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‘A last generation of schoolchildren was raised on the
moral certainties of imperial rule in the 1950s’
(Mackenzie 1985: 194).

During colonialism, the representation of the ‘Third World’
in the school curriculum in Britain was framed by the needs
of imperialism (e.g. Mangan 1986, Mackenzie, 1985). But
whilst the ‘Third World’, its relations to the ‘West’ and the
imperatives for learning about it in the UK school
curriculum have changed, there has been little research into
what has replaced the ‘moral certainties’ of imperial rule as
the guiding framework for teaching about what was then the
colonial ‘other’, and is now the ‘Third World’. This paper
summarises research undertaken between 1995 and 1999
with the aim of understanding of how the ‘Third World’ is
communicated in schools and what factors inform this. 

Methodology
Data were collected in two secondary schools over one year,
using interviews, conversation and observation. Cardinal
James School is a voluntary aided Catholic school situated in
a medium sized county town whilst Meadows High School is
located in a village of the same county. Both are primarily
white schools with mixed class bases. The identities of the
schools, their staff and pupils have been changed to ensure
anonymity. 

Study of the ‘Third World’ is not a statutory requirement
of the National Curriculum. However, issues relevant to
understanding the concept figure in various subject
requirements. Meadows School staff in the Geography,
Music, Art, Drama, History, Religious Education, Personal
and Social Education, Science and French departments felt
that the ‘Third World’ played some role in their subject
curriculum. The same claim was made by Geography,
Theology and History staff at Cardinal James School. But
having emphasised the potential heterogeneity of the ‘Third
World’ in the curriculum, Anne Church, the Head of
Geography at Cardinal James School, identifies the concept
of difference as key unifying issue:

‘[The ‘Third World’ is]... labelled in differences, different
religions, different cultures, different ways of life, different
agriculture, different physical, different politics.’
(Interview, Anne Church).

The communication of the ‘Third World’ is fundamentally
linked to issues of identity – how young people understand

the ‘other’ and hence, the ‘self’. The different roles the
‘Third World’ plays – from being part of learning about
economics to engendering caring to questioning stereotypes
– reflect a variety of perspectives on and engagements with
difference. 

Theorising difference 
Postmodern and poststructural theories (e.g. Giroux and
McClaren 1994; McClaren 1994) have conceptualised
‘difference’ as conveying particular claims to ‘know’.
Knowledge is not seen as neutral but as a construction
informed by power. As Edward Said puts it in his
exploration of the construction of the ‘Orient’ in the ‘texts of
empire’, knowledge of the ‘Orient’ is a ‘sign of European-
Atlantic power over the Orient’ (Said 1978: 6). Such a
critique of knowledge unsettles the universal ‘stories’
through which meaning used to be generated (Lyotard 1984:
xxiv) – for example, ‘knowledge’ that development is a
predictable trajectory from A to C via B. This questioning
has been linked to processes of globalisation (e.g. Rattansi
1994; Morley and Robbins 1995) and it is within this context
that some staff in the schools located the communication of
the ‘Third World’:

‘I think we’re a world situation now, I think children
shouldn’t grow up with a very sort of localised view of
things.’ (Interview, Jackie Carter, Deputy Head, Cardinal
James).

Awareness of difference is linked to being in a ‘world
situation’; the world rather than the nation is the context
within which knowledge must be relevant. At one level,
globalisation can engender a critical engagement with
difference, unsettling claims to ‘know’. But at the same time,
it can also reinforce such claims, as witnessed in the global
rise of ethnic and nationalist conflicts. So whilst the
communication of the ‘Third World’ intersects with debates
around difference and globalisation, this does not
predetermine the forms of engagement with difference that it
engenders. 

Development, Charity and Multiculturalism
Analysis of the data collected in the two schools revealed
three ways in which the ‘Third World’ was communicated:
to illustrate development; to convey the importance and logic
of charity; to demonstrate diversity. These were partly
framed by particular subjects, but also existed across
curricular areas. 
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THE DEBATE MOVES ON



The communication of the ‘Third World’ through
development, at Cardinal James School, and charity, at
Meadows School, were characterised by uncritical
conceptions of difference and an ordering of the world into
two exact opposites (‘developed’ and ‘developing’), with the
‘Third World’ defined by the absence of things which the
‘developed’ world possesses. 

