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THEME ARTICLE

The time we’re in
We live in an age of increasing public and political concern
about the ‘developing world’. We see this in popular
movements like Make Poverty History, and in the growing
interest in Africa, with initiatives like Live8 and the
Commission for Africa. Such concern is, of course,
welcome. However, intervention based upon a
misunderstanding of the true nature of the problem or,
worse, with a lack of understanding about what those in the
‘developing world’ themselves feel they need, may easily do
more harm than good. Spreading such understanding is a key
aim of development education, but at a time of mass
campaigns that have emerged from what we might term
‘civil society’, engaging that society in development
education has never been more urgent if we are to prevent
our good intentions paving the road to somewhere potentially
worse than where we are now.

What is civil society?
Civil society is a complex concept which encompasses all
the different and diverse relationships and collective
groupings in society that seek to act and influence, and to
bring about change. It seeks to ‘plug the gap’ in traditional
social science thinking which, for the last half century, has
functioned within a two-sector model – the market or the
economy, and the state or government. In this context, the
concept of ‘society’ has been neglected, but the concept of
civil society seeks to redress that imbalance. On their
website (posted 2004) the Centre for Civil Society defines
civil society in the following way:

Civil society refers to the arena of uncoerced collective
action around shared interests, purposes and values. In
theory, its institutional forms are distinct from those of the
state, family and market, though in practice, the
boundaries between state, civil society, family and market
are often complex, blurred and negotiated. Civil society
commonly embraces a diversity of spaces, actors and
institutional forms, varying in their degree of formality,
autonomy and power. Civil societies are often populated
by organisations such as registered charities, development
non-governmental organisations, community groups,
women’s organisations, faith-based organisations,
professional associations, trades unions, self-help groups,
social movements, business associations, coalitions and
advocacy groups.

Thus organisations or associations involved in civil society
may be of many different kinds and come from many

different perspectives. In coalescing around shared values,
they often work to shift public opinion and influence local,
national or international government and economic
structures. Concerns might be local issues affecting
communities and neighbourhoods such as schools, medical
services, or local political issues. They might be broader
issues associated with social justice, like poverty, racism, or
attempts to defend or alter cultural practice. Make Poverty
History and Live8 with their emphasis on fair trade and debt
relief are a good example of movements located within civil
society, that are striving to challenge and change elements of
the international economic system deemed to exacerbate
poverty. In instances such as this, civil society can exert a
powerful influence over government by helping to form
and/or articulate widespread public opinion around a
particular issue. 

Although working to bring about change in the interests
of local, national or global social justice, as these groups
come from different perspectives, their politics, philosophies,
values and aims cover a huge spectrum. Thus civil society
may often be legitimately contradictory. We see this in the
UK in the on-going debate around hunting and rural issues –
which for one group (The League Against Cruel Sports) is
an important debate around animal welfare, but for another
(The Countryside Alliance) is an expression of prejudice
against aspects of rural life. 

Civil society, then, is best seen as a space, or an arena, in
which people, while often disagreeing with each other, can
make their views heard. However, as we shall see, it is also
the place where people learn what their views are – and
where they learn to articulate what they think.

Civil society and learning
This is where we need to add learning to the mix. Learning
is a vital element of the civil domain as it can equip people
with the skills, knowledge and confidence they need to
become active citizens. The specific strand of learning that
we might call ‘development education’ is the process by
which the public comes to understand the underlying causes
of poverty and inequality, but also their context (Bown
1999), and it is important for several reasons. 

