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Introduction 
This paper was perceived originally as a means by which I
could think about some of the complex debates that I had
been involved in long before September 11, but that took on a
different perspective and apparently a greater importance
after the events in New York City.

I had recently returned from a study visit to South Africa
where I had been investigating the nature of post-Apartheid
education for democratic citizenship and in particular what
lessons could inform the introduction of citizenship into our
formal Key Stage 3 and 4 curricula in September 2002. The
lack of preparation of our student teachers and their more
experienced colleagues, the absence of training materials and
a general ‘head in the sand’ approach by some school
managers and more senior colleagues are still causes for
concern, as is the extent to which citizenship in schools will
reflect a narrow, national perspective. 

Together with my co-authors, Charlotte Carter and Clive
Harber, I hope that Towards Ubuntu1 published in September
2002, will go a little way to addressing such issues. At the
very least I wish it to foster a wider acceptance of the view
that education for democratic citizenship cannot avoid the
idea that disagreement and controversy are integral parts of
human social organisation, and that the question is not
whether controversial issues should be tackled in the
classroom, but how. 

Towards Ubuntu owes its origin to the West Midlands
Commission on Global Citizenship, a year-long forum of
over 20 people, representing a spectrum of experiences, from
different parts of the recently created West Midlands region.
With the support of Tide~DEC and the Centre for
International Education and Research (School of Education,
University of Birmingham), the Commission provided a
stimulus and focus for seminars, debates and teachers’
working groups.

Members of the Commission see that it is important to
give people, particularly the young, the skills and
understanding to put their concerns into a series of contexts,
from the local through the regional and national into a global.
Thousands (millions?) of young people in our schools
expressed great concern over the events of September 11 -
perhaps even more did not see school as the place to express
their concerns. As Tim Brighouse states in the Commission’s
report:

After September 11 suddenly everybody in the developed
world began to feel like people in the undeveloped world -
that life is fragile and that there is no guarantee of
personal or collective security. We all learnt that day that
if dependency is bad, so too is independence and that
somehow or other we have the reach to grasp the
advantages offered by interdependence. (West Midlands
Commission on Global Citizenship, 2002)

There is little doubt that we learnt many things from what the
BBC’s Fergal Keane referred to as ‘a local event with
international importance’ – Ground Zero, Al-Qa’ida, daisy-
cutter and unlawful combatants to name but four. However, it
has also provided tangible illustrations of the debates and
discussions that took place between members of the
Citizenship Commission, debates that will continue long after
its demise. In considering the events of September 11, their
origins and implications, one can not ignore identity,
democracy and participation in a global context.

Globalisation and the media
Perhaps more than anything else, the destruction of the Twin
Towers gave us a graphic example of globalisation - how
events and phenomena can have a world-wide impact - and
confirmed that as a phenomenon, globalisation is neither a
philosophical nor a media construction.

This is not to ignore the role of the media in contributing
to the uniqueness of September 11, nor in defining the nature
of citizenship. There have been some comparisons between
this disaster and others (see New Internationalist’s
contribution to the debate, November 2001 or consider the
7000 lives lost every day to HIV/AIDS). However the live,
continuous and dramatic broadcasting as the events unfolded
ensured that, at least in media-terms, this was, and hopefully
will remain, a unique experience.

In terms of media coverage, I am reminded of the famine
in Ethiopia in the early 1980s. Then we were presented with
images of starving people, barely surviving in refugee camps.
I can remember struggling with my secondary school pupils
in attempting to get beyond the obvious reason for the plight
[drought?] and gain some understanding of the complex
interaction of factors that had produced the images on my TV
screen. Now we are faced with a similar challenge, in getting
beyond ‘obvious’ answers.

September 11 – a local event with international
importance

Jeff Serf considers what can be learnt from the events of September 11 in relation to citizenship education. He
stresses the need for debate and discussion to help pupils to deal with controversial issues and to get beyond
‘obvious’ answers to deeper issues of identity, democracy, participation, justice and human rights. 
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Diversity and debate
The effects of September 11 were felt in all spheres of life, as
the Development Compass Rose diagram from the Let’s Talk
project illustrates.

