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The concept of education for global citizenship (E4GC) is
increasingly recognised and valued within policy and practice,
but there is very little evidence on the gender dimensions of
this approach. This article will examine the conceptual basis
of E4GC through a feminist lens. Feminism is a
heterogeneous and fuzzy concept. The term ‘feminism’
represents a range of approaches and tools to analyse gender
and power relations, and an ethical-political orientation that
sees women and men as fundamentally equal and seeks to
correct male-centric bias. But the feminist approach in no way
represents the views of all women and, equally, many men can
be counted as feminists. Feminism tends to focus on the
distinctive perspectives of women, but other approaches can
and should focus on the distinctive experiences and voices of
men: feminism is not synonymous with gender. 

An article such as this can only provide an introduction to
the debates, from a limited perspective. In this instance, the
analysis of global citizenship will draw heavily on the ethics
of care: a feminist approach that sees ethics as grounded in the
actual caring responses of real people, embedded in their
concrete surroundings. This is often contrasted with the ethics
of justice, the dominant approach within Western moral
thought, which sees ethics as grounded in an abstract,
impartial notion of justice, applied equally to all people,
without reference to their relationships with other people, or
their real-life situations. 

The ethics of care is usually presented in opposition to the
ethics of justice. This article will show that applying a care
perspective to the justice-based models of global citizenship
does indeed suggest problems with the gender inclusiveness of
these models. In order to move beyond these problems and
suggest solutions, however, we need to work towards breaking
down the opposition between care and justice, and towards
integrating the distinctive moral voices of women and men. It
will be suggested that this may already be happening in E4GC
practice, and is a key area for reflective practice, through
which we can contribute to a more gender-balanced
conception of global citizenship. 

Justice and care
Global citizenship is closely linked to the concept of ethical
cosmopolitanism: the notion that ethics (and justice) are
global in nature, and should apply impartially to everyone
across the world. National boundaries are morally irrelevant.
To talk of global citizenship – which involves talking of global
justice, universal rights, and obligations to people across the
world – implies an acceptance of a cosmopolitan ethic and a
view of justice as universal and impartial. 

Yet the notion of justice as impartiality has received much
criticism from feminist ethicists, who see it as a myth that
serves to exclude women’s experiences and needs (Young,
1989). The ethics of care, instead of focussing on rights,
duties and abstraction, focuses on responsibilities,
relationship, context, and concrete situations (Flanagan and
Adler, 1983). 

Caring is by nature contextual and rooted in the actual
experience and mutual responses of real people (Bowden,
1997). The ethics of care rejects the notion of the individual
subject of justice; instead, the self is interdependent with other
selves. People are not interchangeable instances of the abstract
person: they are unique and embedded in a network of
relationships. It is, therefore, misguided to attempt to ignore
the supposedly ‘irrelevant’ contextual features of a situation,
such as a person’s relationships with others or their economic
responsibilities. 

Why does this matter? There is substantial evidence (e.g.
Gilligan, 1982) to show that women and girls are more likely
to take a care approach to ethics. So the dominance of the
justice paradigm may be excluding the voices and needs of
many women, and may suggest that women are deficient in
moral thought. In contrast, Gilligan (1982, p.17) notes,
‘Women’s moral weakness, manifest in apparent diffusion and
confusion of judgement, is... inseparable from women’s moral
strength, an overriding concern with relationships and
responsibilities’. The assumption that justice is impartial also
means that we risk ignoring the role of gender constructs in
society, which has contributed to women’s oppression
throughout history.

These criticisms clearly have implications for our practice.
If E4GC is based on a justice paradigm, does this mean that it
excludes the voices and needs of women and girls? How do
our assumptions about moral development impact on our work
to develop young people as global citizens? How might we
integrate the voices of justice and care in our work? 

Individualism
Cosmopolitanism sees the individual as the primary unit of
concern. Individualism is important for global citizenship,
because the focus on the individual enables us to argue for a
common humanity: global citizens are part of a community of
individual human beings. This notion of individualism is
closely tied to the concept of autonomy, an essential part of
the idea of ‘adulthood’ that forms the basis of the ethics of
justice (Gilligan, 1982).

