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The language of values is central to many of the discussions
around development education (DE), as it is to other related
‘adjectival’ educations (human rights education,
environmental education, intercultural education etc.). It is
mentioned specifically, for example, in the Irish
governmental definition of DE, which specifies that it ‘has a
strong values dimension based on a commitment to social
justice and human rights’ (Development Education Unit
2002, p. 12). A number of important resources describe DE
as being centrally concerned with values (and dispositions)
as well as knowledge and understanding, skills and
capabilities and, occasionally, experiences and actions
(Development Education Commission 1999, p. 23). I want to
question this focus on ‘values’ for two reasons. First, I want
to suggest that the concept of ‘values’ as it is understood in
education is critically flawed. Secondly I want to identify if
the focus on values has limited our deeper engagement in
DE as an emotional activity. 

The term ‘value’ is used in a number of different ways in
different contexts. In economics, for example, it means one
thing, in maths it means another, in moral education it means
something else. In DE the term is generally used in the
moral sense, referring to principles or standards of behaviour
(Oxford, 1999, p.1584), that is, a decision that doing
something is good or bad. It is striking to note that this is a
relatively modern use of the term. Mautner (1999, p. 587)
identifies that this use of the term can be traced back only to
the 1800s, during which period the term value was borrowed
from economics and utilised to create a more general theory
of value. In 1897 one writer on values was moved to write
that ‘by now, ‘ethical values’ no longer sounds strange’
while another, in 1941 was still calling ‘value judgement’ a
modern term. Clearly people had moral judgements prior to
the 1800s, but recognising that they do not speak of it in
terms of ‘values’ should draw our attention to the idea that
this is not a term that we need to use. As such, it opens up
the question as to whether or not we should use it. 

Where did the ‘values’ bit come from?
In sociology and in education, the term ‘values’ is closely
linked to the structural functionalist worldview that
dominated American sociology during the 1950s. For Talcott
Parsons, the ultra-conservative, ultra-American sociologist,
‘values’ was one of the foundational terms in sociology. For
him, understanding human action meant understanding the
culture in which it happened, and central to understanding a
culture was understanding the values at its core. As Spates

(1983) points out, for Parsons, the true calling of the
sociologist was to study values and the way in which they
controlled the structure of social action. In this functionalist
worldview, ‘values’ were ‘instigators of behaviour ‘within’
the individual’ (Kluchhohn quoted in Spates, 1983, p. 30),
and, as such, could only be properly recognised by studying
the behaviour of people, which was a manifestation of these
values. Values were seen as being consistent with
‘behaviour’, insofar as we were understood to do the things
we do because of the values we have. ‘Values’ were seen as
distinct from ‘attitudes’, which were seen as more specific
(i.e., an attitude was regarded as being held in relation to
something or someone – your attitude to this or that – while
a value was deeper and more general). Attitudes were also
seen as more transitory than values in that when one
changed one’s mind, this was a change in attitude, not in
value. 

The ‘values’ concept in sociology was beset with
difficulties from the outset, not least because it was
constructed in a logically flawed way and lacked any real
empirical evidence on which it might be based (Spates,
1983). Nonetheless, ‘values’ became a concept that was
extremely attractive to anyone that is interested in how
humans act. Because values were understood to give rise to
behaviour, shaping a person’s values would enable someone
to shape their actions. Because values were thought of as
durable, shaping a person’s values would mean that these
actions would be more than just a passing fad. Because
values were more general than attitudes, shaping a person’s
values would affect their actions across a wide range of
contexts. In short, values were the route to all of what a
person was. It is little wonder therefore that ‘values’ came to
be of immense interest to those who wished to shape
people’s actions.

