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To what extent has the accession of the Labour party to
government affected the work of the DE community? The
results of the 1997 election raised hopes for a changed
environment. For those involved in development education
(DE), this hope was for a politically welcoming climate that
would enable DE to move from the margins to the
mainstream of society. In 2001, I set myself the challenge to
reflect on the – by then – 4 years of Labour administration,
to seek out any transformations in DE, from an
anthropological perspective. 

If DE seeks to influence human relationships then
anthropology attempts to understand them. As a social
anthropologist, I was bound to explore the relationships
amongst people involved in DE as well as between them and
other professional bodies involved in England’s social and
political life. 

My first question was whether or not a DE community
existed. Drawing particularly on the work of Cohen and
Anderson and seeking views from some of those involved in
DE, I concluded that the DE community is a socially
constructed, imagined, transnational body. Essentially, this
means that those involved in DE have a shared ‘aspiration to
common interest and shared consciousness’ (Cohen 1985).
Next, I found what I consider to be significant
transformations that took place in DE as a result of this
changed political environment from 1997-2001.

Political relations: increased freedom or
increased control?
The most significant change since 1997 has been the
perceived improvement in the attitude of central government
– particularly the Department for International Development
(DFID) – towards DE. The sense that ‘DFID is now on our
side’ has echoed throughout the community manifesting in:
(i) increased funding opportunities (ii) joined-up thinking
and enabling effective support, and (iii) encouragement to
work in partnership.

My interpretation is that this change is actually a double-
edged sword. There has been a realisation by government
that DE does for education what is needed to achieve global
citizenship among individuals. Thus, harnessing the work of
the DE community within the mainstream education system
can be seen as a strategic move, enabling the government to
fulfil its objective and allowing it to impose control
mechanisms to regulate the practice of DE. 

The fine line between freedom and control is nothing new
between NGOs and their national government. Debating the

consequences of such an alliance is also well rehearsed. As
Shore and Wright (Shore 1999) point out in their case study
of higher education in Britain, the new ‘audit technologies’
originally associated with financial accounting have spread
into ‘other cultural domains, particularly education’. They
suggest that ‘these processes beckon a new form of coercive
and authoritarian governmentality’. This is potentially very
dangerous in relation to the work of NGOs generally and for
DE work in particular. It potentially jeopardizes the project
of encouraging empowerment to achieve social change
through increased knowledge and better skills for global
citizens. 

Moving from the margins to the mainstream
of education
The second transformation is the increased enthusiasm about
DE’s relationship with mainstream education. In 2001 I
considered DE to be standing at the threshold of a new era in
which the narrow and broad views of education were being
bridged. Why? Because the international discourse on
education has moved from the narrow conception of
universal primary education in the ‘3R’s’, to meeting the
basic needs of children, youth and adults, to providing
opportunities for developing all as global citizens. Thus, the
narrow view of education as formal schooling is being
absorbed into the broad view of education as a lifelong
process which includes life skills, social responsibility,
ethical and moral development and professionalisation. 

This move from the margins to the mainstream can be
considered from an anthropological perspective by looking at
education as part of the process of socialisation of
individuals (Goodman, 2001). The broader and more useful
term ‘socialisation’ is what engages social anthropologists
and is the key to understanding how DE has recently
managed to enter into the orbit of mainstream education and
to what extent it may be able to sustain its impact in the
future.

If those in positions of leadership and authority hold the
reigns of social control, it is no wonder that from 1997
onwards, the Labour government officially recognised the
power of the forces of globalisation now and in the future. The
simplest and most effective way to ensure that British citizens
are prepared for this future has been to introduce global
citizenship as a subject in the national education system. Since
DE has a long history of attempting to socialise individuals in
such matters, it has been in the best interests of the
government to absorb DE into the education system.
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This is a marked change from the preceding Conservative
government’s use of education as the foremost political tool
of social engineering for mainly economic growth. At this
time, DE was actively discouraged and therefore controlled
by being marginalised. The concept and purpose of
education in England seems therefore to have shifted from
the notion of ‘banking’ (a view of students as depositories
for teachers to fill) to ‘conscientization’ so that they are fully
engaged in the struggle for liberation (Friere, 1972). 

Faced with the challenge of coming in from the margins,
the DE community has had to consider its strengths and
weaknesses. What it has come up with, in the absence of its
own coherent ‘theory of practice’, is that the citizenship
agenda provides opportunities to introduce global
perspectives, examples of which DE is full. There seems to
be tacit agreement that education ‘for’ citizenship in its
maximal definition, be aspired to.

The demise in the relationship with
international development
DE and international development are intrinsically linked as
the powerful controlling limbs of the poverty alleviation
agenda. For a long time, international development was the
initial referential for DE. Indeed DE was education about
development issues, concerned with redressing the social
injustices of economic growth and the issues of
environmental degradation. Today it continues to be about
these but is also about much more: human rights,
sustainability and citizenship. In many ways, it seems to
have outgrown its one-to-one relationship with international
development and no longer needs its protection.

Why this demise? The anthropological ideas of ‘fission’
and ‘fusion’ go some way to answering this question. In the
past, national and international development NGOs provided
the DE community with opportunities to conduct their work.
That is, they ‘fused’ together for a common purpose. Now,
they seem less interested to be involved beyond the provision
of funds. I suggest this fission is due to the success of the
struggle to be heard in the public arena. The DE community
now possesses an independent confidence to continue to
work the way they have always done within their own
spheres of influence, now in a larger arena. DE’s political
place is visible and vibrant.

Increased professionalism of DE members
Each example pertaining to this transformation involves
changes in the culture of organisations within the DE
community (i) strategic planning and networking (ii)
professional development and (iii) critical reflection.

Though the DE community is no stranger to networking
and strategic thinking, the meaning of and reasons for
employing strategy have now altered. Whereas in the past,
working strategically was necessary because there was
conflict between government and DE agendas and the
struggle was to get voices heard, today, it is necessary
because there are high expectations to deliver on these
agendas that have been more widely accepted.

One manifestation of this transformation to strategic
thinking, is that the ‘contract culture’ that used to be
abhorred as trying to turn DECs and other organisations into
corporate companies, is now seen as good for encouraging
people to be precise, meet needs and be accountable for their
work. For example, engagement in professional development
in the area of evaluation has increased among members of
the DE community. As one of my informants noted, ‘for 4-5
years, [the] question of evaluation wasn’t talked about’. Now
it is a ‘necessity to show rigour and measure effectiveness’
and is increasingly seen as an important internal tool rather
than an imposition from outside the sector. ‘Greater
evaluation will increase our credibility’ and ‘evaluation helps
to show others what is achieved through DE’. In addition,
many member organisations in the DEA, are keen to ensure
that development educators improve their knowledge and
skills in DE per se. This increase in professional
development can be attributed to both internal and external
pressure, within and without the DE community, to be
accountable and to demonstrate expertise and
accomplishment.

In my view, there is much to celebrate as we reflect on the
years of DE in England not least since 1996. But as many
social scientists would agree, it is impossible and even
undesirable to try and prove causality in any direction. We
cannot claim that a changed political environment has
caused these changes – all we can do is explore the
possibilities. Of greater concern however is where we think
DE is heading in the future in terms of its intra- and inter-
relationships and its ability to continue to influence the
socialisation of individuals and communities across the
globe, in varying political climates.
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