Care ethicists, in contrast, see people as relational,
interdependent with others and not unconditionally
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autonomous. Caring is a response to needs that people cannot
fulfil themselves, and which make people dependent on
others. From the moment we are conceived, we are dependent
on others for our survival, but theories of justice do not
acknowledge this conditional autonomy. The burden of care
for those who are not self-sufficient usually falls to women,
but their work is not acknowledged or valued. 

There is much evidence to show that this burden on women
is being increased under economic globalisation: poverty is
becoming feminised, as the responsibility for welfare is shifted
back into the private realm under neoliberal conditions.
Women are forced to curtail their own consumption and find
ways to supplement the family income, to compensate for the
reduction in state support. They are becoming ‘the heroes of
everyday life, providing the ultimate social safety net for
families’ (UNIFEM, 2000, p.8). The autonomous individual
of the ethics of justice bears little relation to the reality of life
in a globalised world, and the justice model ignores the role of
women in sustaining others through care. 

Could we be basing our E4GC practice on a misguided
conception of people as autonomous individuals? How might
we unite the individualistic basis of justice and rights with the
reality of people’s interdependence and women’s work to
support others?

The universal person 
The correlate of the individualism of global citizenship is its
universality: it applies to individual human beings, without
exception, across the world. The universal person is generic
and gender-free. 

Seen through a feminist lens, this universalism is based on
a false universal: a male universal. The abstract, universal
person of global citizenship is a myth. As Hutchings (1999)
notes, the set of ‘universal’ qualities that define humanity are
composed of predominantly masculine values, and as such,
they work to exclude women from the category of humanity
and ignore their distinctive voices. Despite the inclusive aims
of universality, its meaning is extended to imply the
homogeneity of views and aims, to the exclusion of women’s
(and other oppressed groups’) needs: ‘The idea of citizenship
is the same for all translate[s] in practice to the requirement
that all citizens be the same’ (Young, 1989, pp. 264/267).

Globalisation is in no way homogenising men and women’s
experiences: quite the opposite. Women’s employment, for
example, has become increasingly flexibilised, leading to a
global division of labour, with a core of male skilled workers
and women acting as casualised, periphery workers. Women
make up 90% of sweatshop and home workers: in effect, the
global economy relies on the cheap labour of poor women. 

From a care perspective, these differences are morally
relevant. They should not be abstracted away. They are
constitutive: they make us ourselves. Ignoring them, being
blind to these differences, it not just philosophically unsound;
it silences the voice of the ‘other’, whether the ‘other’ is
female, disabled, poor, black, or otherwise subjugated. 

We face the tension between universality and difference
continually in our delivery of E4GC. How do we avoid
universalising a Western, male model as the abstract universal
human? When development education practitioners focus on
similarity rather than difference, we often argue that we are all
the same at a fundamental level. But the ethics of care argues
that the concrete is constitutive: our differences make us who
we are. How can we be more nuanced when we talk with
pupils about common humanity? How might we integrate the
notion of common humanity with the reality of difference? 

Universal values
The universality of global citizenship has another facet:
universality of values. Cosmopolitanism sees values as
applying globally – national borders are morally irrelevant –
most often typified in a call for global justice. This idea of
universal values is rejected by care ethicists, since ethics are
always rooted in the contextual and concrete. Universalising
these values amounts to imposing a particular viewpoint on
others. The global ethical basis of global citizenship is
particularly vulnerable to this criticism, not only in terms of a
male bias, but also in terms of a Western bias, since the vast
majority of philosophical discussion about global citizenship
currently takes place within Western academia. 

The global ethics of global citizenship also lie uneasily
with the importance of personal relationships and affiliations,
which care ethicists argue are central to ethics. Partiality to
people with whom we are connected is fundamental to caring;
relationships hold a special moral value for us as
interdependent, conditionally autonomous people (Noddings,
1984). But if we agree that all people have equal moral worth
(as most global citizenship theorists do), how can we
simultaneously insist that we have an obligation to give special
attention to those we are attached to? Or if we accept the
feminist perspective that our moral obligations are based on a
network of relationships, how do we ensure that these do not
become parochial or exclusive? 