Firstly, there is what development education can achieve
in the development of our own civil society, simply by being
learning. If learning in general encourages people take a
more engaged and informed approach to the issues that
confront them, then development education can contribute to
this agenda, supporting a range of learning activities that are
as important for what they teach people to do, as they are for
the information that they impart.
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Secondly, development education is a way of helping us
to create knowledge about ourselves, and the consequences
of our actions. It can help us to understand our own lives in a
global context – and to re-evaluate our lives and values
against what is endured/enjoyed elsewhere. The claim that
Britain has a ‘third world health service’, for example,
(made in 2002 by the president of the British Medical
Association, among others) is a polemic position taken up by
those wishing to critique the quality of British institutions.
However, the term sits uneasily with the fact that many are
served by rudimentary health services in ‘developing
countries’, often made worse by our own recruitment of their
trained staff. In 2003/04 it was estimated that there may have
been up to 4,000 doctors from developing countries working
in NHS trusts in the UK, and between 1997 and 2002 the
number of nurses working in the NHS from Ghana, Nigeria,
South Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe increased more than
five-fold – despite calls from the then South African
President, Nelson Mandela, to halt the ‘poaching’. 

The practice of calling the NHS ‘third world’ only
survives in public discourse because of the lack of general
understanding of the disparity between such services in
‘developed countries’ and those in the ‘developing world’.
Understanding of such ‘relative’ levels of service is
important because only then can we recognise the harm that
we may be doing by raiding the intellectual assets of
‘developing countries’. Development education might thus
have, for example, a key role in allowing an informed public
debate about the rights and wrongs of improving our own
public services at the possible expense of these less fortunate
than ourselves. Whether they agree or disagree with the
recruitment of health staff from ‘developing countries’,
people engaged in such a debate will have understood more
about the interrelationship between their lives and actions
and other places, other lives.

The third potential contribution of development education
to civil society, linked intimately to my earlier point about
creating knowledge about ourselves is, in essence, to build
our knowledge and understanding of others. In the case of

Africa, for example, this means not only an understanding of
the impact of imperialism and the working of the
international financial system, but of the achievements (and
failures) of African states themselves. Botswana has been a
consistently more successful state than many others, and is
relatively un-corrupt (ranked by Transparency International
at 31 out of 145) – a success which certainly doesn’t deserve
to be submerged in a generalised caricature of ‘failing
Africa’. At the same time, the level of corruption in Nigeria
and Chad are unmatched in most of the rest of the continent
(and the rest of the world), and is acknowledged as a serious
barrier to improving the lives of ordinary people. ‘Africa’,
then, is not one place, but many, each with different
problems, needing different responses (Commission for
Africa, 2005). We must thus guard against a West-o-centric
standpoint which, often for the best of intentions, fails to
acknowledge the power of agency held by those in
‘developing countries’, and which creates an impression of
the ‘developing world’ as uniformly impoverished. In the
words of Williams (1998):

There is thus a danger that the development education
programme could become an up-market and more
sophisticated version of some charities’ appeals for fund-
raising, presenting starving children and begging bowls
as the essence of the condition of developing countries.
Don’t ask about Bangalore: concentrate on Calcutta.

A key objective of development education, then, must be to
help people (who act through the arena of civil society) to
understand the complexities, in other people’s lives, of the
interrelationship between external influence, often (though
not always) in the form of Western intervention, and internal
factors like state and economy in the ‘developing country’
itself. 
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The contribution of DE to civil society: 1
The ‘developed world’
Working with civil society underpins an initiative, funded
by the Home Office, called Active Learning for Active
Citizenship (ALAC) – now part of the ‘Together We Can’
action plan by the Civil Renewal Unit (Home Office).
ALAC projects are based in seven parts of the country,
and aim to ‘identify the most effective ways in which a
major expansion in citizenship learning opportunities for
adults can be stimulated and supported’. Work is based
on participative community development approaches
which emphasise the importance of learning through
involvement; peer learning; collaborative working at all
levels; participative evaluation. 

