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An Invitation to the Reader 
 

We published our first book on the theme of unfolding learning societies in March 2000. That was just 
before the World Education Forum at Dakar, Senegal, and we hoped that our publication might contribute 
to expanding a process of critical and constructive reflection about the vision, processes, and actors 
driving the Education for All Campaign. We also hoped that it might serve as source of further inspiration 
for people who wanted to stop looking at the world through tainted school-colored glasses and wanted to 
try to understand themselves (both individually and collectively), Nature, and the human spirit in new 
ways. Lastly, we hoped the book would lead to new opportunities for learning and growing amongst the 
Shikshantar family. We knew then that even the partial fulfillment of all these hopes was dependent on 
our being able to generate meaningful dialogues with diverse peoples around the world and to connect 
these dialogues to each other. 
 
One year later, it is difficult assess how successful we have been. We have, to some extent, been able to 
connect to and generate discussions related to learning societies in different part of the world. Much of 
these discussions have focussed on: (1) how to mount various challenges to the illegitimate monopoly of 
schooling, the global media and the global consumer industrial society and (2) how to regenerate non-
schooled spaces, expressions, knowledge systems, relationships and wisdoms. This special issue of 
Vimukt Shiksha seeks to share some of these conversations with you in an effort to further demystify and 
deepen the dialogue on learning societies.  
 
We will repeat the warning that we issued in the first book: this is not a how-to manual, it is not a 
prescriptive workplan, and it is certainly not a declaration. For those in search of quick-fix, replicable 
solutions, it will be a great disappointment. Rather, this book should be taken as an invitation to get 
involved in an organically evolving and highly contested discussion, which has great implications for the 
future of humanity and for all life on this planet. Unless each of us takes an active role in creating our 
own learning communities, the concept of learning societies will remain hollow.  No degrees or diplomas 
are required to do this – only an honest commitment to make oneself vulnerable to the inspiring and 
moving processes of life.  
 
We invite you to join us in deepening the dialogues on learning societies.  We have created a space on our 
website to host peoples’ ideas and to make connections between people who are interested in working 
further on the concept of learning societies.  Click here for more information. 
 

– the Shikshantar family 
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...My song will be like a pair of wings to your dreams,  
it will transport your heart to the verge of the unknown.   

It will be like a faithful star overhead when dark night is over your road.   
My song will sit in the pupils of your eyes,  

and will carry your sight into the heart of things.   
And when my voice is silent in death,  

my song will speak in your living heart. 
 

– Rabindranath Tagore 
“My Song,” Crescent Moon 

 
 

Section One: Navigating Learning Societies 
 
 
 

In Search of Learning Societies... 
Manish Jain 

 
“The same people who control the school system, control the prison system, and the whole social system,  

ever since slavery. Know what I’m sayin?”  
— lyrics from dead prez, “they schools” 

(album, lets get free) 
 
Over the past year, I have been trying to engage in various conversations with people around the world about the 
different meanings they ascribe to learning societies.  Through these conversations, I have come to better understand 
the network of organizations, agendas, tools, and jargon, which ceaselessly attempts to manipulate or crush any 
initiative that seeks to question the global power structure and its institutions of thought-control.  At the same time, I 
have come to more deeply appreciate human beings’ natural instincts to resist illegitimate and exploitative systems 
of authority; their inherent desire for a much greater sense of meaning, purpose, justice and connection in their lives 
than what the comforts of the global consumer lifestyle can ever provide; and, the vast diversity of their local 
dynamic traditions and modes of learning that (re-)fuel their creative capacities and collective consciences.  The 
insights gained from this past year have nourished me with additional strength and conviction to continuously purge 

myself of the recurring pangs of the white man’s burden,1  which had been inculcated in me while at Harvard 
University and UNESCO.   
 
I will begin this essay by sharing some of these interactions with you, in an effort to describe the current status of the 
mainstream discourse on learning societies.  In the second part of the essay, I will discuss where we need to refocus 
the content of our dialogues, to help break down the key barriers that stand in the way of unfolding pluralistic 
learning societies.  In the third part of the essay, I will delve into the need to involve and strengthen the role of new 
co-inventors in the process of regenerating learning communities.  Finally, I will focus on some of the initial steps 
we need to take to deepen the quality of the dialogues on learning societies. 
 
Barriers to Unfolding Learning Societies 
Two major international forums provided me with interesting insights about some of the barriers that stand in the 
way of learning societies: the Education for All (EFA) World Education Forum in Dakar, Senegal, and the Global 
Dialogue 7 on “Building Learning Societies: Knowledge, Information and Human Development” in Hanover, 
Germany.   
 
Old Wine in New Bottles in Dakar 



Just after publishing the first issue of Vimukt Shiksha on “Unfolding Learning Societies: Challenges and 

Opportunities” (March 2000), I went to participate in the World Education Forum.2   I had heard about the 
innovative thinking that had taken place ten years earlier in Jomtien, Thailand (glimpses of which appeared in the 
EFA documents), and I had hoped that Dakar would provide an opportunity to engage in a critical and generative 
reflection around different meanings of education and the (overwhelming) complex challenges that face our world.  
But as Rosa Maria Torres (2000) describes, “One decade on, Dakar does not pretend to elaborate or offer anything 
new: it presents itself as a Jomtien+10, that is, as a staging post between the evaluation of a decade of EFA and its 
extension for another 15 years…  The reiteration of Jomtien´s vision and goals, and the postponement of the target 
date, assume that failure and potential success can be explained in terms of a linear axis between more and less, that 
what is needed is not to rethink the diagnosis, objectives and strategies, but more of the same:  more time (15 more 
years), more money (new loans and donations, and better use of existing resources), more commitment, and more 

action.”3   
 
While this assessment was more or less accurate, there was, however, one new aspect to Dakar: the total surrender 
of the vision and meaning of education to the inevitability of globalization and to the ‘technical expertise’ of the 
World Bank.  The starting point of all the discussions by national governments was how to use education to allow 
their country to better fit into and compete in the global economy (i.e., to beat out the competition in other 
countries).  
 
Sadly, in the face of this, NGOs (both ‘international’ ones and their southern cronies) showed themselves to be 
intellectually and ethically bankrupt. They were quite willing to buy into the vision of education and globalization 
propagated by the World Bank for a seat at the decision-making table with the Big Boys, i.e., bilateral and 
multilateral donor agencies. They continued to use a deficit framework that was patronizing and offensive to large 
number of people around the world, with phrases like “illiterates living in darkness and ignorance” and “first-
generation learners.”  With their main concerns situated within this reductionist framework, they ended up proposing 
simplistic solutions to first-order problems, like:  
(1) how to reach the “poorest of the poor” (the ‘usual suspects’ of girls, child labor, street children, etc.) to inject 

them with the colonizing drug of factory-schooling,4 and  
(2) how to reduce the burden of the debt so that poor countries could borrow more (in order to start more foreign-

conceptualized projects, hire more foreign consultants, and purchase more foreign teaching materials).  
 
Very few of the delegates were willing to engage in a deeper discussion of the ‘realities’ emerging in many 
communities: about the larger systems of Development and Globalization that are manufacturing genocidal forms of 
poverty in both the South and the North; about a system of schooling that is killing local knowledge systems, 
languages, creativities, social relationships, wisdoms, etc. and is creating a class of ‘educated’ parasites; about the 
big business of running schools; or, about the legitimacy of global institutions, such as the World Bank, IMF, WTO, 
United Nations, etc., who impose their conditionalities on the people of the South.  Nor were the delegates interested 
in trying to expand the meaning of education beyond primary schooling and literacy (even in the face of much 

research on learning5 ) or in exploring how to strengthen the various non-school learning spaces that exist within 

communities.6   
 
The entire Dakar ‘show’ was pre-planned by an elite crew of donor, government, and NGO technocrats.  The 
sessions were run like classroom lectures: the mechanical and pre-scripted presentations gave little space for any 
honest and meaningful reflection. There was no time for any sort of radical questioning — the unspoken message 
conveyed to all delegates was “just sign your name on the dotted line of this lifeless document and quietly take your 
per diem home.”  As delegates from the South, we had a special role of providing the requisite brown and black 
token faces, necessary for perpetuating the illusion of a global shared consensus around the final EFA document.  
 
Unfortunately, the outcomes proved to be even more retrogressive and intellectually stifling than the Conference 
itself.  The failures of EFA were attributed to poor planning and management, lack of political commitment, and 
lack of funds.  Reinforcing the tradition of mechanistic planning, the recommendations basically called for tighter 
controls, bigger rewards/ stricter punishments for compliant/non-compliant governments.  There were many 
references to ‘participation’ of civil society actors in the follow-on process, but these remained rather superficial, as 



the real role of NGOs7  in this game was limited to going to local community leaders, imposing this global 

declaration and getting their ‘input’/‘consent’ on national plans.8    
 
From the outset, it became very clear to me that any serious effort towards regenerating learning societies would 
need to focus more seriously on processes: the processes of unlearning patronizing frameworks of social engineering 
and universalism, and the processes of relearning to honestly reflect on and communicate what we, as human beings, 
experience and feel in our own everyday lives (instead of repeating institutional jargon about ‘the Other’).  For such 
processes to grow, we need different kinds of spaces, tools for perceiving and expressing, etc. than what are 
available in international conference classrooms. 
 
