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Setting a context
Development education (DE) had little meaning for me until five
years ago, like International Development it had no location within
my politics or my view of the Black experience. It did not encroach
on my world, which was, and always will be, anti-racist. Later when
I examined it I viewed it as a form of middle-class self-
gratification. Another location for guilt rather than action,
intellectual stimulation and somewhere for the summer music
festival tent drummers to go during the rest of the year.

It is fair and reasonable to say that so many false dawns, and
false friends, in the fight against racism may have left me slightly
cynical.

However, people not mission statements or web sites with
promissory notes on a wonderful future, changed that. People, like
NEAD (a Norfolk-based Development Education Centre),
demonstrating that Black History Month is more than an excuse for
food and poetry, by working alongside Africans because DE is
merely an extension of their personal politics.

‘What is called the common-sense view is actually the grown-up
view taken for granted. It is a matter of the school records having

become an ontology.’ (Berger 1963). My concept of the world I
exist in is always tempered by my view of common-sense,
thankfully long ago separated from the education of my childhood,
the one that celebrated Columbus, made icons of heroes of Empire,
and never mentioned slavery, let alone the glories of Africa, China
and Asia’s past. That common-sense view always demands that
BME people lead any solution to the issues that damage them;
others are colleagues, allies and partners.

From which you will gather this article is not an example of
how development education has worked, or a critique of how so
many have failed to deliver, or a condemnation of those involved in
this broad field of education. It is more personal, although I will try
to give some ways into working with BME people in the UK
because they are the ‘we’ I am a part of.

Also note that I do not write this article as Chief Executive of
Connections for Development not because I fear members of the
network will fundamentally disagree but because I will never claim
to speak for them, as they are far too used to others taking their
voice and using it, as are we all.
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Are BME people involved in DE?
Because I believe that BME people must be central to resolving the
things that obstruct or suppress them, I instinctively start any debate
with what are ‘we’ doing, and then move to who exactly is the ‘we’.
Important in this context because when I look at writings on this
issue I see little written by BME people and very little by those
who do not claim academic legitimacy. 

The nature of BME involvement is critical; certainly it is true
that they are being invited more to events, white/generic
organisations constantly seeking to involve them in discussion and
debate. However, ‘we’ do not turn out in numbers and that is not
about development education it is about experience. If your voice
changes little why not rest it until there is a time when shouting
means something.

Are we involved in DE? Of course we are, visit our churches
and religious places, supplementary schools, community centres
etc. The problem is we do not bother to use the terminology
because the issue is not what we do, but about who we are in
cultural and faith terms. People feel no need to explain or justify
themselves; they work hard to let their children know where they
come from in the face of negative information from media and
others. 

How can ‘we’ be involved with DE
organisations?
Initially it is important to understand the nature of learning within
BME communities: there are locations outside of school for
learning that are formative in relation to the big issues that shape
our personal development. For example the significance of
grandparents (especially grandmothers), who have always been
significant carers and teachers. It has been said that I was
headstrong as a child but never with my grandmother who did
much to teach me my value system and help shape my identity. 

This is a real issue because it connects to the loss of identity and
heritage that continues to damage BME communities. Excellent
groups like Black Heritage (Newport) are fighting to retain through
oral history the experience of Afro-Caribbean people in Wales
before a generation of knowledge disappears. That history is
directly related to global education: if those young people cannot
relate to their hard won freedom, how can they bypass the negative
images of Africa that dominate our TV screens? How can they see
themselves in the people of other nations, and can they avoid shame
and embarrassment when they are told so many negative things
about Africa, yet see their own damaged and starving faces
reflected back on the screen.

Home education is vital, when I was 13 I was given C.L.R.
James to read who stated:

the population (of Africa) was trained by two forces:
imperialism, which exploited them with brutal and horrible
cruelty and shamelessness, and concomitant violence adequate
to ridding themselves of this burden grown intolerable. All
politics in Africa today begins from there. (James, 1962)

It was my elders who helped me to understand why Africa fights
within itself, to understand that a violent upbringing does not train
us for peace, and that the corruption we learnt from colonial
maladministration left a legacy that continues to be exploited by
those that seek to bolster corrupt governments. This enabled me to
challenge teachers who said that Britain had educated and freed
ignorant people

.

