big Israel but they 
won’t have a democracy because if they want a democracy they’ve got to 
give a vote to all the Arab inhabitants, and if they do that it won’t be Israel 
anymore, so it’s do you want the land or do you want democracy, and it’s 
Israelis who make that decision.

		  And the Americans won’t do it for them because the Americans will do 
what they’re told by the Israelis and we all know the reasons for that and 
that’s a different story and a different movie, but you know you will find very 
courageous not necessarily Israeli Jews, but Jewish communities particularly 
in America, and Israelis Jews who speak up for the Palestinians and say there 
is no future for our Jewish people in an Israel which is a colonising state.  
There is no future for a free and democratic Israel in that kind of land, but 
if you look at the Jared Kushner’s of this world, if you look at the Trumps, if 
you look at the Israeli government of people like Avigdor Lieberman who 
frankly is a fascist, these people are not open to that argument, they want the 
land and my view is they’ll get it one way or the other.

PK:	 So to conclude then Robert, is your sense that the state of Israel is there to 
stay?

RF:	 I thought that Yugoslavia was there to stay. (laugh).  

Until I paid a visit and realised it wasn’t true.  No, I go to Israel, I fly into Tel 
Aviv Airport, and you know it looks a very modern State, not only is its 
economy extraordinary, not only is it state-of-the-art computer science, a 
remarkable achievement for the Israeli people, the Jewish people of Israel 
whichever you know definition you want, and when I go to Israel, you see, I 
automatically go to left-wing Israelis, or liberal Israelis, or former members 
of the Labour Party or perhaps just, you know, activists who want to see 
a liberal, democratic Israel within more or less the original boundaries of 
Israel, and they want Palestine to have a state.

		  And when you’ve been to see five or six of these people and you’ve had 
coffee with them, Israeli men and women, some of whom of course are 
dying out now, the years go by for them too, you can say well ok well maybe 
this is the Israel, I could believe it and would like to believe it, you know 
Israel has a right to exist, etc, etc.  But then I get on the bus from Tel Aviv to 
Jerusalem and the people on the bus don’t want to speak or think about the 
Palestinians.  They would like them to go away.  And these are the people 
who elect the government, and the problem is, you see, when you have a 
State that still doesn’t have a border, where is the eastern border of Israel, is 
it in Jerusalem, is it east of Jerusalem, is it on the Jordan river, or beyond?  I 
mean when Israel says, you know, does Israel have a right to exist, I always 
say well show me the borders.  
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	 If the borders of Israel do not include the West Bank, yes - but if it includes 
the West Bank including Ramallah, Jericho, Hebron, then I don’t think 
that country has the legal right to exist, it doesn’t exist, it’s not accepted 
internationally as that.  If the United Kingdom says, you know, do we have 
a right to exist and our territory includes Northern Ireland, Scotland, Wales 
and England, I say yes, sure, but if the map of the United Kingdom includes 
the Republic of Ireland and shows Cork and Dublin as British cities I say no, 
it does not have a right to that existence.

PK:	 So, it’s a question I ask pretty much everybody and I’m sure you’ve been 
asked this several times, do you recognise the State of Israel?

RF:	 I just told you – it has a right to exist.  
	 It’s all about the borders.  When the Israelis can show me, when I can sit 

down with an Israeli foreign ministry official, as I often do when I go to 
Jerusalem and say show me the eastern border, when you show me the 
actual borders of Israel, then I can tell you whether I think that’s the Israel 
that exists or not.

PK:	 But…

RF:	 Israel does exist as a state and internationally it is recognised as such within 
the original borders of the Israeli state as recognised by the UN, by foreign 
governments and so on.  But if it then says the West Bank belongs to us and 
these vast Israeli colonisation projects are part of Israel, I’m sorry that is not 
the Israel that exists on anybody’s map except the Israelis.

PK:	 And in the context…

RF:	 They haven’t been decided, it not clarified, no one is asking anyone to make 
them clear, they’re not there. 

		  According, if you look at Israeli maps, you will not find that border 
marked as an international frontier, until it is who are we to try and answer 
the question, does Israel exist?  It does clearly, and does it have a right to 
exist – yes.  The UN gave it the right to exist.  The UN voted for the state 
of Israel.  It may not have been just to the Arabs that that happened but it 
is legal.  But when you then say “oh but Israel also includes the following 
territories”, well hang on a minute, you know.  

		  I mean if the British decided to revoke the treaty and came back and 
sent the British Army into the Republic of Ireland and say well we haven’t 
quite decided the borders yet, does the United Kingdom have a right to exist 
in these circumstances.  It raises very serious questions.  It’s for the Israelis 
to decide it they exist, not me.