Amidst the EFA conference, a group of intellectuals, researchers and NGO activists, in the Freirean tradition, issued 

a parallel statement called the “Latin American Statement on Education for All” 9  which made some noble 

demands for more holistic education and critical pedagogy.10   But somehow, thirty years after Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed, these demands seemed to be very naïve – crying out for justice from insensitive and corrupt 
governments and donor agencies and lacking any understanding of the larger political-economy and philosophical 
underpinnings that drive the Development Industry. Apparently, no one told this group of dissenters that the rules of 
the game have changed: the players are bigger and badder and the financial stakes are obscene. The Latin American 
Statement is full of ‘innocuous critiques’ that provide the illusion that the Development Industry is open to listening 
to alternative perspectives.  The authors of the Statement are unwilling or unable to challenge the larger 
Development game (as it might mean that their funding from donor agencies or governments would be cut).  Thus, 
they remain content with issuing grand counter-manifestos of wishful thinking, filled with many ‘shoulds’ and 
‘musts’ such as, “Decision-makers must think ethically”.  The most disappointing part of the Latin American 
Statement was that the authors had very little faith in the intelligence and wisdom of the masses. They still felt that 
local communities required the ‘education treatment’, albeit from better quality schools, to be ‘conscientized’ to 
protect their rights from unjust and exploitative systems.  
 
Hi-Tech Hoodwink in Hanover 
A few months later, in September 2000, I participated in the Global Dialogue 7 on “Building Learning Societies: 
Knowledge, Information and Human Development”, hosted by the World Bank and UNESCO.  There, I was 
expecting a richer discussion on the nature of human learning, knowledge, intelligence, the brain, and wisdom and 
the implications of these for education in different societies.  However, these important conversations were muted 
for several reasons.  First, most of the presentations on these subjects remained highly abstract and decontextualized.  
There was no time allotted to delve into the specifics, to share real experiences from our own lives.  As a result, all 
that remained were the fancy words — plastic and lifeless.  The greatest casualty, in this regard, was the co-optation 
of the word ‘learning’. Throughout the discussion, the words ‘teaching’ and ‘training’ were religiously substituted 
with the term ‘learning’.  Unfortunately, behind this political correctness, many people still maintained their deep 
faith in an education framework steeped in socialization, reductionism, behaviorism and totalitarian control. 
 
Second, for the vast majority of participants, the idea of learning societies was not about learning.  Rather, it was 
about the ‘miracle’ of information and communications technologies (ICTs).  Their main concern was how to 
“bridge the digital divide” (in other words, how to sell more computers and software in the South because Northern 
markets are already over-saturated).  Over the course of four days, it became clear that development agencies and 
their NGOs had swapped roles with computer salesmen.  Participants were bombarded with the message that 
“technology was the key to leapfrogging development”; that “technology was the key to the global family and global 
equality”; that “technology was the key to rural empowerment and poverty alleviation.”  ICTs (and free markets) 
would overcome the failure of schools and governments.  We were presented with seductive feel-good images of the 
rural farmer sitting at an community cyber-café, in the middle of cornfields, and downloading the latest market 
prices for his crops, the latest weather information, critical health information, and course materials on agriculture 
from the best universities in the world.  For those endlessly in search of quick fixes to the complex challenges facing 
our world, ICTs were the answer.   
 
Discussions in the seminar stressed that ICTs can be tools for liberation or for further oppression, depending on who 
controls them. With this brilliant marketing rationale in place, the task at hand was to get computers in the hands of 
poor people.  For this, pressure needed to be exerted on governments to commit public funds to subsidize computer 
hardware equipment for rural areas and to subsidize telecommunications infrastructure for networking the country 



(of course, the metropolitan cities, particularly private industry within those cities, would be wired first).  There was 
no space to discuss important questions like:  
 
- Do local communities really face a shortage of information on how to live their lives? 
- How do ICTs need to be developed to really enable rural and urban local communities to stand up and challenge 

systems of exploitation?  
- What social problems emerge with the use of ICTs (i.e., mental and physical passivity, social alienation and 

violence, info-glut, the superficialization of human expression, etc.)?  
- What learning spaces and opportunities do we lose when we prioritize technologies?  
- How do ICTs contribute to increasing the concentration of wealth and power in certain institutions and to 

furthering their domination in the world?  
 
Any effort to raise any of these deeper questions was instantly dismissed as attempts to deny the poor a chance to 
escape poverty.  Besides, why waste time on questions like these — ICTs are the only hope for survival in this brave 
new world. 
 
Beyond just selling computers, the seminar also helped me to understand the other agendas of the global elite, why 
they were pushing for learning societies.  For one, they were interested in recycling/dumping outdated learning 
packages.  It seems the distance education market is a source of great hope for cash-starved universities in the North, 
who are willing to sell fast-food diplomas to the degree-hungry ‘educated’ of the South.  The elite were also 
interested in understanding how to funnel rural assets into the global economy.  As one panelist (a European 
member of Parliament) remarked, “Local knowledge is only useful if it can be given market value.”  Finally, the 
elite were keen on exploring how to ‘develop’ more rural consumers – people who would be willing to give away 
their land, animals, household savings, and futures to become part of the Pepsi generation.  All of these agendas 
were skillfully masked under the phrases, “increasing rural participation” and “strengthening partnerships with the 
corporate sector.”  
 
The ‘global dialogue’ made me more sensitive to the difficulties of having a real dialogue with people from different 
countries. All of the participants came with the baggage of their own rich contextualized experiences, their own egos 
and hang-ups, their own language and terminologies.  To understand each other would require a lot of time, mutual 
respect and personal dedication.  Without this commitment, one is left with lots of empty rhetoric and lots of 
misunderstandings.  Although hi-tech gadgetry was used to make the dialogue more ‘global’, these toys 
unfortunately did little to either increase the depth of the dialogue or to expand the diversity of perspectives 
(although there were more voices coming from people with different skin colors, they all seemed to be saying the 
same thing, i.e., they were all begging the World Bank for more money). 
 
One can draw many insights about the barriers that stand in the way of the unfolding of learning societies from these 
two events.  It would appear that there are two major camps struggling to control the dialogue on learning societies: 
the pro-Status Quo group (with their reformer friends), who place all their hope in the panacea of the strong State 
and schools, versus the pro-Leapfrogging Development group, who believe in the promise of the Market and ICTs.  
Interestingly, anyone who raises questions about the legitimacy of the State and factory-schooling is branded as pro-
Market and ICTs – they are against democracy and equity.  Alternatively, anyone who raises questions about the 
Market and ICTs is branded as pro-State and schools – they are against progress and growth.  The lines are firmly 
drawn, and our only choice is to choose which side we are on.  If the learning societies concept continues to be 
trapped in the middle of this stalemate, it will definitely die a premature death. 
 
Liberating the learning societies concept from this stalemate can happen if we expose two faulty premises: (1) the 
State and the Market are separate forces which have visions of education that are at odds with each other; and (2) 
common people (the 80%+ social majorities of the world) are ‘ignorant’ and ‘stupid’ and cannot live without Big 
Brother or the Invisible Hand to guide them.  
 
Exposing the Culture of Schooling 
The State (with its duly-appointed team of bureaucrats and politicians) and Market (with its learning organizations 
of industrialists and financiers) have had a common vision of education since the days of colonialism. While they 
may disagree on the tools and techniques (e.g., schools vs. ICTs), the State and the Market both have a vested 



interest in propagating the ‘culture of schooling’.  They both seek to fuel the global industrial-military machine (and 
manipulate the public to fill their respective coffers).  
 
Rather than falling into the trap of choosing sides, those concerned with unfolding learning societies should discuss 
the culture of schooling, as it manifests itself through various institutions, programs and technologies, in different 
aspects of our daily lives.  John Naisbatt (1999) describes the Catch-22 we are in, “As Marshall McLuhan liked to 
say, he didn’t know who discovered water, but he was sure it wasn’t a fish. When you’re in something so deep, it’s 
hard to see it.”  Nevertheless, what we do see today shows us that the culture of schooling: 
 
1) Labels, ranks and sorts human beings. It creates a rigid social hierarchy consisting of a small elite class of 

‘highly educated’ and a large lower class of ‘failures’ and ‘illiterates’, based on levels of school achievement. 
2) Imposes uniformity and standardization.  It propagates the viewpoint that diversity is a problem, which must be 

removed if society is to progress. 
3) Spreads fear, insecurity, violence and silence through its externally-imposed, military-like discipline. 
4) Forces human beings to violently compete against each other over scarce resources in rigid win-lose situations. 
5) Confines the motivation for learning to examinations, certificates and jobs. It suppresses all non-school 

motivations to learn and kills all desire to engage in critical self-evaluation. It centralizes control over the 
human learning process into the State-Market nexus, taking power away from individuals and communities. 

6) Commodifies all human beings, Nature, knowledge and social relationships.  They are to be extracted, 
exploited, bought and sold. 