(See articles p9 and p19 for further details)

The contribution of DE to civil society: 2
The ‘developing world’
Barefoot College in Rajasthan is an example of how the
needs of a community group has driven the formal
structure of a college. The Barefoot College was
established in 1972 to address the problems of drinking
water, health and sanitation, rural unemployment,
income generation, electricity and power, as well as
social awareness and the conservation of ecological
systems in rural communities. The college benefits the
poorest who have no alternative and equips them with
the skills to reach out of their predicament. The
community adheres to a code of conduct which
includes:
• Having an intrinsic belief in the democratic political

process and not following partisan political
agendas or including partisan politicians on the
board. 

• Judging the worth of people by their willingness
and ability to learn – not by their paper
qualifications.



A heightened awareness of the ‘developing world’
engendered by development education will also lead to a
better understanding of the global role that civil society can
play. Critically, the civil society of ‘developing countries’ –
the expression of both the needs and the power of people
themselves, and an area of great achievement for ordinary
people – is a source of potential inspiration for us.

Here, however, it is important to sound a note of caution.
The essence of development education should be to create
the critical tools and the knowledge base for individuals to
reach their own understanding of the issues involved.
Development education should not be seen as a campaign
tool to shape public opinion in particular directions, but
should be an honest attempt to inform debate. Any approach
that seeks to do less than equip people with the critical tools
to challenge prevailing consensus, should their own
perspective, or life experience, lead them to do so, is selling
the learner short.

Which are the important sectors to work
with?
The diverse nature of civil society makes this a difficult
question to answer – the essence of civil society is that it is a
permissive arena in which people (rather than the state)
make themselves heard, and no one section of opinion is
more legitimate, or important, than any other, as long as it
falls within the bounds of the reasonable (extremist opinions
seeking to further the politics of hate or religious
intolerance, for example, have no place within ‘civil’
society). To return to the Centre for Civil Society’s
definition, this arena is inhabited by many organisations/
groups, any or all of which may have something to offer. The
key point here, perhaps, is to engage with as wide a range of
people as possible – to capture the variety of civil society,
but also to spread the message about the importance of
development education to organisations/groups that are not
yet involved with, or thinking about, development.
Organisations which are already engaged with development
education will, of course, be easier to work with in the first
instance, and include Action Aid, Oxfam (1997) and the
WEA (1998). 

Having said this, we must remember that the essence of
civil society is that it seeks to create room for people to have
a voice (albeit often via organisations). The voluntary and
community sector – which is also diverse, often represents
an active membership, and is adept at reaching those often
ignored or forgotten – is clearly a critical partner. It may
bring a perspective on development work that is
discomforting – some community work is criticised by its
recipients/beneficiaries as being patronizing, short term, and
inappropriate – but the debate on development will be richer
and better informed by the presence of their voice.

Conclusions
Civil society is a permissive arena in which people,
sometimes via groups, organisations, or campaigns, can
make their voices heard. Development education has a

powerful role to play within this context in ensuring a quality
debate underpinned by nuanced understanding. This can be
achieved through:

• the development within our own communities of skills
to become more active citizens through engaging in the
debate about our relationship with other parts of the
world. This will help to build learning for a global
society (political literacy, social responsibility,
community empowerment and involvement) and
increase our willingness to be active in both the local
and wider world.

• the creation of knowledge about our own lives and the
consequences of our actions for others, and especially to
learn how to ‘enrich’ ourselves (in terms of power,
dignity, access to resources, safety and so on) without
impoverishing others.

• developing our understanding of others – to help us to
make connections and increase our ability to interpret
and contextualise events and to understand social,
political and environmental forces shaping our world

• helping us to learn and to derive inspiration from the
activities of those involved in civil society in other
countries, not least in the ‘developing world’.

Finally, perhaps we all need to recognise the value of civil
society and also the fact that it grows from us, and our
involvement. If there are issues that concern us, we need to
get involved. We need in particular to ensure that
organisations involved in development education have our
support because, in enabling people to be active and
informed players, they will both contribute to our improving
knowledge of others, and strengthen our own ability to be
active citizens. This will also help us to avoid doing
unintended harm through acting without understanding – in
short it will help us escape a paving of our own good
intentions.
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