Experience also demonstrates that DE organisations must:

� involve women from our communities, they have always been
the ones who shaped the minds of the young;

� involve all of our organisations, not merely those involved in,
or who speak the language of, international development or
development education; and

� be brave enough to question those who claim to represent
‘our’ views because the titles Dr, Professor or Consultant are
not elected but selected. 

Fundamental to involvement is who shapes the agenda. I often
receive calls from DE organisations who are trying to involve ‘our’
communities, but the event has already been shaped, the agenda set
and the money allocated. This is not true of all DE organisations
and is often a matter of inexperience linked to bad timing, but it
reinforces past experience for ‘our’ communities. It is a strange
reality that good practice is not passed on between government
departments, let alone UK based NGOs and DECs. 

Education topics:
Obviously as someone whose family have been here since 1898 I
have a different view of the UK to others whose experience is more
recent, and their connection to ‘back home’ and family is more
immediate. However, it is important that connections are made so
that we can collaborate to make a difference.

There are direct parallels between the experience in the
Caribbean and that of Africa today, and these can be useful starting
points for DE, for example:

Women in agriculture: As Levy (1980) points out, slave
women in the fields ‘toiled as strenuously as the men, carried
baskets of manure weighing as much as seventy pounds, and when
they returned to their cottages at night faced additional family
duties’. Despite this by 1672 slave women in Jamaica were buying
and selling the surplus provision they had grown on Sunday
mornings in public markets. (Mintz 1985). I know that one women
somehow freed all of my family line, all three of her children being
born free thirty years before the end of slavery in Barbados.

Democracy: Elections here are not seen as critical by young
people, and others, but far too many young people whose parents
were from the Commonwealth do not realise that many of their
grandparents, like my grandfather, never voted in their country of
origin because that right was denied them. People think
emancipation means the right to vote but for many it was related to
ownership of land.

Media and imagery: The imagery that was utilised by the
plantocracy and abolitionists to justify their actions against or for
slaves and indentured labour should be set against the portrayal of
Africa now being featured regularly in charitable campaigns and the
news. The effect of showing people as unable to look after
themselves has been constant historically.

Identity: There is a need to demonstrate commonality with
Africa, to show similarity of experience, and to support and
encourage local oral history projects and similar initiatives.

Partnership: This is a difficult concept because too often it
means support for a funding bid that you will get no actual benefit
from. However, there must a negotiation that enables joint working,
which will mean that DE organisations may have to tighten their
belt occasionally rather than rush to obtain funding. 

Faith groups: The significance of faith groups can never be
ignored. However it is important to understand that these are strong
independent groups with their own educational structures.
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Concluding comments
Is DE relevant to BME people in the UK? The answer is yes but
their involvement needs to be based upon their experience here,
historically, and needs to be directly linked to their broader family
and community networks.

Do I have faith in the Development Education Movement? Once
again the answer is yes but my role, as should be the role of any
intelligent person, is to be a critical friend not a camp-follower so it
is important that the DE organisations feel open enough to listen to
BME people and strong enough to change direction sometimes.
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The last journal issue on Black and Southern
Perspectives?
Why have a Black and Southern Perspectives theme? Ten years
ago, the DEA commissioned research on the participation of Black
and minority ethnic (BME) communities in development education
in their own right and in partnership. Firstly, this revealed that the
work of many BME organisations and educators was not
recognised and celebrated as a contribution to the aims of
development education. Secondly, many Development Education
Centres and international development NGOs recognised that a
major weakness in their own programmes was a lack of
involvement or the tokenistic participation of both individuals and
BME-led organisations. 

The World in our Neighbourhood (Ohri, A. DEA, 1997) made
11 recommendations for action at national and local levels. There
have since been some significant achievements, but how far have
we as development educators come in those ten years? Indeed,
crucially, who is ‘we’? What and who defines our contribution
to development education thinking and practice? 