7) Fragments and compartmentalizes knowledge, human beings and the natural world.  It de-links knowledge from 
wisdom, practical experiences and specific contexts. 

8) Artificially separates human rationality from human emotions and the human spirit. It imposes a single view of 
rationality and logic on all people, while simultaneously devaluing many other knowledge systems. 

9) Privileges literacy (in a few elite languages) over all other forms of human expression and creation. It drives 
people to distrust their local languages. It prioritizes newspapers, textbooks, television as the only reliable 
sources of information. These forms of State-Market controlled media cannot be questioned by the general 
public. 

10) Reduces the spaces and opportunities for ‘valid’ human learning by demanding that they all be funneled through 
a centrally-controlled institution. It creates artificial divisions between learning and home, work, play, 
spirituality.  

11) Destroys the dignity of labor; devalues the learning that takes place through manual work. 
12) Breaks intergenerational bonds of family and community and increases people’s dependency on the Nation-State 

and Government, on Science and Technology, and on the Market for livelihood and identity.  
 
This list is certainly not exhaustive. Many more aspects can be added to it, and the linkages between these different 
aspects need to be drawn.  The list also needs to be nuanced to particular contexts and situations.  One key point to 
note, however, is that the culture of schooling is not limited to just the institutions of schools, non-formal education 
centers or distance education courses.  Rather, today its values have permeated into many of different facets of our 
lives, i.e., into our families, media, religion, community festivals, etc.  
 
Focussing our attention on the elements of the culture of schooling will help us to avoid getting trapped in dead-end 
‘school vs. no school’ debates or ‘school vs. ICTs’ debates.  It will also assist us in re-evaluating, re-envisioning and 
re-directing the activities of alternative school and school-reform initiatives, which currently center on increasing 
enrolments, mainstreaming students, and adding ‘quality’ components (more infrastructure, changing the textbooks, 
or training teachers to use the ‘play-way’ method). Lastly, it will help us to collectively generate some complex 
shared visions about learning societies. 
 

Despite its beautiful rhetoric11  and its token ‘winners’, the reality is that the culture of schooling has caused great 
harm to humanity.  Today, it is limiting many peoples’ options for living a meaningful life and developing their 
individual and collective potentials.  On one level, this can be seen in the destruction of many valuable learning 
spaces that could/do enhance different aspects of our being — due to severe environmental degradation, the 
disintegration of communities and families, extinction of local languages and local media, growing economic 
inequality, etc.   
 



On another level, this can be viewed in terms of what it has done to the ‘winners’.  By providing people with a 
ready-made world, with ready-made questions and answers, the culture of schooling has made them intellectually 
lazy and unwilling to engage in struggles to create interdependent freedom and justice.  John Taylor Gatto describes 
the self-destructive amnesia that is engulfing us,  

 
“We are forgetting, I think, how to live together in families and communities; forgetting the necessary 
personal duties that make families and communities in the first place in a rush to get out from under 
personal responsibility. To escape. How often do you hear the cry, ‘Let them do it! They get paid for 
it!’ Them can mean police or street sweepers or social workers or any of a number of other occupational 
titles that have come to identify our transition from a world of human beings who live together and care 
about each other to a world of institutions and hired hands.”  

 
The culture of schooling paralyzes each human being’s sense of initiative by humiliating them to such an extent that 

they begin to lose faith in (and even begin to despise12 ) themselves, their creative energies, their cultural reference 
points, and their inner conscience. Ironically, many people around the world, who understand the damage that the 
culture of schooling is doing, demand another ready-made model to replace it. 
 
The situation looks even more bleak, if we consider that it is highly unlikely that the social majorities of the world 
will be able to wrestle the current vision of education away from the global power brokers, who continue to maintain 
tight intellectual ownership over it. Nor is it likely that the social majorities will be able to significantly influence its 
transformation, as they have very little financial force.  What then is the scope for challenging the culture of 
schooling and global systems of exploitation and destruction?  If the State and Market are both part of the culture of 
schooling, who will work to create the organic learning communities that make-up learning societies?  
 
Strengthening Resistance Movements 
Actually, there is a great deal of hope for unfolding learning societies, if we can set aside our educated arrogance 
and understand that the social majorities of the world are not ‘ignorant’ and ‘stupid’, just because they do not have 
degrees from prestigious universities. Taking off our school-colored glasses will allow us to see that local people 
have their own critical analyses about what is happening in the world, and they have their own talents, resources and 
visions to confront the challenges that face them. They do not need us to conscientize them; rather, we have much to 
learn from them.  
 
For this hope to germinate and grow, we need to honestly admit that in this globalized age of global choices, we 
really have no choice.  Real choice can only come if we have the power to say NO — to schools of thought-control, 

to hi-tech toys, to lobby-ized democracies, to corporatism13 , to the dictatorship of money, etc. The key to 
reclaiming our power to say NO (and with it, real choices and real hope) lies in our capacity to resist the culture of 
schooling.  The situation in the world, in many places, is ripe for widespread resistance movements to take shape. 
 
In fact, many individuals and communities are already carrying out daily acts of resistance, at their own level, based 
on their readings of the world.  Their resistance against the culture of schooling and the institutions of global 
exploitation is taking many forms. Some of these acts are organized; others emerge spontaneously when the human 
conscience can no longer bear the pain and humiliation. We can see resistance in the form of grassroots movements 
against dams, factories, nuclear weapons, WTO and patent regimes, violence in the media, etc. We can find it in the 
lifestyle changes that people are making, especially around notions of voluntary simplicity, sharing and 
conservation.  There is resistance in the act of families consciously unschooling their children and engaging in co-
learning.  We can see resistance in youth leaving the artificiality of school to pursue other learning experiences that 
are linked with real life.  There is resistance in the form of critical re-appreciation of the different learning spaces in 

rural communities and the learning activities that people naturally undertake in their daily lives.14   Resistance also 
manifests itself in the production of various cultural symbols and media such as music, dance, art, poetry, etc. (such 
as the dead prez album mentioned at the beginning of this article), which draw attention to the condition/source of 
oppression.  
 
There is also resistance that takes place from within the school system. One finds some teachers who refuse to 
‘discipline’ their students, who create spaces for critically questioning what is presented in textbooks, who take on 
the role of co-learners with their students, who challenge notions of competition. There are also some students who 



resist by rejecting school symbols (e.g., degrees and examinations), by challenging the illegitimate authority and 
infringements of the school, by helping their peers, by meaningfully interacting with different people and ideas, 
outside of their safe institutionalized circle of friends and family.  Such teachers and students are often labeled as 
‘troublemakers’ by the school system. 
 
What differentiates these various forms of resistance from random activities is the spirit that underlies the resistance.  
For example, these resistors are not demanding/begging for more benefits from the State or Market; they are not 
seeking to increase their institutional dependency or grab a piece of the pie.  In addition, people are acting from their 
own analyses about what is wrong in today’s world, their own conceptions of a good human being, and their own 
notions of love, justice, peace, interdependence, truth — all derived from reflections on their own experiences, 
independent from any institutional affiliation or training course. Their resistance is grounded in everyday common 
sense and the natural instinct to care for others. Finally, their resistance does not end with just saying NO or being 
anti-this or anti-that. It is not a form of escapism. Rather, it is the start of a process that is essentially creative and 
regenerative; it seeks to engage the political-economy of Modernization, Development and Globalization with its 
own reference points. Through resistance, we develop the faith to take charge of our own self-learning processes and 
the power to start creating our own organic learning communities. 
 
Acts of resistance give us the time and space to de-condition ourselves and to think and feel in new ways. They 
encourage us to break out of institutionalized perspectives of themselves and to expand our roles and identities. This 
allows us to make new connections with people as well as to heal/deepen our existing relationships. Resistance also 
supports processes of replenishing local learning ecosystems as we, on one level, re-engage with our own stories, 
symbols, values, imaginations, languages, festivals, narratives of past/future, etc. and, on another level, 
meaningfully interact with dissonant contexts/perspectives to broaden our understandings of others and ourselves. 
Furthermore, resistance strengthens our natural instincts of love, justice, peace, interdependence, truth — the more 
we use these, the more confident we become in them and the more we are able to understand how to launch 
challenges against the culture of schooling and to create our own visions of a meaningful life.  
 
The challenge for us today is to strengthen each of these acts of resistance from within, to organically connect them 
with each other, so that they can enhance each other’s perspectives and mutually inspire each other, and to link them 
with macro-level conceptual frameworks.  The experiments and experiences in living that emerge out of resistance 
movements are critical elements in the unfolding of learning societies.  
 
Towards Deepening the Dialogues 
The challenges of exposing different aspects of the culture of schooling and strengthening resistance movements 
will depend greatly on our ability to create, expand and deepen the authentic generative dialogues — dialogues that 
generate shared meaning and action — that take place between us.  This will be not be easy, given the way in which 
the culture of schooling has infiltrated into all phases of our lives and now, not only controls most of our time, but 
also dictates our very notions of time. But if we are personally willing to struggle to free our time, then there are a 
number of steps we can start to take to deepen the dialogues.  
 
