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A movement can be assessed by its history, its present work
and its vision for the future. Development education (DE)
has a history of including a variety of perspectives, all
aiming to create change. However there are certain ideas
which tend to dominate and it is the experiences coming
from outside these dominant ideas which can bring about
some of the most exciting new ways of thinking and doing.
This article aims through the work of Black and Third World
people to challenge the dominant perspective held in DE. 

Looking into the past to know the present...
Many Development Education Centres (DECs) initially
received financial support from Oxfam and Christian Aid
and it was inevitable that these organisations’ ideas on
development would influence the thinking and work of those
receiving funds. The London DEC (LONDEC), when it
started in 1987, was funded first by Christian Aid and the
following year by Oxfam. This meant that LONDEC was
under pressure to be a distribution and promotion centre for
Oxfam and Christian Aid educational materials and was
constantly assessing whether to take the dominant DE path
of creating empathy with the ‘unfortunate’ poor people in
the South or to expose the causes of that poverty. We wanted
to allocate time and resources to developing a perspective
which would make links with black people’s experiences of
resisting racism in Britain. LONDEC supported the struggles
of women like Kiranjit Alluwalia who in 1990 was given a
given a life sentence for ‘murdering’ her husband after she
fought back against years of domestic violence. Her
challenge of the racism and sexism of the British law led to
changes in the law favourable to women (www.southall
blacksisters.org.uk/campaign_kiranjit.html). Later in 1998
we supported Zoora Shah’s struggle to get justice. She also
had fought back against a violent partner and the British
courts imprisoned her for poisoning a man who had brutally
physically and sexually attacked her and was about to do the
same to her daughters (Johal, 1998). Meanwhile the focus in
dominant DE was to change women’s lives by ‘empowering
them’ to be involved in the market, generate income and
provide for their families.  

Oxfam and Christian Aid’s perspective at that time grew
out from the conditions which created the organisations. It
was to meet the needs of victims of the Second World War
that the Oxford Committee for Famine Relief was set up in
1942, in 1965 becoming Oxfam (www.oxfam.org.uk/about_
us/history). Christian Aid was set up in 1945, when it
responded to the needs of refugees and churches in Europe
and was referred to as Christian Reconciliation in Europe. In

1949 it became a part of the British Council of Churches as
the Department for the Inter-Church Aid and Refugee
Service, and become involved with world refugee
resettlement and justice issues (www.christian-aid.org.uk/
aboutca/who/history.htm)

US policies and the developing world
While struggles against colonialism were taking place in
Third World countries, the declaration of a cold war via the
Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan in 1947 brought
many of these countries under US control. The US need to
control is confirmed by the work of A.M. Babu (1981) an
African socialist who recounts the words of Joseph Jones
who was responsible for drafting the Truman Doctrine:
‘There are many signs that the world is approaching this year
the greatest crisis since the turn in the tide of the war in
1942. It is primarily an economic crisis centred in Britain
and Europe, France, Greece, China... If these areas are
allowed to spiral downwards into economic anarchy, then at
best they will drop out of the United States orbit and try an
independent nationalist policy; at worst they will swing into
the Russian orbit.’ 

It was this thinking that led to economic strategies being
devised specifically to suit ‘developing countries’ under a
new discipline created in Economics called ‘Development
Studies’. At the same time in almost all Western higher
education institutions there were now departments of ‘Asian
Studies’, ‘African Studies’, ‘Caribbean Studies’, etc. which
invited scholars from these newly independent countries to
participate in the promotion of new ‘scholars’ and ‘experts’
on their countries. These departments also sought help form
former colonial administrators whose services were no
longer needed in the colonies after independence (Babu,
2002). The combined effects of these institutions and
changes was to integrate the developing world within the
dominant orbit of the market with its value of competition,
individualism and private profit making. 

