Further towards a theory of development education

John Huckle replies to Douglas Bourne’s theme article in a recent issue of this journal. He urges greater political realism and closer links with critical theories of development and education.
. . a fundamental weakness of development education is that it has not been built on a solid educational theoretical framework (Bourne, 2003, p. 3).

Development education is rooted in two distinct but interlinked theories: development theory and Freirean liberation education (Bourne, 2003, p. 4).

These two extracts from Douglas Bourne’s article ‘Towards a theory of development education’ point to a fundamental contradiction that pervades it. On the one hand it seeks to claim that there is not a body of research and academic thinking around development education (p. 4) while on the other it urges us to see it as being rooted in two theories (see above) and in development and education for social change (p. 5). 

In seeking to move towards a theory of development education, he recognises that development education needs to be a coming together of development theory and theories of learning, which recognises that learning is not neutral or value free (p. 6), and enables critical reflection on a range of perspectives. Such education needs to be innovative and imaginative in an era of globalisation: a power house for ideas, creativity and new thinking (p. 6) about how people can create a better world.

This response seeks to remind the readers of this journal that there is a well developed theory of development education that already incorporates the approaches to learning he advocates. This has major contributions to make to the three debates (theoretical foundations; terminology and core components; and key concepts and curriculum development) that Bourne seeks (p. 5).

Marxism and critical theory

In claiming that development education is rooted in development theory and Freirean liberation education, Bourne fails to draw attention to the range of theories of development and education that underpin a range of development educations. Richardson (1982) outlined the politics of these over two decades ago, and development education continues to display conservative, liberal, and radical forms. For much of that time the radical form was dominant, reflecting the importance of Marxist political economy in development studies, and the attractions of Marxist educational theory to radical educators. 

The rise of neo-liberalism from the early 1980s did however produce a conservative restructuring of education and the marginalisation of radical theory in universities, schools and teacher education. By the time the ‘adjectival’ educations arrived on the scene, offering the prospect of a coherent and relevant social education for all pupils (Dufour, 1988), conservative school reform was reviving the subject based curriculum and offering social relevance only via cross-curricular themes with little status.

The increased exploitation of people and the rest of nature associated with the restructuring of global capitalism and the rise of neo-liberalism, did however prompt continuing advances in radical theory. Marxists continue to offer theories of global capitalism; its crisis tendencies; the movements that oppose it; and the societies that may transcend it (Saad-Filho, 2003). Their theory informs, and is shaped by, the global anti-capitalist movement (Bricham & Charlton, 2001) and informs two of six variants in what Held and McGrew (2003) describe as the politics of globalisation.

While neoliberals, liberal internationalists, and institutional reformers support globalisation, global transformers, statists/protectionists, and radicals oppose it. Marxism appeals to radicals and global transformers, and the latter find common ground, with liberal internationalists and institutional reformers, as cosmopolitan social democrats advocating new forms of global citizenship.

Radicals and social democrats seeking to transform globalisation now draw on a wide range of critical social and cultural theory. Critiques of modernity extend critiques of capitalism with development towards postmodernism, risk society, or network society; leading to increased reflexivity  (McGuigan, 1999). Globalisation and ‘Global Transformations’ (Held et al, 1999) are a product of capitalist restructuring and have prompted new theories of global and ecological citizenship (Held & McGrew, 2003, Mobiot, 2004, Dobson, 2003).

In helping people to understand how globalisation/anti-globalisation impacts upon their lives, development education should offer diverse accounts of the processes and politics of globalisation. It should help them to make judgements about competing ideas and perspectives, and it is in this regard that Marxist notions of education as praxis or critical action research, as advocated by Marx, Freire, Giroux and others (Gadotti, 1996), remain relevant.

As critical learning and teaching, praxis uses ideology critique (Grundy, 1987) to challenge individuals’ views of the world, and theories of discursive inquiry to provide defences against claims of bias and indoctrination (Young, 1992). Some would argue that it is consistent with the view of essential learning outlined by the Development Education Commission (DEC, 1999).

Critical theories of education are much concerned with pedagogy in an era of globalisation and increased reflexivity (Castells et al, 1999) and also offer powerful insights into the restructuring of education alongside that of global capitalism (Burbules & Torres, 2000).

Engaging the three debates

Firstly regarding theoretical foundations.  Development education comes in a wide range of variants. Its radical form engages with the full range of views on globalisation / anti-globalisation through praxis: a participatory and transformative kind of teaching and learning that draws on critical ideas. It can take place in both formal and informal settings, but should be strongly linked to community action for development at a range of scales from the local to the global (Rahman, 1993).

Secondly regarding terminology and core components. Diversity of definitions and core concepts is to be expected given the politics of globalisation /anti-globalisation. Attempts to arrive at consensus via the language of ‘global perspectives’ and such key concepts as interdependence, quickly break down when subjected to critical scrutiny.  What matters is not interdependence but the nature of that interdependence (exploitation).  What matters is not diversity but the processes shaping that diversity and what aspects of it (fundamentalism) should be respected/rejected and why. Too much guidance for teachers offers glib descriptions of the world rather than explanation, and terms like global citizenship should be more strongly anchored in the theoretical literature.

Thirdly regarding key concepts and curriculum development. The content of development education is as important as the pedagogy or methodology. Yes the knowledge of pupils and the community should feature in classroom discussion and community action, but praxis involves subjecting this knowledge to scrutiny involving critical ideas. The key challenge for development educators is to make an increasingly rich pool of such ideas accessible and meaningful to those they teach. Again the language of global dimensions and key concepts is misleading unless it is extended to spell out key ideas about how the world works and how it might be changed. Such ideas should inform curriculum development and discursive inquiry in the classroom and thereby challenge neo-liberal orthodoxies.

Daring to be radical

In England, a development education that sprang from radical roots has been significantly co-opted by Government (DFID, 2003). Realising that a conservative school curriculum fails to deliver citizenship, global awareness, and sustainable development, it has taken remedial actions. But as Hammond (2003) notes, the resultant support for development education is largely on its terms. Government would have us regard globalisation as ‘an apolitical construct’ and DFID’s voice in DE is ‘one of determinism’.

Co-option may explain something of development education’s crisis of identity; its confusion over definition; and its lack of a clear framework to link theory and practice (Bourne, 2003, p. 4). New kinds of support and new ideas in DE have to exist alongside established ideas and ways of working. The resulting contradictions are likely to prompt debate and a re-examination of theory.

Hopefully development education can move away from being a list of noble intentions and even a series of bodies of knowledge, skills and values (Bourne, 2003, p. 6) to the kind of critical education that Bourne envisions. Making that leap may require a stronger grasp of development and educational theory; greater political realism; closer links with the anti-globalisation movement; and a more critical attitude towards Government.
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