First, we need to stop pretending that what happens at international meetings (of the sort that I described earlier), or 
at their national level counterparts, constitutes some kind of real dialogue. Without flexibility and intimate spaces to 
continually interrogate our deeply held assumptions, mental models and understandings of ‘reality’, generative 
dialogues cannot emerge. The pre-occupation with scale, manifestos, action-plans and formality/protocol in these 
international meetings prevents this intimacy from ever taking place (except for maybe in the corridors and 
bathrooms).  Furthermore, generative dialogues require a great deal of self-initiative to organize themselves and 
grow.  But most of the time, technocratic organizers and presenters ‘own’ the meeting, and most of the people are 
there to passively experience the sessions, not to actively create them.  
 
Second, along with admitting to the superficiality of the international meetings, we need to start discussing what a 
meaningful dialogue actually means to each of us.  To do this, we need to better understand the dynamics that lead 
to aggressiveness/defensiveness and end up stifling dialogues from taking shape. Vandana Shiva (1997) provides 
some interesting insight on our predicament, “The homogenization processes of development do not fully wipe 
away differences. Differences persist — not in the integrating context of plurality, but in the fragmenting context of 
homogenization.  Positive pluralities give way to negative dualities, in competition with each other, contesting for 
the scarce resources that define economic and political power.”  Generative dialogues cannot grow in the polluting 



environment of negative dualities, where all relationships are framed as ‘transactions’ that take place in the larger 
struggle for power.  
 
To resuscitate environments of positive pluralities, we must focus on rebuilding trust — starting with our own lives. 
This means that we need to learn to listen to each other with greater humility, as well as to experiment with different 
forms of expression, in order to get past some of the plastic words and phrases.  Our hearts have a greater role to 
play in such a process than do our ears or our mouths.  We also need to make ourselves vulnerable again to a faith in 
the goodness of human beings and Nature and, at the same time, learn to forgive (and sometimes even appreciate) 
human mistakes when they occur.  Lastly, this means that we need to more deeply try to understand our collective 
selves — the wholeness of our beings and our connections to and shared interests in the larger web of life.   

 
* * * 

 
Section II of this book highlights certain entrenched frameworks around education and development that prevent us 
from deepening the dialogues around learning societies.  Section III focuses on key processes, tools and spaces for 
deepening the dialogues.  Finally, Section IV shares some experiences in which different people, from around the 
world, are trying to create spaces for deepening the dialogues.  Each of the articles in this book should be taken as an 
invitation by the authors to start a personal dialogue with them and to broaden dialogues with each other.  
 
The reader will notice that there is a broad agreement, among the various authors, on many principles and concepts.  
The reader will also find many differences between the authors, in terms of the details and strategies.  They reflect 
the tensions and complexities that emerge from engaging with the culture of schooling, both professionally and 
personally. They also reflect the authors’ wide range of experiences, contexts, and readings of the world.  Lastly, 
they reflect the fact that there are many hard questions out there in the world of learning societies that need to be 
faced. Some of these questions include: 
 
¨ How do we go about undoing/unlearning the damage already done to us by the culture of schooling?  What 

kinds of specific capacities, feelings and information sources do local communities need to face external 
challenges such as globalized exploitation? 

¨ What should be the role, if any, of the State, Market, International Donors, NGOs, Media, etc. in creating a 
generative environments for learning societies to unfold? What kinds of fundamental attitudinal shifts and 
operational changes do they need to undergo? How do we dismantle their monopoly of power? 

¨ How do we go about re-examining and replenishing traditional knowledge systems, social relationships, media, 
wisdom frameworks, etc.? How to prevent these from being co-opted by the State-Market nexus? 

¨ How should ‘Western’ notions of progress, democracy, science, development, and human rights be 
reconceptualized in the context of learning societies? 

¨ How do we negotiate the tensions between equality and diversity, between freedom and responsibility, between 
creativity and stability in the context of learning societies? 

 
There are no universal or pre-determined answers to these questions.  Creating times and spaces to discuss these 
questions in meaningful ways will be a big step towards unfolding learning societies. 
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Endnotes 
1 The white man’s burden is associated with the paternalistic feeling that “it is our moral obligation to save the 
ignorant savages” from themselves. The savior assumes himself/herself to be more ‘rational’ and ‘civilized’ than the 
‘savages’. The white man’s burden is no longer limited to just white men. It is an essential feature of the entire 
Development discourse, its modes of planning and administration.  
2 See <www2.unesco.org/wef>. 
3 See Rosa Maria Torres. “What Happened at the World Education Forum? (Dakar, Senegal, 26-28 April, 2000).” 
Available at: <www.fronesis.org>.  
4 Of course, there was no space to critically examine the crises facing children and youth in ‘mature’ school systems 
in the countries of the North, such as the recurring incidence of student-on-student shootings in the well-funded, 
efficiently-managed schools in the United States. 
5 The Santa Fe Institute (1995) described the mismatch between emerging learning theory and dominant educational 
practice when they wrote, “The method people naturally employ to acquire knowledge is largely unsupported by 
traditional classroom practice. The human mind is better equipped to gather information about the world by 
operating within it than by reading about it, hearing lectures on it, or studying abstract models of it.” 
6 A powerful example is the local apprenticeship formations that exist in communities throughout the South.  
7 It was assumed throughout the conference that civil society actors, namely NGOs, are representatives of the local 
people and thus can speak on their behalf.  This assumption is suspect, since most NGOs around the world have 
limited relationships with communities, primarily as service-providers. They are neither accountable to local people; 
nor have NGOs been elected by them to be their representatives.   
8 Gustavo Esteva (1992) describes the participation game, “Development converts participation into a manipulative 
trick, to involve people in struggles for getting what the powerful want to impose on them.” 
9 See <www.fronesis.org/proning2.htm>. 
10 It was such a beautifully worded statement that, I must confess, even I was moved to sign it. 
11 In a recently released statement on the 1-year Anniversary of Dakar (entitled “Harness the Power of Education”), 
the heads of UNESCO, UNICEF, UNFPA, UNDP and the World Bank boldly stated, “The international community 
knows that the rationale for making good quality education universally available is compelling. It contributes to 
economic well-being and cohesive, stable communities; and it empowers poor people to boost their incomes and 
leave the pain of poverty behind. No country has ever achieved sustained economic growth without reaching the 
critical threshold of literacy for its population.” 
12 Majid Rahnema (1997) describes the crisis that is emerging in many communities across the globe: “The 
separation of students from their parents and their cultural milieu. The instilling in them in homeopathic doses, of 
new alienating values, attitudes and goals, drives them gradually to reject and even despise their own cultural and 
personal identity. They acquire a false sense of superiority, which turns them away from manual work, from real life 
and from all unschooled people, whom they tend to perceive as ignorant and underdeveloped.” 
13 Corporatist thinking argues that a good society is one that has a constantly improving standard of living, a society 
that relies on “the necessity of wealth creation through the most productive applications of science and technology.”  
Such a society is driven by and prioritizes the values of speed, growth, profit and efficiency. Community thinking, 
on the other hand, is founded on an appreciation of caring relationships, human dignity, justice and the quality of 
life.  
14 In a workshop that I participated in last year in Maharashtra, I witnessed indigenous people list over 25 activities 
that they learned on their own in their community, including: ploughing, farming, cooking, dancing, weaving, 
carpentry, pounding and husking, fishing, washing clothes, hunting, bird trapping, using a sling shot and catapulting, 
singing couplets while dancing, story-telling, riddles, counting with tamarind seeds, playing musical instruments, 
building houses, knowledge of medicinal plants, etc. They then went on to carry out an analysis of the rich pedagogy 
underlying these activities. 
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A Learning Society Retrospective 
Vachel Miller 

 
A Learning Society...? 
Leisure for contemplating philosophic truths?  Databases connecting us to learning partners?  Upgrading ourselves 
for the knowledge economy?  Schooling for all for as long as we live?  New opportunities for the educationally 
deprived to join modernity?  Or learning to leave modernity behind? 
 
What is meant by “learning society”?  All of the above.  The term has multiple and tangled meanings at least as 
divergent as these questions suggest.  The idea of the learning society is not new; it has been discussed as a concept 
for more than thirty years. In the past, the term has invoked a critique of the limitations of schooling, an affirmation 
of learning outside institutional walls, and a concern for collective problem-solving. More recently, the idea of 
creating a learning society has become especially popular among education officials to demonstrate the competitive 
prowess and electronic connectivity of their workforce. Because of the allure of this concept in contemporary 
discourse about education and globalization, it is important to critically examine the origins of the idea and recover 
the texture of a term that can easily become a glossy slogan.  In this chapter, I will introduce several formulations of 
the learning society concept, highlighting a few critical themes of this unfinished conversation and suggest questions 
for further dialogue.    
 
Learning While Slaves Work 
The first notable book on this theme, called The Learning Society, was written by Robert Hutchins in 1968.   In this 
book, Hutchins envisions a learning society as one in which citizens are free to cultivate their intelligence through 
liberal education, i.e., education in the classical questions and liberal arts of western civilization.  The ancient Greek 
city of Athens is his model learning society — a society characterized not by the expanse of its educational system, 
but by the richness of its political and cultural life.  The prosperity of Athens depended on slave labor, and for 
Hutchins, slave labor enabled free citizens (men) to enjoy abundant leisure time for learning.   
 