What is a developed society?
One of the most powerful challenges to dominant DE
thinking has come from Paulo Freire’s ideas on education.
Freire argues that an education process needs to involve the
people in their own education through drawing on their own
experiences and that where the people of the third world are
mere objects in a dependent relationship this can never be an
indicator of a developed society. According to him ‘the
characteristic of the human species is its repeatedly
demonstrated capacity for transcending what is merely given,
what is truly determined’ (Freire, 1977)
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We have to ask, what is the link between workers
resistance and the ‘crisis of production and accumulation’ in
the North? Why are multinational companies attracted to the
South and who actually benefits from the ‘models of
development’ we as development educators are promoting?
What about those who resist these models? For example in
January 2006 when Bant Singh, a singer of protest songs and
a leading activist of the All-India Agrarian Labour
Association in Punjab, fought back to demand justice after
his daughter had been raped he was so savagely attacked by
the powerful government backed Jat landlords that both his
arms and a leg had to be amputated. His friends broke down
but Bant Singh told them: ‘They have only got my limbs, I
have still got my voice – I can still sing!’ (Wilson, 2006).
This is a place we as development educators have described
as ‘developed’ with the ‘Green Revolution’ bringing in the
advancement of the state. In other words, how do we define
development and whose side do we as development
educators want to be on?

Resist racism and imperialism....Sharpen DE
tools! 
In the 1980s school students in London were being taught
about the anti colonial movement in India through the
glorification of leaders (Gandhi and Nehru) and their non-
violent methods, without any acknowledgement to the
diversity of organisations which had made up the movement.
In an attempt to challenge this perspective which was also
shaping DE thinking, we at LONDEC produced an
educational pack (Johal, 1995) which highlighted the
involvement of poor peasants, tribals, and women like Rani
of Jhansi, a well known fighter who fought against the
British in India’s first war of independence in 1857. 

The dominant DE perspective which this article is
critiquing is exemplified in a recent educational pack
entitled: Making Sense of World Conflicts produced by
Oxfam in 2005 for secondary school students. While
covering a subject relevant to many Black people in Britain
and to people in the South, it fails to push the barriers of
DE. It does not raise questions on the distribution of power
or even challenge the unequal relations which exist between
Black students and educators in the North. The pack
highlights the cases of Sierra Leone, Brazil, Afghanistan,
Rwanda and Timor Leste (East Timor) and argues the case
for Oxfam and Amnesty International’s campaign on
‘Controlling Arms’. It could so easily have drawn the on the
experiences of refugees and asylum seekers resisting racism
in Britain and linked it to the world conflicts (imperialism),
highlighting the social and economic deprivation facing
many young Black people in the West. 

The closest the pack comes to mentioning racism is its
discussion on terrorism, where it is says: ‘terrorism is an
emotive topic and a sensitive one for Muslim children, who
have often found themselves on the receiving end of blame
and stereotyping since 11 September 200’ (p32). Instead of
addressing this issue, the pack just advises teachers to avoid

any racist language or comments and continues this safe DE
approach to look at a poem by John O’Conner about a war in
a city which could be either Baghdad or New York. When
later there is an exercise where the students have to look at
what makes someone a terrorist or a freedom fighter, it
becomes just an issue about images and there is no clear
position. The pack’s failure to look at the role of the unequal
distribution of resources and political power between and
inside countries and at the power structures which perpetuate
these unequal relationships makes it sound as if all conflicts
are similar and the position you take is just a view, it has
nothing to do with the concrete material reality facing the
people. So whether people are opposing a ‘foreign power’ or
corrupt dictator, armed ethnic rebels are fighting another
ethnic group in power, or a government is fighting armed
rebels demanding an independent state, they are all the same.
The dominant message created which actually perpetuates
racism is that these countries are ridden with conflicts where
unruly mobs are fighting each other in civil and gang wars
and there is an urgent need for the ‘caring and
knowledgeable’ intervention of the North (United Nations),
and to control the arms so that ‘they don’t fall into the wrong
hands’. 

Making Sense of World Conflicts also fails to mention the
large, global anti war movement which has been challenging
racism and imperialism. Similarly, an Oxfam country profile
on Afghanistan (Johnson, 2004) while acknowledging
women’s resistance makes no mention of any of the national
or international women’s organisations which have been
opposing both the right wing anti-women fundamentalist
forces inside Afghanistan and those intervening from the US
in the name of ‘liberation, democracy and choice’. Our aim
as DE workers must be to go beyond the safety of what we
know, and make links with people who from the margins of
society, with little or no resources, are themselves initiating
change. Although Making Sense of World Conflicts mentions
that ‘the UK is the world’s second-largest arms exporting
country’ (p54) and ‘the USA dominates the arms industry,
contributing almost half (45%) of all the world’s exported
weapons’ (p55), it does not go any further and feed this into
the kind of change that is needed for the future of ‘conflict
ridden developing countries’. We have to ask awkward
questions like why ‘arms are going into the wrong hands’ as
stated in the pack and which are the ‘right hands’, even if
this means exposing the links between governments,
‘development aid’ agencies and private companies. 