PK:	 And then in that context then you know the much debated one state, two 
state solution?
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RF:	 Ah it’s gone beyond it, there won’t be a two-state solution.  There will not be 
a one state if by that you mean a democratic state including the Arabs, and 
the two-state solution is finished.  If you go to the West Bank it’s impossible, 
if Israel is going to keep these vast areas of lands for their own people, not 
for Arabs, then it will not be, there cannot be a viable, let alone a secure 
Palestine state.  It’s not going to happen and we haven’t even mentioned 
Gaza.

		  In Mandate Palestine as it was ruled by the British, they had their own 
Palestinian stamps, they had Palestinian pound notes, with one Palestine 
pound written on it in Arabic, Hebrew and English and they had a Palestinian 
administration.  Palestine as a State did exist as a working entity under the 
British.  It was a floating State in the sense that the British were bound by 
promises to ensure there was going to be a Jewish homeland which in effect 
meant a State there and were also bound by that same promise to make sure 
there wasn’t going to be an Arab State inside the Israeli State or homeland.  
But of course, you know many of these promises, in fact many of the peace 
treaties that we are suffering from today were made in a time of war when 
you can’t actually make peace treaties, and in the First World War I don’t - 
there were British politicians in the First World War who said what are we 
sowing in Palestine, what are we sowing in the Middle East when this First 
World War is over, they spotted that there was going to be a problem.  

		  Lloyd George spoke in parliament about this in the 1920s and 1930s 
about what had happened and how the British never thought what they 
were giving birth to in terms of war and bloodshed, pain and suffering in 
the Middle East.

PK:	 You say that the Palestinians are never going back and most likely over 
generations will emigrate all around the world.  In the meantime, there are 
a lot of young people within the camps and it’s very hard to get work, very 
hard to get education.  What’s their life going to be like into the future - do 
they sit there and wait and wait until they are old men and old women?

RF:	 Well I mean you’re talking specifically about Lebanon, now before the war in 
Syria Palestinians had a much easier life in Syria than they did in Lebanon; 
they could own properties, they had Syrian passports, they could be Syrian 
citizens.  I suppose that some of these young people will hope that a new 
Syria will in some way emerge from the devastation of the 2011 war, 2011 to 
the present, that they might go and live there, but you see at the end of the 
day it’s very difficult to make a whole people move to another country and 
not demand that their country is going to be there and the Syrians do not 
want a Palestinian state in Syria. 

		  You have Palestinians living there like you have Armenians in Beirut, the 
Armenians are refugees who actually have seats in parliament, and they are 
Lebanese but they are not of such numbers as to threaten the demographic 
balance in Lebanon.  You know they are Christians too which means that 
the Christians would not be against the Armenians.  I think the real problem 
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is that refugeedom and I think the Balfour Declaration was a hand-book for 
refugeedom, it is intended to dispossess the Arab Muslims in Palestine, and 
that was its purpose at the end of the day.

		  It certainly achieved it whether it was its purpose or not and I think that 
the problem is that we create refugees very quickly wherever they are in the 
world, and we then think ok now they’ve got camps, they can be fed, they 
can be educated, pitifully, but they can be educated, and they are not being 
massacred, except on rare occasions, it’s over, and then we westerners look 
around for more refugee communities to protect you see.

		  But the idea that they have rights, national rights as well as human 
rights, i.e. to live without being murdered, or to eat or whatever, we don’t 
go that far, we don’t see that, that’s for the diplomats, that’s for the statesmen 
or the politicians, and the United Nations - and that will do them no good.  
And by and large refugee populations do not go home, unless there is a 
specific international mandate militarily to ensure that they do.  The west 
did that in Kosovo, but they did not do that in Bosnia.  If you go to Bosnia 
and, I’ve just been there again, the front lines are still there as the war ended.

PK:	 But even if they don’t go home, don’t they still retain the right to go home?

RF:	 On whose laws?  The problem is, you see, that it’s all very well to say we have 
the right to return, that’s where I was born, that’s where my parents come 
from, that’s where my grand-parents come from.  Fine, but how far back 
does it go, time continues, does time, does the right to return finish when 
the original refugees are all dead?

RF:	 Do we switch homelands off? Do we switch events off from having effects?
	 Because every Armenian genocide victim is now dead. I met a lot of them 

but they’re all dead now, does that switch off the right for the Armenians if 
they wanted to say I’d like to go back to where my grandparents lived?  You 
know do we stop recognising the great epic suffering of peoples because 
there’s no survivors left?  Do we start allowing people to deny the Jewish 
holocaust because soon there will be no survivors of the Jewish holocaust 
left?  You know there is an integrity to memory, not just national rights, but 
memory, and there was a place called Palestine, and that is the problem for 
the Israelis and for the world - there was a place called Palestine.

PK:	 And do you have an answer to those questions?

RF:	 No.  No.  I’ve no answers.