Because leisure time is his precondition for learning, Hutchins defines learners as those privileged to enjoy leisure 
time, and the leisure class as the group supporting the advancement of culture.  In his view, work is merely work, an 

obstacle to learning.1   Looking forward in time, he anticipates that new technologies — the modern substitute for 
slaves — would create the free time necessary for future generations to enjoy ever greater amounts of leisure-ful 
learning as manual work vanished and universal liberal education became possible. He assumes all cultures will find 
fulfillment in the study of classical ideas, making this first learning society an elitist, mono-cultural vision based on 
the belief that the desire for studying a classical liberal curriculum is a universal ideal.  Ironically, Hutchins’ forecast 
of a society liberated from work and therefore free to learn has been turned on its head by globalization: in much of 
today’s discourse on the knowledge economy, learning is being driven by the demands of work and the commercial 
imperative for innovation to expand economic production.     
 
Hutchins also senses that the world is being irrevocably connected by advances of western technology.  In a passage 
that sounds remarkably similar to contemporary discourse on the virtues of globalization, he writes:  “A world 
community is being formed by communication, by shared knowledge, by intellectual exchange, by economic ties, by 
travel, and by a sense of a common destiny, or at least of a common fate.”  Given this shift, he advocates for a kind 
of education that can be a catalyst for human unity across cultures.  The learning society will be, in other words, a 
“worldwide republic of learning” based on the belief that humans are everywhere similar and liberal education is a 
universal good.  What is evident in Hutchins’ book often goes unspoken among today’s advocates of schooling for 
all: the creation of a learning society is predicated on the global spread of western ideas and systems.  In any 
discourse about creating the learning society, it is important to consider how it might involve another colonial effort 
to “teach” non-western peoples about the superiority of the western worldview and its attendant technologies.  
 
Introducing an important theme in the learning society literature, Hutchins argues that education should not be 
confined to schooling during a limited portion of people’s lives.  He points out that learning bounded and confined 
to specific institutions may have made sense in foregone times when the future was continuous with the present and 
past. But in light of rapid social and technological change, the future has lost its stability, and a pre-determined 
program of learning in childhood can no longer prepare people adequately for productive adult lives.   This critique 
continues to serve as the primary conceptual logic for much of the discourse on learning societies.  For Hutchins, 



and most others who write about the learning society, the West has entered a new phase in which the pace of change 
introduced by modernity compels people to learn continuously — learning which itself propels further change — 
and the need for more learning. 
 
Building the Learning Web 
In his 1971 book, Deschooling Society, historian Ivan Illich argues for the liberation of learning from institutional 
controls that create intellectual dependency and train people for lives of uncritical consumption.  The 
professionalization of education, for Illich, mystifies expertise and creates an artificial constraint on the learning 
capacity of a society.  In the same way, modern institutions tend to legitimate their control over functions and 
processes previously performed by communities.  Claiming only authorized doctors can heal or only authorized 
teachers have meaningful knowledge, modern institutions erode peoples’ confidence in their own abilities and 
eventually create dependency and new forms of “poverty”, defined as a lack of the service the institution provides.  
In “developed” nations, people typically rely on institutions — with their professionals, treatments, and products — 
to solve their problems and support their welfare.   
 
In rethinking education, Illich discusses the importance of conviviality, mutual sharing based on learner’s self-
identified interests.  Convivial institutions are those people use spontaneously, without official manipulation.  Illich 
warns of alternatives to schooling that result in greater manipulation: “The alternative to dependence on schools is 
not the use of public resources for some new device which ‘makes’ people learn; rather, it is the creation of a new 
style of educational relationship.”  Believing that people will learn what they desire to learn if helped to come 
together, Illich proposes the formation of “learning webs.”  These webs would be connective technologies, such as 
directories and computerized exchanges, which match learners with teachers, peers and other resources.  In the 
process, the operation of the learning web could build friendships and enhance the level of shared skill in a 
community far more powerfully than could schooling. 
 
Today, Illich’s vision of learning webs connecting learners inspires reflection on the use and potential of the internet 
as a global learning network.  To what extent has the internet achieved Illich’s vision?  How is the internet enabling 
learners to connect and share resources?  As people form digital communities, are they becoming more isolated from 
communities of place?  How is the mutual learning potential of the internet being thwarted by commercial interests?    
 
Breaking Institutional Monopolies on Education 
The touchstone of the discourse on learning societies has become Learning to Be: The World of Education Today 
and Tomorrow, the 1972 report of the International Commission on the Development of Education, chaired by 
Edgar Faure.  Notably, the publication of this report came only one year after the publication of Illich’s Deschooling 
Society and a few years after student riots in Paris.  While far less critical than Illich, the Faure report shares his 
distaste for institutional self-importance. It objects to gradations of learners and other systemic barriers to access and 
equitable treatment.  
 
In the minds of most professional educators and the public, there are usually a limited set of institutions (schools) 
that carry out the work of education.  Learning to Be challenges the simplistic equation of education with schooling 
and attempts to expand the meaning of the “educational system” to include alternative institutions and community 
resources.  The report argues that education should no longer be limited in time to a certain period of life called 
“school age” or be limited in space to particular authorized buildings called schools: “education must be conceived 
of as an existential continuum as long as life.” 
 
The Faure report focuses on expanding freedom at the individual level.  It calls for a new level of respect for 
learning, wherever or however that learning occurs.  The report envisions that all avenues of learning would be 
treated with equal respect.  What should matter to society is not institutional prestige, not authorized teaching, but 
individuals’ learning and the freedom for people to find their own path along the way: “There is no real freedom of 
choice unless the individual is able to follow any path leading to his goals without being hindered by formalized 
criteria.”  The report affirms the importance of self-learning and argues for social investment in resources that 
support individual’s self-learning efforts.   
 
With Learning to Be, education is articulated as a more widely dispersed social process.  The report focused on 
breaking the arrogance of formal systems as the only legitimate spaces of education.  In this way, Learning to Be 
could be considered a reformist effort.  It focuses on critiquing and expanding how formal institutions understood 



learning.  Distancing itself from Illich, the Faure Commission does not question the negative impact of formal 
institutions on the broader landscape of learning.  In this way, it serves to reinforce their status by bringing 
alternative institutions into popular understanding of the system.     
 
Underneath the Faure report is the belief that a more expansive configuration of education can sustain and support 
economic growth.  While the report problematizes institutional elitism, it does not question the powerful ideas about 
technologically-driven progress upholding the educational enterprise.  In short, it is not interested in advancing the 
question, education for what?  The report stresses the importance of scientific education and technological mastery 
for continued economic progress in traditional terms.  For development to happen more effectively, lifelong learning 
and more accessible educational institutions would be necessary.   
 
The Faure report develops the conceptual groundwork for lifelong learning now in vogue with state human resource 
development policies.  The report argues that the educational system should support “maximum vocational 
mobility,” i.e., equipping students for adaptability and connecting the educational system with work-based training.   
This emphasis foreshadows recent OECD policies aimed at creating a credentialed and mobile workforce.  Such 
policies demand that workers become more flexible and eager to learn as jobs and technologies change (Spring, 
1998).  In contrast, Learning to Be asks the educational system to be flexible according to the needs of learners. Yet 
those needs are likely to be shaped by economic conditions — Learning to Be, as many other visions of the learning 
society, fails to ask this question: how might economic conditions be shaped by learners for their own well-being, 
rather than learners shaping themselves to fit the demands of the economy?   
 
The Faure Commission argues for high quality basic education, but notes that responsibility for education extends 
far beyond the formal organizations charged with educating the young.  In the future, it predicts, schools “will be 
less and less in a position to claim the education functions in society as its special prerogative. All sectors — public 
administration, industry, communications, transport — must take part in promoting education” (1972, p. 162).  This 
idea foreshadows the notion of learning ecology advanced by UNESCO’s Learning Without Frontiers network.  
Learning, according to this approach, is not exclusively the concern of educational policy, but a broader concern of 
social and economic policy to create generative conditions for learning at all levels of social organization. 
 
While nurturing seeds of discontent with oppressive institutional structures, Learning to Be also shares convictions 
with the Education for All (EFA) movement.  Like EFA, it advocates an expansion of early childhood education and 
universal basic education.  It aims to open more space for learners to come inside society’s formal educational 
systems.  Yet Learning to Be is more critical than EFA has become, in discussing creative alternatives to schooling 
and the possibility of part-time basic education stretched over a longer period.  It embeds radical questions about the 
boundaries of educational institutions with systems-conserving faith in scientific progress for the fulfillment of 
human potential.  For the Faure Commission, a learning society is a society working to achieve the promise of 
infinite progress.   
 
Overcoming the Human Gap 
Can communities learn to create a better future?  The meaning of the learning society shifted to refer to a higher 
level of innovative collective consciousness with No Limits to Learning, written in 1979 for the Club of Rome by 
James Botkin, Mahdi Elmandjra, and Mircea Malitza. The authors of No Limits to Learning argue that humanity has 
the potential for collective learning which could overcome the pressing global problems caused by human activity.   
This gap, the space between human-caused problems and human capacity to solve them, is labeled as the “human 
gap.”  Moving beyond the reform-oriented Faure report, No Limits to Learning has a global scope, envisioning 
learning as the key to human survival and positive cultural change.     
 