Women, war and sexual violence
Women’s collective and individual resistance is an immense
source of inspiration and has amazing potential for creating
‘sustainable’ change. In this pack women are ‘mothers
against guns’ (Manchester), ‘women with lowered faces’
(holding ‘control arms petition’ forms, Cambodia), a victim
of stray bullets (Brazil), women with guns (Sri Lanka), and
young women at school (Thailand) or speaking on the radio
(Sierra Leone). Although they are all doing something in
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their ascribed roles, none of them actually say anything
against the brutal treatment women receive in wars. 

It is acknowledged that ‘Women and children are used for
sex at gun point’ (p64) and ‘armed sexual violence is
widespread’ (p16) and that ‘most of the world’s displaced
population consists of women and children’ (p16). There is
no reference to the experiences of women who have survived
sexual violence or fought against it in situations of war. This
could have been brought in through the immediate
experiences of Black women refugees, asylum seekers living
in Britain and those under facing deportations under the
governments two year immigration rule. 

Active support for Black women’s struggles not only
challenges the victim approach, but gives importance to the
feminist struggles going on here in the North while bringing
out clearly how regimes in the North together with those in
the South continue to exploit and oppress women and deny
them their human rights. We have to find ways of opening
up discussion on these real, controversial issues and not be
collaborators in silencing and making invisible these so
called ‘other’, ‘marginalised’ experiences which give real
insight into the world we live in and provide inspiration to
continue strengthening our tools of resistance. 

What kind of change?
We are told in this pack and tell others in the events we
organise that we need the kind of ‘social change’ which will
resolve conflict. One suggestion often made is the
intervention of the United Nations ‘which is committed to
preserving peace’(p79). But this document means nothing to
the US who long before the UN Security Council Resolution
678, had initiated the first step to waging war on Iraq in
1991. In the case of Somalia, Sierra Leone, and Rwanda UN
intervention actually made the civil conflicts much worse. 

We must demand not just changes in behaviour, or
changes in power relations but a new system based on
principles of equality, justice and democracy. What about the
peace movements in the countries of the South, where they
refuse Western intervention and want to determine the
development course of their own countries: are we going to
pretend they don’t exist or can we make ourselves useful to
them? And what about those who after trying everything else
have no choice but to resort to armed struggle? Can we
distinguish between the heavily armed hired gangs of the
MNC Coca Cola in Columbia killing active trade unionists
and the left-led armed committees (with hand made guns)
defending land seized by the landless in Bihar, India?  

Conflict – ‘good’ or ‘bad’?
In terms of conflict why do we always have to present it as a
bad thing? A booklet on the working practices of the
sportswear industry (Oxfam, 2004) highlights the ‘horrific
conditions’ faced by the workers. Drawing on quotes from
workers and trade union experiences the report criticises the
sports industry on the basis of their ‘unethical principles and
practices’ and argues for greater accountability and

responsibility to the workers. There is little critique of the
government policies or the process of globalisation
encouraging these unethical practices. Many of these
workers, as in the garment industry in Bangladesh and other
Free Trade Zones in Sri Lanka, are women and many have
developed a collective consciousness and organised strikes
and demonstrations exposing clearly the conflict of interest
between the owners of capital and the owners of labour and
even the collaboration of union leaders with management.
However there is no mention of any of this in the booklet. In
contrast, LONDEC’s booklet (Johal, 1997) attempted to push
the boundaries of DE by documenting the collective
struggles of Asian workers that have taken place in Britain
and at the same time provides a history of the migration of
people from South Asia. We were able to highlight the
unique experience of Black workers and the strategies they
have developed to fight for justice in the workplace, which
may be of use to workers in the future.

We have to take a conscious stand in the conflicts and
find ways of distinguishing between conflicts between
equals, and conflicts between people with power and
resources and others with less power and resources.
Otherwise we will inevitably end up justifying and patching
up oppressive systems. We have to ask ourselves, are we
yearning for ‘a sentimental, glorious past with traditional
values’ or do we want a dynamic future based on the
struggles we are facing today? Conflict is endemic to all
societies: it is the engine for movement and we can never get
rid of it. Instead we have to strengthen the forces speaking
out against exploitation and oppression and those that stand
up for the principles of democracy, dignity and equality. At
the same time we have to constantly make a ‘scientific’
study of the material conditions facing us all!  
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