PK:	 So, we live with the question.

RF:	 I report it. (laugh).  I’m not a solver of political problems.  All you can do as a 
journalist is to tell people so they can never say we didn’t know.  They might 
forget, but they can’t say they weren’t told.
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PK:	 So, you’re not into prescription.

RF:	 No, I have lots of colleagues who probably are.  No, I can say what might not 
work and I could probably say what will happen.  No, because we live in this 
sort of easy happy clappy internet world we look for solutions, two plus two 
equals four, normally, but there aren’t solutions to these great questions of 
history, there may be settlements but there aren’t solutions.

PK:	 And there’s no solution to the Palestinian situation?

RF:	 What is it?
	 One state, two state solution is fantasy now, two states is not going to happen 

and one state because it can’t.  I don’t know, it’s an untold tragedy which will 
continue long after we’re gone from the world, and all the survivors will be 
memories too.  I don’t know the answer, I really don’t.  I think about it of 
course.  I’m writing now in my new book at the moment, I’m writing a section 
on Palestine and Israel itself and it’s three chapters, and I’m just reaching 
the end of the third chapter and I’m looking at two features that happened 
and it’s not really in the remit of your film – one was the International UN 
enquiry into what happened in the Gaza war of 2008-09, and Judge Richard 
Goldstone a fine man, effectively said that Israel committed war crimes 
and he then recanted under great family pressure.  I think that was a great 
betrayal of the Palestinians who told of their suffering to him, and at the 
same time, where my chapter ends is about a Palestine doctor who lost his 
three daughters in the shelling of Gaza in 2008-09 – one of their heads was 
cut off in front of him, she was decapitated by a shell, and he made his future 
in Canada running charitable medical institutions for both Jews and Arabs 
in Palestine.  So you have this immensely powerful figure of Goldstone who 
betrayed the Palestinians even though he is…. and I knew him very well 
because I interviewed him at great lengths about Bosnia, and the war crimes 
in Bosnia when he was a Judge in the International Tribunal for Bosnia, and 
he betrayed those people, and the Palestinian who lost his family did not 
betray his people, but he didn’t betray the Israelis either because he speaks 
fluent Hebrew and he was a doctor in an Israeli hospital.  What lesson do 
you learn from that?

PK:	 On that note, thank you very much.

RF:	 You are welcome.

Robert Fisk was The Independent’s multi-award-winning Middle-East 
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war, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the Algerian civil war, Saddam Hussein’s 
invasion of Kuwait, the Bosnian and Kosovo wars, the American invasion and 
occupation of Iraq and the 2011 Arab revolutions.  He received numerous British 
and international journalism awards, including the Press Awards Foreign Reporter 
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Peadar King is a broadcaster, documentary film maker and writer.  He reports for 
RTÉ Radio 1’s World Report.  He presents, produces and occasionally directs the 
award winning RTÉ Television series What in the World?  He is the author of What 
in the World? Political Travels in Africa, Asia and The Americas (Liffey Press, 2013) 
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Appendix Two 
Centre for Global Education

The Centre for Global Education was established in 1986 to provide education 
services that enhance awareness of international development issues.  Its central 
remit is to provide learning that will enable individuals and organisations to 
address the causes of poverty, inequality and injustice at local and global levels.  
The Centre’s vision is for a just and equitable world where people recognise their 
interdependence and work with others across the globe for positive social change.  
Development education equips individuals and organisations to understand the 
cultural, economic, social and political influences on our lives that result from 
our growing interdependence with other countries and societies.  It also provides 
learners with the skills, values, knowledge and understanding necessary to facilitate 
action that will contribute to poverty eradication both locally and globally.

The Centre endorses the United Nation’s definition of development 
education which states that ‘the objective of Development Education is to enable 
people to participate in the development of their community, their nation and the 
world as a whole’.  Development education practice is based on active learning 
methodologies that support analysis, reflection, debate and an action outcome.  
The Centre for Global Education provides training and resources to local target 
groups that tailor development education content and practice to their needs.  We 
consider the development process in Ireland within the context of the global South 
and support multiculturalism and mutual respect by providing opportunities to 
learn about other cultures, faiths and lifestyles.  The Centre supports the view 
that we can learn more about ourselves and local communities by extending our 
knowledge and experience of the wider world.  We deliver our services to learners 
in formal and informal education sectors and work with partners at local and global 
levels to increase knowledge and understanding of international development 
issues.  The local and global axis of development education is central to its learning 
methodology and informed by the work of Paulo Freire, the Brazilian educator 
and philosopher.

For further information: 
Information Officer
Centre for Global Education
9 University Street
Belfast
BT7 1FY

Tel: (0044)2890241879
E-mail: info@centreforglobaleducation.com
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/centreforglobaleducation
Twitter: @CGEBelfast
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