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Development is changing and so are traditional notions of
development education. At the same time, perceptions of the
arts and culture are also shifting. There could not be a more
appropriate time, therefore, for the DEA to be considering
the role of the arts in development education. 

The round table discussion reported in the October 2000
issue of this journal was an excellent starting point, as were
the central questions which it posed – ‘Can the arts bring
about greater understanding of development issues? If so,
how?’ However, it is not just the role of the arts that
demands consideration but the broader issue of culture in
relation to development. 

Where, five years ago, the arts establishment frowned
upon any serious social role for the arts and culture, now
there is renewed interest in the way they can actively
contribute to social development and combat exclusion and
marginality. This coincides with increasing interest in the
role of arts and culture in international development –
known since the 1970s as Culture and Development.

The boundaries between such apparently disparate
subjects are becoming less well defined. There are emerging
connections between cultural diversity, human rights, social
justice, citizenship education and social inclusion. The
‘audience’ for development education needs to become
sensitised to the full range of issues, including cultural
issues, which influence the development process. 

There are myriad reasons why this is important: firstly,
the audience needs to understand the role of culture as a
fundamental part of development – not simply as a colourful
sideshow. Culture is the context in which development takes
place, and the process is arguably more sustainable if it is
culturally sensitive and responsive.

To illustrate: a fish farming project in Lake Turkana,
Kenya, designed to ease the Turkana people out of famine,
proved a social disaster partly because they were stock-
herding nomads. The fish farm created local economic
monopolies which left the Turkana destitute, unable to buy
stock. Without stock, women had no dowries and failed to
get married, living instead with their partners outside
wedlock. Without marriage and other customs that tied them
to the home, men felt no obligation to feed their children
who, theoretically, belonged to no-one. Women had no claim
on their partners’ earnings and so prostitution blossomed.
(Harden, 1990)

Another example comes from the experience of the
Manobo people in the region of Arakan, on the Philippine

island of Mindanao. Changes in land tenure, logging and
new forms of cultivation failed to take into account
indigenous culture, contributing to the declining way of life
of the Manobo people and threatening their survival.

As time passes by, Manobo artistic expressions and
religious rituals which reflect their wise and sacred
relationship with the land and its spiritual and divine
guardians, have found less and less meaning. Sources for
the material implements for their rituals have dwindled.
There have been little sources of inspiration, as well, for
community celebrations in rituals and arts, as harvest has
become increasingly scarce and food has become
increasingly difficult to find’. (Kaliwat Theatre Collective,
1996)

If development education fails to teach emerging generations
of the consequences of a failure to consider cultural issues in
development, there is a danger that the development process
may continue to replicate the mistakes made in the past
simply because this failure has become an acceptable norm. 

Secondly, introducing culture as a more fundamental
aspect of the development process may encourage audiences
for development education to consider the broader role of
culture in all our lives. 

On this point, Diane Vickers’ comments at the DEA
round table meeting have considerable resonance: ‘So much
of our relationship with cultures is about consumption.
People’s contact with a range of cultures is all too often as
consumers of products ... if you can make the relationship
with a culture more than this then they can gain a greater
insight into their own understanding ...  of culture.’

From our understanding – and this is borne out by the
comments of participants in the round table meeting - while
there are many examples of excellent and innovative use of
the arts in development education, the majority of work
appears to focus on one-off performances or workshops by
diaspora artists or UK artists from ethnic minority
communities, which adds to this notion of exoticism and
consumerism of cultures. Janice McNamara commented at
the round table that: ‘A school is not utilising the education
experience and opportunity to develop global awareness if an
artist merely comes to the school and performs.’ 

Clearly, this indicates that there is a need to raise
awareness in the education system (formal and non formal)
of the range of opportunities arts and culture can offer and
the ways in which it can be deployed across the curriculum
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to address issues such as global citizenship and to promote
respect for cultural diversity.

But a prerequisite for any awareness raising is greater
clarity about what can be achieved by different types of
cultural interventions and what the education system and
artists are entitled to expect. Clearly there is a role for simple
performances and workshops by mainstream arts
practitioners, and there is also a place for issue-based work
by arts practitioners with specialist experience of
development and development education - but in what
circumstances should each be deployed?

As participants in the discussion noted, arts interventions
are great fun, they promote the development of new skills
and confidence, they encourage non-formal learning and
enable people to connect on a very personal level with the
issues. It is unquestionable that this is a powerful approach,
but an evidence base and case studies are needed which will
demonstrate to the development education audience what
results they might expect, and to artists what might be
expected of them. 

This implies the need for some kind of analysis of
different types of intervention. Some research has already
been undertaken for VSO and it would be useful to review
that valuable existing work in this context. It may form the
basis of best practice and guidance material on the use of
arts in development education.

There is also the question of needs, which Steve Brace
raised in the round table discussion: What is the demand
from schools and other development education audiences?
Again, before the issue of awareness raising can be
addressed it would be useful to understand needs and
perceptions of the arts in development education and this
implies another mapping exercise. 

And finally, an issue that emerged several times in the
round table discussion was that of training for both teachers
and artists engaged in this field. The proposed research
material could evolve into an audit of required skills which
could be bolted on to existing teacher or artist training
programmes to ensure that there are benchmark standards for
delivering the arts in development education. 

Furthermore, it is not clear whether any consideration has
been given to the issue of child protection. Clearly,
development education work with children and young people
requires that safeguards are put in place to ensure that the
system is not vulnerable to abuse. This is another important
basic ‘standard’ that needs to be incorporated into training
and development of best practice.

Evolving a more dynamic role for the arts in development
education is a challenge that requires partnership between
the arts, development, education and development education
communities. 

To recap, I suggest that developing this role will require:

• a broader understanding of the role of arts and culture in
development

• greater understanding of what the arts contributes to

development education, informed by existing research

• needs analysis among the target audience

• an audit of required skills which can be put into both
teacher and artist training

• information and awareness raising within the education
system, possibly involving the development of a
guidance document and other information materials
(perhaps a web page) on the Arts and Development
Education which all contributing partners can signpost

While there have been isolated attempts by agencies to move
this forward, a partnership between the DEA, the UK Arts
Councils, Commonwealth Institute and agencies involved in
development education (such as VSO, Action Aid and Save
the Children) over the next five years could make serious
inroads into this challenge. The roundtable drew some
significant experience around the table and it would seem
sensible to use this resource as a steering group to guide
progress.

Creative Exchange would be happy to work alongside
existing agencies to make this happen. We are a leading
international agency for the development and exchange of
knowledge and skills in this field. We contribute to
professional development and our mandate is educating and
raising awareness of the role of on the role of culture in
development. We are therefore in a good position to
contribute to this process. We congratulate the DEA on
creating space for this important discussion and look forward
to contributing to a new partnership to carry it forward into
action.
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