However, the impact in schools must be considered further.
All of our pupils have multiple identities and there are many
ways that they feel they have things in common with those
who died on September 11. However, in the somewhat
charged, post-September 11 atmosphere, coming after racial
tensions in some of the country’s urban areas, there existed
the potential for renewed conflict closer to our West
Midlands’ home. 

There was, and still is, a need for conflict prevention. Tim
Brighouse [Guardian, 9.10.01] relates an excellent example
of the nature of leadership needed (Figure 2). Further, in
outlining the events in that school Tim points to an
expression of another global phenomenon, namely racism.
The global dimension to the causes, effects and responses to
racism should be an area of intense interest to all those
involved in education.

Debate and discussion are fundamental to the development
of democratic citizenship and, as Tim’s letter illustrates, when
managed effectively such procedures result in a ‘win-for-all’
situation. Any closing down of the discussion is likely to
result in at least one individual or group perceiving
themselves as being treated unjustly. Young people need the
opportunity to explore events such as those of September 11,
but this places very real pressure on teachers. Such pressures
may be doubly demanding if their training or experience in
the classroom has not prepared them to contribute effectively
to development of the understanding and skills their pupils
will require in a democracy. How far current teacher
education courses achieve this goal is open to debate and is

pertinent to the Towards Ubuntu project. We live in a society
where events thousands of miles away can have, thanks to the
technology and decisions of the media, an immediate and
very real impact. Our pupils need to reflect on such events
before they respond as global citizens and it may be that
many teachers need support in helping them do so.

Global citizenship and global action
On a somewhat larger scale, acting as a global citizen would
appear to be part-justification for undertaking military action
in Afghanistan, the effects of which are certainly headline
grabbing. ‘US bombers guided by spy with phone’
[Independent on Sunday, 16.12.01], and ‘Don’t drop the dead

Figure 2

After terrorism – teachers are doing a
great job
‘In schools up and down the country, staff are reassuring
pupils and heading off prejudice’, says Tim Brighouse 

We owe so much to staff in our schools. Daily they are
providing examples of courageous leadership for our
bewildered youngsters in the present terrifying crisis. 

Consider. Last week I visited a school in the centre of
Birmingham. International in character, the pupils and staff
gather to it as a part of shared hope from all races, every
religion and a variety of strife-torn countries. The head is
Irish. At assembly he held aloft an old newspaper cutting
showing two white youths and their Sikh, bloodied victim.
The head’s persuasive voice held the pupils spellbound with
its deep, soft, mellifluous growl. ‘I am white, I am a Christian
and as you know I am proud,’ he began, ‘and so are they
white and, presumably, Christian’ – his finger jabbed at the
young white figures in the newspaper. ‘I have to live with
white people – English, Irish, German, French and many
others – of whom I am ashamed, as I am of these two young
men. I am white Irish and I am proud. Yet I am ashamed of
these Christians who rape, who murder, who thieve. I have to
live with it. But I tell you I am proud. And I am ashamed
about all the terrorists – ashamed of, in Oklahoma, bomber
Timothy McVeigh; ashamed of the terrorists in America last
week who cruelly killed those, whether black, white, or
mixed-race who came to America from all our European
countries, from Pakistan, from Afghanistan and from all the
countries in the Middle East, but were trapped in the disaster
that shocked us all. And those victims were Christians,
Muslims, Sikhs and Hindus.’

The riveting talk went on to explore the existence of the
dangerous extremists who sometimes gather at the
fundamentalist ends of different races, different nationalities
and different religions. He ended with a message for his
Muslim pupils. ‘So let the Muslims in our school community
continue to be proud – proud of your religion, of your culture,
above all of your own present and future achievements. We
know you are ashamed of those who besmirched your name
and your pride. Walk tall – all of us here respect you.’ 

Professor Tim Brighouse is Chief Education Officer for
Birmingham (The Guardian, Tuesday October 9, 2001)

Figure 1
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goat’ [Guardian, 29.12.01] being two examples. Once again,
the role of the media comes into play here. It can be argued
that the extensive coverage of September 11 provided the
American public with the mindset that in turn provided the
US government with the mandate to undertake military
action.