On its way from sociology into the educational
trichotomy of ‘knowledge, values and skills’ the concept of
‘values’ passed through psychology, but in many respects the
concept that became part of educational language was
identical to the sociological one. As Wegimont (2004) has
alluded to, in the late 1940s a group of American
psychologists began work to map the potential objectives of
education in order to make them easier to measure. They
identified that their taxonomy was to be constructed in three
parts, framed in terms of ‘thoughts, feeling and actions’
(Krathwohl et al., 1964 , p. 3), or, in more academic
language, the cognitive, affective and psychomotor domains.
Their work on the cognitive domain became Bloom’s well-
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known taxonomy of cognitive educational objectives, while
their work on the feelings/affective domain was published in
1964 as Krathwohl’s taxonomy of affective educational
objectives. Given that the focus of this work was on
assessing and measuring educational outcomes, they focused,
like the functionalist sociologists, on the ‘behaviour’ of
learners and sought to locate people’s behaviour on a
continuum of internalisation ranging from ‘being aware’ of
something to it becoming ‘a person’s life outlook’. Like the
functionalist sociologists, they used the term ‘value’ (or
‘value-set’) to describe the deepest or most internalised basis
of action. Where they differed, was in the extent to which
they saw ‘values’ as a characteristic of ordinary people. For
Parsons everyone had a value-set which produced their
actions, whereas for Krathwohl achieving such a consistently
applied value set was a characteristic of extraordinary people
such as Socrates, Christ, Lincoln, Ghandi and Einstein
(1964, p. 171). 

Through the work of Krathwohl and Bloom ‘values’
became one part of the trichotomy of educational outcomes
that are still used by many in education (myself included, as
recently as 2002). While this trichotomy has had a
remarkable longevity in education, it is worth noting that
both sociology and psychology have moved away from the
use of the term ‘values’ in this way, and have sought to
produce more complex and specific accounts of ethical
action. And yet, in education, the use of the term goes on
and on....

What is the cost of ‘values’?
Given that ‘values’ is both a recent term, and a term that
developed in a specific intellectual climate, it is worth
asking if it is a term appropriate for today. More specifically,
it is worth asking if we lose anything by
utilising the term in this way. 

One of the obvious casualties of
using the term ‘value’ in this way is the
emotional domain itself. In Krathwohl’s
taxonomy, ‘values’ was taken to
represent the affective/emotional
domain of educational outcomes. But,
when one explores what is at issue for
Krathwohl, it is evident that his interest is largely in moral
reasoning (a cognitive activity) rather than in emotions
themselves. One of his descriptions of a higher order values-
based educational objective, for example, was ‘Judges
problems in terms of situations, purposes, and consequences
involved rather than in terms of fixed, dogmatic precepts or
emotionally wishful thinking’ (1964, p. 168). Clearly the
focus here is on the cognitive domain, with the emotional
realm only being important in terms of its suppression. As
such, the affective domain, which was to be the focus of
attention in the taxonomy, becomes something to be thought
away.  

And yet, emotion is clearly important in the moral basis
of human action; indeed, Martin Hoffman suggests that it is

the foundation of moral action (2001). For Hoffman,
empathy provides the motivation for prosocial moral action
across a range of different moral encounter types. As
Hannah Arendt noted of the Nazis who carried out a policy
of mass murder and genocide, the most difficult task for
their superiors was getting ordinary men, who were not
killers by nature, to overcome ‘the animal pity by which all
normal men are affected in the face of physical suffering’
(1994, p. 106). If emotion can give rise to moral
engagement, it can also prevent it. Barton and McCully
(2003, p. 109) describe a Northern Ireland history class in
which young people engage in moral evaluative discussions
of the distant past of their own ethnic conflict, but refuse to
evaluate the more recent past in the same way. They note
that it is ‘an emotional wall’ that descends and blocks the
learners’ engagement in this moral reasoning process. For
Hoffman, different types of empathy as well as anger and
guilt play an important role in the process of acting in a
prosocial moral way.