Lessons were devoted to understanding, knowing and
classifying, with emphasis on the criteria used to measure
the ‘Third World’ and states of development. By enabling
pupils to ‘see’ and imagine a world ordered in terms of two
opposites, the contested nature of development remained
invisible. This can also be seen in Meadows School’s
assembly activity, which aimed to involve pupils in
sponsoring a Ugandan boy, Andrew. Pupils hold up pieces of
paper on which are written the things they’d expect to find in
a lab, for example. As the teacher says of Andrew’s school,
‘[they] haven’t got that’, the pupils put the pieces of paper
down. The same is done with respect to the hospital. Thus,
Uganda is defined in terms of absence; blank spaces where
the cards were. The emphasis on being able to ‘see’ a lack of
development constructs a particular representation of
‘difference’ as the truth.

The communication of the ‘Third World’ through
multicultural initiatives was more complex. At one level, its
communication in this context offered a more critical
engagement with difference. For example, within a cross-
curricular music, art and drama project, Meadows School
Year 8 pupils put on a play about an Indian prince who
wanted to build a new palace but was opposed by villagers
who hugged the trees. The introductory scene for the play
was not in India but was a road protest in the UK. Pupils
carried banners and called for the environment to be
protected. The Indian story of protest then followed. Thus,
the starting point of the play was a
challenge to dominant concepts of
difference; difference was not
privileged. It is not only the Indians
but also the British who are
potential victims of environmental
destruction, challenging the
stereotypical representation of
‘Third World’ peoples as victims
and those in the ‘West’ as saviours. On the other hand, the
performance elements can detract from a critical exploration
of difference; they entertain as much as they inform. The
meaning of cultural acts or circumstances is lost; they simply
designate difference from the ‘self’. 

Like the communication of development and charity, the
construction of the ‘Third World’ through multiculturalism
at Meadows School is characterised by tensions between
different constructions of the ‘self’, the ‘world’ and the
‘other’. Whilst it enables some challenges to uncritical
conceptions of difference, other imperatives – such as
performance and entertainment – can constrain the degree to
which patronising and discriminatory constructions are

challenged. Similarly, the emphasis on establishing
knowledge informs the communication of the ‘Third World’
through development, and the imperatives of fund-raising
limit the educational value of its communication through
charity. Teachers are well aware of some of these tensions.
For example, Sue Barton is concerned at the ethnocentrism
of ‘development’:

‘I always come back to wealth and living standards. But
that’s based on our ideas isn’t it? ... I mean you could
look at development in an entirely different way.’
(Interview, Sue Barton).

Pete Simmons expresses concern about communicating the
‘Third World’ through charity:

‘In a sense one gets the impression that often it’s
presented in that way, it’s a sort of charity thing, y’know,
what shall we do for people out there, rather than y’know,
what can we learn from them...?’ (Interview, Pete
Simmons, Science Teacher, Meadows School). 

So whilst it is important to map out how the ‘Third World’ is
communicated in the curriculum, these quotations indicate
the need to explore the structures which frame teachers’
communication of the ‘Third World’ in ways they
themselves are critical of. 

Contradiction and curriculum change
The usefulness and plausibility of the ‘grand narratives’ of
development and difference are being unsettled. But
simultaneously, the reality of the communication of the
‘Third World’ in the curriculum continues to be structured
around them; the communication of the ‘Third World’ takes
place within frameworks of knowledge that teachers perceive
as inadequate and misleading. 

The constraints upon the emergence of less patronising
and discriminatory constructions operate at different and

interdependent levels. At one level,
the specific school is important. The
structuring of staff time can also
affect the degree to which critical
engagements with the ‘Third World’
are possible. More fundamentally,
challenging conceptions of the
‘Third World’ is unsettling. This

does not fit into an educational system which seeks to
structure and measure reality around certainty and order.
Examinations require pupils to have particular knowledge.
Success is measured quantitatively and schools are ranked in
relation to their output. This is related to a broader issue
highlighted by Vass in relation to the National Curriculum: 

‘The ‘National’ Curriculum in the UK may appear as a
monolithic attempt to deny and suppress the very
heterogeneity over which it attempts to preside.’ (Vass
1995: 42).

Whilst people are experiencing diversity, contingency and
disorder, the National Curriculum seeks to structure
understanding in ways that iron out such ‘imperfections’.
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By enabling pupils to ‘see’ and
imagine a world ordered in
terms of two opposites, the

contested nature of development
remained invisible.
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Conclusion
The presence of contradictory understandings of the ‘Third
World’ is both problematic and potentially encouraging. It
may, in the short term, serve to reinforce notions of the
‘Third World’ difference which are patronising and
demeaning. Without a cohesive alternative it is simpler to
remain with existing discourses which reassure rather than
unsettle the ‘self’. On the other hand, ‘the multiplicity of
determinations provides for an instability through which
struggle and change can take place’ (Usher & Edwards
1994:97). Contradiction should not be understood as static
but as both produced by and enabling changes in the ways
the ‘Third World’ is communicated.
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