As development education grappled with responding to these
issues, one of the concepts to emerge was ‘Black and Southern
perspectives’, the theme of this Journal:

Black perspectives in development education can: 
� add value and bring a wider perspective 

� bring alternative notions of identity, history and social justice

� strengthen development education through insights from
people who were born in or who have connections with the
South 

� offer different methodologies, approaches and good practice.

[It] recognises the diversity of Black-led development education
projects in the UK today. It encompasses not only an ethnic or
cultural perspective, but also an anti-racist perspective.
(www.dea.org.uk/bemde)

Southern perspectives
It is estimated that 4/5th of the world’s population is non-white ....
At a global scale, the non-white majority population, mainly living
in the South, could be seen to share common experiences of being
subjected to global domination by Northern (white) nations and
institutions.

An understanding of Southern perspectives demands that the
global education and the development work of practitioners is
informed by the views, perspectives, experiences, beliefs and
outlooks of the majority people in the world. There is an urgent
need for the white minority world to listen to the Southern majority
as part of a drive towards greater global democracy and an
acknowledgement of their rights to have a say in a world that is
also theirs. (DEA (2005) Global Trainer: Resource Folder 2005/6) 

Black British perspectives
A Black perspective is not just an ethnic or a cultural perspective,
but an anti-racist perspective. And, it derives not from some
abstract academic definition, but from the living struggles of
African-Caribbean and Asian working people in this country, in the

1960s and 1970s, against an undifferentiated and brutal racism.
And it denotes a common unity against oppression, forged in a
culture of resistance and producing a sense of community.
(Sivanandan, A (1993) ‘The Black Politics of Health’, Race and
Class, Vol. 34: 4: pp 63-69) 

Global Black perspectives
A global Black perspective cannot be merely an extension of the
Black perspective that has been developed in the UK. This would
be an imposition of local British experience on the world, of seeing
the world through Black British goggles. A Global Black
Perspective is about examining Black people’s experiences globally
and identifying common structural causes that describe that
experience. Although global structural causes may be similar, local
experience could well be distinct and different.

[It] aims to be inclusive, acknowledging the interdependence of
civilisations and the sharing of ideas and values that have led to
modern day global society ... challenges the narrow and exclusive
worldview, dominant in the west that describes the world in terms
of the ‘rich’ North and the ‘poor’ South. Although it gives voice to
Black people and the majority world it does so with the intention of
generating a more holistic outlook that genuinely celebrates the
diversity of culture, knowledge and values that exist locally and
globally. (Joseph, J. et al (2002) Towards Global Democracy: An
Exploration of Black Perspectives in Global Youth Work, DEA) 

The above concepts have helped to create dedicated spaces to
facilitate greater BME engagement and ownership for a
development education which is inclusive of all. However, the
voices of many committed development educators, including
writers in this Journal, speak loudly of the pitfalls and the
downsides of ‘Black and Southern perspectives’ in practice.

So, has the BSP concept had its day? Has it reinforced
difference and separateness? Are BME-led initiatives now
acknowledged but seen by some as parallel to the norm of
development education thought and practice? Are all partners and
colleagues peers, recruited as development educators, as equals?
Is the commitment of a BME representative on a management
committee or development education project group still regarded
as ‘including’ Black and/or Southern perspectives with all that
implies? How far is development education in the UK able to take
on board the worldviews of new partners? Is a new, shared
set of ideas and values being created? Should this be
the goal?

Nadia Mackenzie
Communications Manager, 
DE Journal Team at the DEA

The Journal welcomes reader’s responses to any issues raised.
Please get in touch to contribute to the dialogue on Black and
Southern voices in development education, BME-led organisations
engagement, and ongoing support for their work by contacting
Doug Bourn, Director, Development Education Association, email:
doug.bourn@dea.org.uk.

[All references can be found at
www.dea.org.uk/bemde/publications]