No Limits to Learning concerns itself with issues of learning at higher levels of scale and complexity than earlier 
writers had considered.  Examining learning at the level of a society as a whole, the authors focus on the distinction 
between maintenance learning and innovative learning.  In the past, they argue, humanity has relied largely on 
maintenance learning, i.e., learning needed only to maintain a comfortable status quo.  Maintenance learning could 
be characterized graphically by a series of long plateaus in social functioning, with periodic shifts to a higher level  
forced on the society by severe unanticipated circumstances — learning by shock.  Acceptance of maintenance 
learning, the authors point out, blocks innovation and makes catastrophe more likely. 
 



Innovative learning, in contrast, refers to intentional change, the reformulation of problems and self-adaptation of a 
system in response to anticipated environmental change. Thus, one important feature of innovative learning is 
anticipation.  Here, anticipation refers to forecasting, modeling, and other deliberate efforts to scan the horizon for 
signs of change, as well as efforts to shape the desired future.  The book also emphasizes participation and the 
importance of collaborative, dialogic processes in learning, rather than learning as the social assimilation of “expert” 
knowledge.   
 
Whereas earlier versions of the learning society tend to imagine it as a future state, the authors of No Limits to 
Learning begin to analyze the learning occurring in their current environment.  If we appreciate learning as a 
constant, widespread social process, what are the most powerful elements of its “curriculum”?  What factors 
encourage global perspectives and systemic thinking?  What forces perpetuate outdated values and parochial 
perspectives?  No Limits examines the consumeristic values conveyed by mass media and excessive spending on 
militarization, for example, as inhibitors to learning.  It also critiques schooling as another source of maintenance 
learning, particularly in societies burdened by colonial curricula.  Rather than learning what prior generations felt 
was important, students should be able to engage in community apprenticeships and other creative, socially-engaged 
learning spaces.  This emphasis presages other innovative learning policies, as well as the interest in school-work 

connection within the business community.2        
 
Many of the concepts in No Limits to Learning foreshadow the now widespread view that learning is the key 
characteristic of successful social systems.  It offers a fresh understanding of learning as a capacity of groups, rather 
than merely as an individual experience, as earlier conceptions of learning societies had focused on.  The ideas of 
collective learning continued to be developed in the work of Peter Senge on organizational learning in the 1990s.  
No Limits to Learning opened new possibilities for understanding learning in collective and ecological terms.  
Today, learning is popping up everywhere: communities learn, organizations learn, cities learn, nations learn.  
 
Nurturing the Ecology of Learning 
One of the most recent articulations of the learning society emanates from the UNESCO Learning Without Frontiers 

(LWF) network and its descendant, the Learning Development Institute.3   Like earlier formulations of the learning 
society, LWF foregrounds the rapid rate of social and technological change occurring throughout the world and 
critiques the inadequacy of schooling to prepare young people for adult life.  Whereas schools depend on the 
packaging and consumption of knowledge, they should now focus on the shared creation of knowledge.   
 
Learning Without Frontiers argues for an expansive appreciation of the multiple spaces and levels of organizational 
complexity in which learning occurs.  It challenges old assumptions that learning is a matter of individual 
knowledge acquisition in isolation from a social context.  Understanding that learning is fundamentally social, LWF 
discusses an “ecology of learning,” the interlaced network of open learning communities: classrooms, clubs, 
families, associations, neighborhoods, conversations, and activities in which learning ripples throughout life.  
Learning at any level contributes to and builds upon learning at other levels.  Creating a learning society, from this 
perspective, involves caring for the learning ecology as a whole and creating generative conditions for learning 
through multiple channels, at multiple social levels.   
 
The conception of the learning society advanced by LWF involves a shift from focusing on particular institutions to 
the interactions between different groups, a shift characteristic of ecological, non-linear perspectives on living 
systems.  It does not offer an ideal to be achieved by careful planning and intervention; it does, however, caution 
that an intervention at any one level of social organization should not degrade the conditions for learning at another 
level.   
 
The concept of the learning ecology offers the possibility of integrating the ‘soft’ concerns for relationship, care, and 
mutuality with the ‘hard’ concern for the generation of new knowledge.  It enables us to move beyond old 

separations of rationality and emotion, while appreciating community as the ground of learning.4  At the level of the 
individual, LWF and other organizations such as the 21st Century Learning Initiative, appreciate learning as a non-
linear process.  The human brain seeks patterns of meaning in all that we do, thriving on immersion in rich, complex 
experiences rather than suffocating in the sterile environments imposed by schools.   
 



Busy with the expansion and improvement of schooling, the international educational community has been slow to 
embrace the idea of the learning ecology.  The group most engaged in the development of learning ecologies and 

other innovative approaches to collective learning has been the business community.5   Because learning is seen as 
essential to commercial success within the context of global corporate competition, business is experimenting with 
organizational structures that promote collaboration and creativity at a collective level. Whereas Hutchins focused 
on leisure as the space for learning in 1968, echoing the classical tradition, the corporate workplace has become the 
driving force in redefining learning in the present age.   
 
What is troubling about corporate dominance of the learning conversation is the way it champions the value of 
learning while limiting its meaning.  For those who preface their remarks with the phrase ‘in the knowledge 
economy’, learning tends to have value only in terms of corporate success.  Learning that extends beyond the realm 
of the economic — especially learning that challenges the preeminence of the economic as the arbiter of value — 
tends to be exiled from the corporate version of the learning ecology.  Self-reflection, coming to know another 
person, assisting a friend, or learning a new hobby — just a few examples of the many kinds of learning that homo 
oecenomicus (economic man) is not interested in, as he labors to expand markets and produce more consumer goods 
(Rahnema 1997).  Further, the corporatized learning society discourse pays no attention to the learning occurring at 
the edges of the market, as commodification rubs against and covers over older systems of valuing and being.    
 
Shikshantar 
Several of the directions articulated by the Learning Without Frontiers network have continued to be explored by 
Shikshantar: The People’s Institute for Rethinking Education and Development in Udaipur, India.  While advocating 
for an expansive appreciation of learning, Shikshantar also advances a powerful critique of schooling and its 
association with normative conceptions of economic development.  Shikshantar invites learners to remove their 
“school-colored glasses” (Jain 2000) to consider the harmful impact of schooling on learners and the learning 
ecology.  Diminishing natural curiosity and intrinsic motivation, robbing students of the confidence that they can 
learn without state-certified experts, reinforcing social stratification, and perpetuating habits of competition and 
arrogance, schooling is all too often a regressive form of organization for learning.  This critique problematizes the 
effects of schooling and its role in perpetuating unjust industrial systems.  Inspired by Indian thinkers/activists such 
as Gandhi, Krishnamurti and Tagore, Shikshantar refuses to view ‘underdevelopment’, in techno-material terms, as 
a deficit or ‘globalization’ as a positive inevitability.  It invites reconsideration of the learning resources and 
processes available in communities, rather than bemoaning the quality or inaccessibility of formal educational 
systems. 
 
Most visions of the learning society might be labeled as ‘schooling-plus’, i.e., learning happens at school, plus many 
other places.  Following Illich, and working within a larger critique of western-oriented development, Shikshantar 
asks learners to imagine a ‘minus-schooling’ learning society.  What new possibilities for intergenerational learning 
might open, were children not confined to state-run institutions during some of their most curious years?  How does 
the hegemony of modern schooling limit local dialogues about the deeper meaning of education and how 
communities want to live and work and learn together?  With a twist on the title of the Faure report, Shikshantar 
asks, what do we need to unlearn to be? 
 
Shikshantar’s vision of a learning society is manifest in “process-projects” such as Udaipur as a Learning City (Jain 
and Manav 2000).  This initiative uncovers and nurtures the non-institutional learning spaces in the local 
community, exploring local expressions of the learning ecology and relationships between the city, the region, state 
agencies, and international forces.  It also stimulates dialogue among teachers and NGO workers in Udaipur about 
the meaning of education and learning, critiquing the assumption that the city’s problems are caused by insufficient 
amounts of formal education. 
 
In addition to its local efforts, Shikshantar has undertaken a leadership role in bringing voices from different regions 
and perspectives together to continue exploring the meaning of the learning society in our time.  It is a time when 
university researchers, business leaders, social activists, students, and teachers must move beyond their familiar 
spheres of conversation and share insights that can nurture a pluralistic, trans-disciplinary, trans-cultural, trans-
generational dialogue on learning societies that, in a microcosm, models the work at the heart of a learning society: 
sharing with each other what we notice in the world, what we care about, and what we hope to create together.  Such 
dialogue is especially critical at a time when the idea of the learning society is becoming trademarked by powerful 
commercial interests.  



 
Is Learning Just for Earning? 
In recent years, national governments have begun to adopt the learning society concept.  New Zealand is a learning 
society, as are England and Japan; Singapore is a learning nation; Namibia is a nation of learners — the list of 
officially-designated learning societies crosses old categories of north/south, developed/developing.  The 
designation signals a nation’s interest in highlighting the responsive character of its workforce, revitalizing the 
cultural value of learning across the lifespan, and its desire to be a leader in the global knowledge economy.  These 
policies have resulted, in part, from neo-liberal economic shifts, including the retreat of the welfare state, a focus on 
worker retraining, and tension about global market competition. 
 