Perhaps less headline grabbing, but no less important, are
those elements of global citizenship that Tony Blair outlined
in his speech at Labour Party conference following
September 11. Members of the Citizenship Commission were
heartened to hear the Prime Minister contributed to the
debate on justice in Africa by offering support for a New
African Initiative2, as well as for government proposals that
should foster the development of democracy in Africa. Blair
also recognised that the Kyoto agreement on climate change
needs multi-governmental implementation, and that economic
development needs to be achieved without despoiling the
environment. All were aspects of global governance that had
occupied the Commission in its deliberations.

How far Blair’s reiteration of ‘a new deal for Africa’, the
realisation that ‘we could breathe new life into the Middle
East Peace process and we must’, and that ‘Unionists must
accept justice and equality for their fellow nationalists in
Northern Ireland’ are results of the government reflecting on
the causes of September 11 it is impossible to say. In his
speech Blair called for the nations of the world to be a
community, as ‘our self-interests and our mutual interests are
today inextricably woven together’. Blair argued that the
challenge is to use the power of community and combine it
with justice. And this is a very significant challenge indeed.

If we can move towards combining community power and
justice, we will be moving towards addressing two
fundamental issues that relate to September 11 and the
Citizenship Commission. Firstly, only by moving effectively
and demonstratively towards justice for all will the world
community begin to address the issues that allow the
bitterness to thrive that gives succour to organisations like Al-
Qa’ida. Secondly, the reaction of all parties to September 11,
including the USA’s rampant pursuit of its enemies, makes it
essential that those campaigning for universal human rights
maintain their efforts. Perhaps the best response to a local
event with international importance is to ensure that future
citizens can play their part in such events. 

If so, then what are the implications for the education of
our teachers? How can we ensure that they have the
necessary skills and understanding to help prepare our future
citizens to play their part? Space needs to be found so that
teachers can come together to respond creatively to the
challenges facing them. They need to engage with the issues
and develop an understanding not only of the issues
themselves, but also of how best they can be addressed in
their classrooms and with their pupils. They need the ability,
confidence and legitimacy to explore, with pupils, how such
issues impact on their lives and operate in their immediate
context. Such a way of working does not come from the

imposition of a curriculum by governments, NGOs, et al. The
West Midlands Coalition for Essential Learning3 is one forum
within which teachers and other interested individuals and
groups may find the space that is essential to meaningful
education for teachers and pupils alike. 

We are also beginning to address a second space
challenge. Schools are starting to exploit the freedom
signalled by the establishment in July 2002 of the DfES’
innovation unit. Timetables in secondary schools are being
overhauled with some introduction of topic work and the
scrapping of traditional subjects, as other teachers consider
QCA’s guidance (July 2002) about how foundation subjects
can be reintroduced into the primary curriculum. Estelle
Morris admits to being ‘kept awake by the fear that schools
would not take advantage of powers to innovate’. If they do,
we may yet be able to face up to the second space challenge
successfully. How do we guarantee the space needed in a
curriculum that seems to be focusing more and more on ‘the
basics’ and on ‘standards’ at the expense of basic human
rights and standards of human dignity?

Notes
1 Ubuntu is a difficult concept to translate as the African notion of
humanism finds expression in community rather than the individualism of
the West.  The Xhosa proverb – People are people through other people
– illustrates the idea that each individual’s humanity is ideally expressed
through her/his relationship with others and theirs in turn through a
recognition of her/his humanity.  Ubuntu relates to the quality of being
human and is expressed through charitableness and sharing.
2 In 2002 there have been a number of events relating to the New
African Initiative  – or the New Partnership for African Development
(Nepad), which has been compared to the Marshall Plan for rebuilding
Europe after the Second World War.  The African-designed plan aims
rebuild the continent and sets an annual target of $64 billion dollars in
foreign investment. In return, Western countries are asking Africa to make
a commitment to democracy and the fight against corruption. However,
the G8 response has been condemned by aid agencies who said no new
money was involved.
3Further details on West Midlands Coalition for Essential Learning
available from Birmingham DEC, 998 Bristol Road, Selly Oak,
Birmingham, B29 6LE.
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