The issue of community, relationships and partiality often
affects our practice in delivering E4GC. Current debates in the
media, such as asylum and immigration, often revolve around
the notion of ‘protecting our own’, and when discussing these
with pupils, the impartial, universal approach of global
citizenship may bear little relevance to pupils’ feeling of
partiality towards their friends, family or community. Can a
care ethics approach help us to manage these tensions more
effectively? And can our work in the classroom help to inform
the academic debate around these issues?

The public and private spheres
Active global citizenship is firmly located within the public
sphere. It involves ‘engagement in some kind of public action
that takes place in a public space’ (Dower, 2003, p.8): the res
publica (domain of public affairs) in which the active
republican conception of citizenship originates. 

Historically and currently, women have been excluded from
this public realm of activity, and confined to the private sphere
of the home and family, where their work (caring) has not
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been valued as citizenship activity (Bowden, 1997). Women’s
location in the private sphere places a huge barrier to their
participation in public life. Rousseau argued that active
participation in society left too little time for domestic or
productive work, so a necessary part of his model of
citizenship was the existence of a non-political class to carry
out this work: slaves and women (Hutchings, 1999). The
continuation of this division of labour, and women’s increasing
care responsibilities in the private sphere under globalisation,
maintains the practical barriers to women’s participation that
prevent them becoming active global citizens, and reserves
this status for the (male) global elite. 

Feminists are not united in proposing a solution to this
problem. Liberal feminists would suggest that women’s
participation in the public sphere should be encouraged
through their ‘liberation’ from the private realm (Hutchings,
1999), while radical feminists argue that women’s activities in
the private realm should be classified and valued as
citizenship activities (Bowden, 1997). 

How do we respond to this as E4GC practitioners? Should
E4GC be about equipping people to challenge power relations
that exclude women (or the ‘other’), empowering girls and
women to take part in the public sphere, or including the
private in our conception of active global citizenship? Or
could we integrate all of these approaches? 

Valuing the private domain in active global citizenship
poses a challenge if we want young people, as global citizens,
to make a difference in the public world (such as working
towards pro-poor change). But we should remember the care
ethicists’ argument that those who act in the public sphere are
only conditionally autonomous, and so we should value the
activities of those who support and sustain them as global
citizenship activities. And the impact of attitude and behaviour
change in one sphere is not limited to that domain: it is the
same person that moves between the private and the public
domains, with the same attitudes and beliefs, and the same
gender.

Halfway there?
A feminist approach is vital to global citizenship, simply
because it cannot claim to be global if it does not include half
of the world’s population. An analysis of global citizenship as
presented in the academic literature suggests that the concept
is inherently gendered, and we need to consider the
implications of this for our practice. 

Interestingly, when asked to describe themselves to
someone who does not know them, 76% of young people said
that their gender would be an important descriptor: the
number one dimension in a list which included nationality,
locality, ethnic group and religion (Haste, 2005). So gender is
a key dimension of young people’s identity, adding weight to
the argument that we should pay more attention to gender as
part of the E4GC concept. 

Surprisingly little research has been undertaken into gender
and E4GC practice. This is long overdue, not only to assess
the gender specific impacts of our work, but also to generate

learning from practice that can help to make the theory of
global citizenship more inclusive. What information is
available suggests that, while the academic concept of global
citizenship is exclusionary, the practice of E4GC is far more
inclusive.

Take, for example, the fact that girls are more positive than
boys about the effect that they can have personally on helping
people in poorer countries (DfID, 2006), suggesting positive
attitudes towards their own agency in changing the world. Or
the fact that Oxfam’s Curriculum for Global Citizenship
appears to integrate justice-orientated concepts (such as social
justice and critical thinking) with care-orientated concepts
(such as interdependence and empathy). Similarly, as Flanagan
and Jackson (1987, p.635) comment: ‘It is hard to see how we
could teach children about kindness without teaching them
certain things about fairness, but it is equally hard to see how
we could teach them about fairness without teaching them
certain things about kindness and sensitivity to the aims and
interests of others’.

Could it be that E4GC practice is transcending the division
between care and justice, woman and man, private and public?
Are girls today helping to redefine global citizenship, to make
their voices heard? We urgently need to start debating the
gender dimensions of our practice and sharing the ways in
which we work to make E4GC relevant to all pupils. Perhaps
then, those at the frontline of delivering E4GC will help to
build a concept of global citizenship which is more than
‘halfway there’. 
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