Since its beginnings, the idea of the learning society has focused on the rapid pace of change.    The social and 
economic turbulence noted by earlier writers is now positioned center-stage in the era of globalization: to keep pace 
with change and remain competitive in an aggressive global marketplace, leaders from industry and education argue 
that learning has become the master capacity in a knowledge economy (Jin and Stough 1998).  Individuals must 
learn; organizations must learn; societies must learn — and keep learning.  Education ministers and corporate 
leaders alike argue that a nation’s prosperity in the 21st century will depend on the capacity of its citizens to learn.   
 
National learning society policies tend to focus on the worker as the locus of adaptation to rapid technological 
change. Responsive to ongoing change, workers must have “the capacity to adapt and renew continuously”  (Paye 
1996). The focus on creating flexible workers suggests that what policy makers want is not self-directed learners, 
but “smart” workers — smart in the sense of “smart” cars or “smart” houses or “smart” appliances, i.e., being 
capable of self-regulation and adaptation to environmental demands. In Singapore, the Prime Minister has stated that 
“even the most well-educated worker will stagnate if he does not keep upgrading his skills and knowledge” (Tong 
1997). 
 
The economic imperative for learning has generated anxiety about accountability and assessment in formal 
education systems.  Typically, state learning society policies are coupled with national assessment and qualifications 
schemes.  These initiatives are intended to produce detailed data on individual achievement that, ideally, can be 
transferred across regions or nations.  The OECD, for example, has introduced the idea of the Personal Skills Card.  
This card would serve as a profile of the worker’s skills and allow her to find employment across Europe.  Touted as 
a vehicle for individual mobility and economic empowerment, the Personal Skills Card can also be understood as a 
convenience for corporate human resource departments (Spring 1998).  It moves toward the formation of the 
ultimate human capital management tool: a data set of standardized knowledge and skills in economically 
productive domains, across the population.  Like a common currency, standardization of skills reduces costs 
associated with conversion between national systems and ensures consistency.   
 
The learning society, in this sense, has become the crowning conceptualization of human capital thinking: a society 
in which people are capable and eager to continually upgrade their skills — and the exact status of their skills is 
known to businesses and the state.  This version of the learning society has been called the “skilled society” by 
McClellan (2000), a society that prides itself on the productive technical competencies of individuals rather than 
improving collective understanding.  Taken to an extreme, it becomes a “Walkman distopia” (Schuller and Field 
1996) — an image of a traning room of learners plugged into their training modules, their learning understood only 
in terms of how it serves the productive capacity of the employer.   
 
Conclusion 
More than thirty years after the concept of the learning society was introduced, its meaning now pivots around this 
question: is learning about people changing their worlds to make them more habitable, more equitable, more 
beautiful, or is learning about changing people to make them more suitable for the global economy?  The notion of 
the learning society, throughout its history, has attempted to explode the restrictive association of learning with 
schooling and expose the inadequacies of schooling for addressing the turbulence of contemporary times.  As 
summarized above, the motivation for the development of a learning society has involved creating more flexible 
institutions and finding ways to solve complex problems collectively.  But that vision is now being transplanted with 
narrow, market-dictated goals.      
 
In the current policy discourse on learning societies, the images associated with becoming a learning society seem to 
be laptop computers and cellular phones, rather than parents playing with children or children scavenging through 



fields of garbage produced by globalized industry — all scenes of learning.  The current discourse on learning 
societies neglects the concept’s historical roots, an amnesia that serves its orientation toward building a wired global 
village of knowledge workers.  Given the importance of assessment and accountability for policymakers who worry 
about economic competitiveness, it is not surprising that schooling and increased enrollments have become a global 
imperative through the Education for All campaign.  But is schooling for all the goal of a learning society?   Is 
retooling ourselves for the sake of global industry the goal of a learning society?  Or might the idea still have 
something to do with human creativity, freedom, and relationship?  At this critical moment, it is important to 
reassert multiple meanings of the concept and reconsider their implications.   
 
The attractiveness of learning in corporate, university, and policy-making circles has created widespread interest in 
the theme and opened more space to discuss it.  At the same time, it raises critical questions about the assumptions 
underneath the new learning society ideas: life is inherently competitive and we only learn to dominate others; 
human beings must be motivated by the state or educational institutions to learn; human beings only adapt to, rather 
than create, pervasive economic and social conditions; learning is only an individual act of acquiring 
skills/knowledge, rather than a social process of community- and meaning-making. 
 
With diverse images, visions, and meanings of the learning society available to us, it is an important moment for 
many voices to join the dialogue and challenge the limited definition of learning as a merely economic imperative.  
With the rich conceptual history of the learning society, we can now discuss learning on multiple levels, in multiple 
institutions and common spaces, and for multiple purposes.  We have come to understand learning as complex, 
tangled, uncontrollable, wondrous, yet very natural.  We have come to be more humble about the small fraction of 
learning that is ever visible to us, aware that our institutions of formal education are merely tiny, and often 
dysfunctional, nodes in a much more powerful and profound network of human learning than we have allowed 
ourselves to imagine before.  The challenge of creating and recreating a learning society is, in part, to look around 
and talk together about how our physical environments, media, organizational structures, jobs, consumption habits, 
and relationships all nurture and frustrate the learning that matters to us as individuals and as communities. 
 
Ongoing dialogue is necessary to prevent the concept of a learning society from becoming colonized to serve the 
ends of any particular interest.  In these conversations, we must continue talking about the questions that brought us 
to this idea: Whose learning counts?  What are we learning for? How is schooling getting in the way of what we 
value?  How do we revive the dignity of life’s multiple pathways to being and growing?  How can we reclaim 
marginalized sources of knowledge and more fulfilling modes of living, while reasserting the primacy of wisdom 
and compassion over the cold logic of the market?  How do we enlarge those moments when we join together in 
quiet appreciation of what is, and energetic building of what might be?  
 
ENDNOTES 
1 The Greek word for leisure, schole, is the origin of the English word, school.  The assumption that learning is the 
pursuit of the privileged is a powerful idea underlying how elite educational institutions construct themselves — 
with pastoral campuses and students in clean uniforms that, on a symbolic level, convey freedom from manual work 
and the sophistication meriting a leisurely life. 
2  If the promotion of learning were at the center of social policy, how might educational systems be reconstructed?  
Echoing many of the issues raised in 1979, the 21st Century Learning Initiative <www.21learn.org> has addressed 
this question in recent years.  It argues for greater social investment to support learning in early childhood and new 
opportunities for apprenticeships and self-directed learning for adolescents.   
3 The Learning Without Frontiers project was ended by UNESCO in 2000.  The former LWF director, Jan Visser, 
now coordinates the Learning Development Institute <www.learndev.org> which seeks to explore and expand the 
meaning of learning in educational discourse. 
4 The image on a website devoted to the idea of knowledge ecologies is comprised of a butterfly inside a 
microchip—a provocative conflation of aesthetic, ecological, and economic rationale.  
<www.knowledgeecology.com> 
5 Please see the interview with James Botkin in this issue for further discussion. 
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Who is this singer of touching verse 

Burning with passion, dispelling sadness? 

His sweetest songs disturb the wise 

And fill their learned minds with madness. 
— Iqbal 

 
 

Section Two: Soaring Above Entrenched Frameworks 
 
 
 

Exposing ‘Sustainable Development’ Rhetoric to Make Way for Learning Societies 
Charles Otieno-Hongo and Isaac Ochien’g 

 
For most educationists and educators around the world, ‘Development’ is considered a  desirable goal, a positive 
process and  a progressive stage that every human being (and every nation) dreams of achieving. It stands on an 
unquestioned pedestal — both as a process and as a goal — and, from this vantage point, justifies any amount of 
difficulty, distress, or destruction as ‘growing pains’. As India’s first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, articulated 

over fifty years ago, “If you are to suffer, you should suffer in the interest of the nation.”1   Today these words could 
be uttered by nearly any ‘developing’ country politician, by World Bank/IMF associates, or by CEOs of 
multinational companies (though they would perhaps change “in the interest of the nation” to “in the interest of the 
market economy”). 
 
For example, today Nehru (reincarnated as the Government of Kenya) is speaking to villagers being displaced by the 
Sondu-Miriu hydroelectricity dam project in Western Kenya. Recently, Kenya has been facing a power crisis, owing 
to the failure of rains and depletion of water in its main dams, the primary source of power. Despite the plight of the 
villagers, the construction of the dam has escaped the public’s attention, mainly due to the fact that it is seen as a 
part of the solution to the country’s power problems. The middle class would rationalize: the villagers’ suffering is 
in the interest of the nation. 
 