Emotion plays a role in moral actions in other ways too.
The extent to which we will show courtesy to another driver
on the road, for example, will be influenced by whether or
not we are excited, angry, frustrated or calm. As such, the
extent to which we are able to recognise and deal with own
emotions are important in enabling moral actions. In the
‘knowledge, skills and values’ taxonomies of objectives that
follow on from Bloom and Krathwohl, the use of term
‘values’ squeezes emotions out of the picture. Clearly this is
a cost to those working in DE. 

A second feature of the ‘values’ term as a means of
understanding moral action is that it locates the root cause of
moral action as being within the person and pays insufficient
attention to the contexts within which people act morally or

amorally. In his book Modernity and
the Holocaust (1991) Zygmunt
Bauman identifies that people’s sense
of care for each other is at its strongest
when there is social proximity between
people and is eroded by social distance.
This phenomenon has also been
identified by numerous psychologists

and is referred to as empathy bias (Hoffman, 2001). This
social distance may take a number of forms:

• It may be physical distance, such as the distance
between European consumers and Rwandan coffee
growers.

• It may be distance produced by social systems, such as
the way in which I can use this computer without
thinking about the electricity it uses and the coal miners
who ultimately produce it, or about the carbon dioxide
produced in making that electricity and its global
warming effects.

• It may be an ethnic or cultural distance, which may give
rise to people feeling less of a connection and
consequently feeling less a sense of care.
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Bauman identifies that when such social distance exists,
people lose their sense of connection with each other. While
this does not inevitably lead to amoral action, it is a context
in which moral action does not take on the same sense of
urgency we would feel in a situation
of greater proximity. He also notes
that all of these forms of social
distance are an integral part of our
modern world: ‘The notorious
success of modern civilisation in
substituting rational criteria of
action for all other [including moral
evaluation]...was in decisive measure conditioned by the
progress in ‘remote control’, that is in extending the distance
at which human action is able to bring effects. It is the
remote, barely visible targets of action which are free from
moral evaluation; and so the choice of action which affects
such targets is free from limitations imposed by moral drive’
(1991, p. 193).

For those who wish to engage in education that has an
ethical or moral dimension, this is hugely important. Our
task in the affective domain is not simply to develop a set of
values within a person which will shape their action as
Parsons would see it, or to develop their capacity to make
moral judgements without regard to emotion as Krathwohl
suggests (although moral reasoning is clearly an important
part of ethical decision making and indeed, according to
Hoffman, can play a role in some types of empathy), but
rather to engage with learners in their emotional life and in
the contexts in which they live, to work with them to develop
an emotional connection – a sense of empathy – with people
across physical, social and cultural distances, to help them
develop a language for emotions and to become comfortable
with them. It hardly needs mentioning that there are
important gender dimensions to this work, particularly in a
context in which young men are often educated and reared to
believe that emotions need to be controlled and suppressed,
rather than engaged with and understood. 

Conclusion
The concept of ‘values’ as applied to moral or ethical
situations is a relatively recent one, with a history stretching
only back as far as the 1800s. Although originally used in a
general sense to denote moral judgement, in the 1950s and
1960s it became core to a conservative American project in
sociology known as structural functionalism, and took on a
specific meaning as a stable set of principles, carried deep
inside the person, which gives rise to human action. Despite
the logical flaws and lack of empirical evidence for
assigning values such a predominant place in human action,
the values concept in this form was taken to enthusiastically
by those who wished to shape human action, including

(development) educators and it became part of the
educational trichotomy of ‘knowledge, skills and values’. In
this form, ‘values’ was taken to represent the
affective/emotional domain of human existence, but was also

taken to represent the goals of moral
or ethical education. 
It is time to look at what is lost by
using the ‘values’ concept in this
way. The attractive simplicity of the
‘values’ concept does not reflect the
messy reality of our emotional lives
or their relationship with our ethical

lives. Indeed, the claim of the ‘values’ concept to represent
emotion within the trichotomy may have contributed to the
marginalisation of emotion as an important concept in DE.
When we count the cost of values, it may be that we are
losing more than we gain. 
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