And Nehru (this time back as a multi-national company) is obviously speaking to residents of Kwale, a district in the 
Coast province in Kenya, who are about to be displaced by a multi-million dollar Titanium industry.  Canada’s 
Tiomin Resources Inc., through its wholly-owned Kenyan subsidiary, Kenya Titanium Minerals Ltd., is proposing to 
develop titanium sand mines and a mineral processing plant, which will produce high grades of heavy minerals 
including rutile, ilmenite and zircon.  It wants the residents of Kwale to sacrifice their ancestral homes for a yearly 
lease of a mere 2,000 Shillings per family (US $25), in order for the industry to make some 50 billion shillings (over 
US $640 million) in 14 years.  Environmentalists have also pointed out that titanium mining involves the emission 
of acid, the poisoning of underground water, and the destruction of the coral reef.  But never mind the exploitation 
and the environmental damage, it’s all in the interest of the nation! 
 
In this article, we seek to expose the dominant model of Development (and its implementing agencies) as 
destructive, dehumanizing and neo-colonizing, and to demonstrate how recent calls for ‘sustainable development’ 
and its derivatives only promise more of the same.  We endeavor to explain why the global enterprise of 
Development actually prevents the emergence of learning societies, in which common people are able to construct 
their own notions of progress and development.  Learning societies promote deep learning processes of reflection, 
dialogue and action to create futures that are in harmony with notions of justice, love and interdependence.  In this 
article, we will argue that Development (whether masquerading as Sustainable Development, the Global Village, 
Poverty Alleviation, the IT Revolution, or the African Renaissance) must be unequivocally rejected if learning 
societies are to emerge. 
 



Exposing the Development Game  
For the past five centuries, we in Africa have been repeatedly taught that we have benefited from colonization, 
development and (now) globalization, because our benevolent colonizers have instilled in us civilized manners, 

railroads, bureaucracies, English/French languages, legal system, multi-party democracies, etc.2   But before we 
declare Development a great boon, it is necessary to explore the trade-offs in more detail. 
 
The assessment of Development can be ascertained from the responses to one question: Who are the losers and who 
are the winners in the Development Game?  The ever-widening gap between rich and poor nations — and rich and 
poor people — gives us one of the answers. Today, about 23% of the world’s population possess 85% of the world’s 
material income and resources, which means that the social majorities (77% of the population) must scramble for the 

remaining 15%.3  The ‘bottom’ 20% of the population holds less than 2% of this wealth.  In many countries, over 

the past fifty years, incomes for families have plummeted, while the cost of living has increased.4   But not everyone 
is losing.  Consider that in 1993, the average CEO’s compensation (not including stock options) rose 30% to about 
US $1.9 million; this occurred in 23 corporations that had each laid off more than 10,000 workers over the course of 
three years (Brecher and Costello 1998).  For those who are not quantitatively inclined, we will endeavor to 
qualitatively expose the agenda of the Development Game along three dimensions: Development is destruction; 
Development is dehumanization; Development is neo-colonization. 
 
Development is Destruction  
The belief in an unlimited accumulation of wealth and uncurbed economic growth has made Development one of the 
most destructive weapons ever unleashed upon the earth. At the commencement of the Bretton Woods conference in 
1944, Henry Morgenthau set the tone for what would serve as the mantra of modern economic development. He 
envisaged “the creation of a dynamic world economy in which the people of every nation will be able to realize their 
potentialities in peace and enjoy increasing the fruits of material progress on an earth infinitely blessed with natural 

riches… prosperity has no fixed limits.”5   The Bretton Woods conference gave birth to two institutions to advance 
this mantra: the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.  They have since been joined by a third ally: the 
World Trade Organization. 
  
If the key to Development was greater production and consumption, then the key to faster and more efficient 
production was a wider and more vigorous application of certain forms of scientific and technical knowledge.  
Guided by this vision of Development, and aided by loans from ‘developed’ countries and the Bretton Woods 
institutions, the countries of the South embarked on a shameless process of industrialization, militarization and 
nation-building, often lumped under/hidden by the beautiful term ‘modernization’. Such modernization extracted 
huge amounts of natural resources and re-organized traditional societies into economic machines.  Where and when 
such re-organization was resisted, the project of modernization turned to genocide, so as to continue unimpeded in 
its intended objective. 
 
In recent years however, there is growing awareness to the obvious fact that Nature’s resources are not infinite, and 
that Development has played a major role in making them more finite and vulnerable.  Through massive 
industrialization and extensive exploitation of natural resources, through pollution caused by toxic industrial 
products such as petro- and agro-chemicals, and through aggressive ‘Green Revolution’ policies and bio-
technologies, Development has accelerated the destruction of rich ecosystems (air, forest, soil, and water 
degradation) and has contributed to the extinction of bio-diversity.   
 
New and more diabolical threats to the atmosphere have further increased the complexity of the damage.  Increased 
fossil fuel combustion by automobiles and industries and rapid rates of deforestation have led to the emission of 
high levels of greenhouse gases, such as carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide and chloro-fluorocarbons (CFCs).  
Global warming and severe damage to the ozone layer is the result.  Six of the seven warmest years on record have 
all occurred since 1980, according to the Worldwatch Institute’s 1992 report. Changing weather patterns and rising 
sea levels have produced a series of floods, droughts, hurricanes, and other ‘natural’ disasters.  According to the 
same Worldwatch report, in the Northern hemisphere, the ozone layer is thinning twice as fast as scientists had 
calculated several years back; greatly increasing the likelihood of an epidemic of skin cancer and other related 
diseases.  
 



The dangers of toxic materials — the residue of Development processes — have also been well documented. The 
Bhopal gas tragedy and the Chernobyl nuclear disaster perhaps best exemplify the effect of industrial toxic wastes 
on both human beings and the natural environment.  Of course, today we can look forward to adding the Titanium 
industry in Kenya to this infamous list.  Beyond these industrial ‘outputs’, the Third World further exacerbates their 
levels of toxicity by engaging in the global waste trade, taking in so-called Developed countries’ garbage in 
exchange for a reduction in debt or additional loans.  Yet, despite the destruction it causes, the dumping of industrial 
toxic wastes in the Third World countries has long been seen as an economic imperative towards Development. In 
fact, some Third World leaders have foolishly commented that the “total ban on wastes is a ploy to stop economic 

growth in the garb of environmental concerns.”6   In 1992, Development as destruction prompted over 1600 senior 
scientists from around the world to come together and declare that “human beings and the natural world are on a 
collision course… They may so alter the living world that it will be unable to sustain life in the manner that we 

know.”7   
  
Along with environmental devastation, one can examine Development as destruction from another angle: its 
annihilation of cultural diversities and social relations in an effort to forge a mono-culture.  Uniformity (a.k.a. 
globalization) demands an annihilation of complex ways of interacting, organizing and knowing.  Indeed, the race to 
converge upon ONE way of living has destroyed many intellectual and spiritual self-defense capacities to resist 
repressive frameworks.  For example, Development has contributed to the extinction of languages, by replacing 
local languages with English, French, Spanish and other languages of the imperialist regimes (a trend that continues 
today, where imperialist languages are viewed as the most superior means of communication in education, 
bureaucracy, judiciary, and other State institutions).  In Kenya, a class of young people who are not familiar with 
their mother tongues is fast emerging.  From the onset, the emphasis in schooling is on English, and so local 
languages (and even sometimes the national language, Swahili) are seen as obstacles to producing a literate nation.  
It is very common to find that the speaking of local languages is banned in schools, as teachers endeavor to produce 
English speakers.  Ironically, a large number of students leave school without ever being able to ‘properly’ 
communicate in English, while at the same time they find that they have been divorced from their indigenous 
languages.  ‘Language-less’, they end up in an identity crisis, without a means for fully expressing or understanding 
themselves and changes in their environments. 
 
Development is Dehumanization  
By promoting institutional values and establishing debilitating forms of dependency on institutions, while at the 
same time legitimizing their dominance, Development places institutions above individuals and above humanity as a 
whole.  Authoritarian Development institutions (such as the World Bank, WTO, and the IMF) — with their own sets 
of logic, laws, technologies, budgets and values — are not accountable to the social majorities, despite all of their 
rhetoric about democracy and decentralization (Budhoo 2000).  
 
In addition, Development seeks to impose a monolithic, spiritless worldview upon all of humanity that is guided by 
the following dehumanizing principles:  
- True efficiency is maximum productivity for each machine, each enterprise, and each human being; 
- Science can solve all problems and reveal all there is to be known about man and the world; 
- Human happiness consists of having the latest, the most powerful and comfortable products, and luxurious 

surroundings;  
- Our responsibilities end with assuring our own welfare — which happily assures that of our country — and we 

should let the next generation fend for itself, as ours had to do;  
- In this world, it is each person for himself, with the strongest and the most resourceful people earning rightful 

privileges; 
- The real signs of progress are bigger cities with taller buildings, more and bigger factories, larger and more 

mechanized farms, more and bigger highways, and a greater selection of products in larger and more luxurious 

shopping centers.8    
 
We are taught in schools and via the global media that these principles are to supersede all other human values, as 
well as all other conceptions of human existence, forms of social organization, and frameworks of the past and 
future.  
 



To manifest these principles, we need to install and maintain the Development infrastructure — Western-style 
Democracy, Courts, Bureaucracies, Schools, Hospitals, Market Economies, etc.  Of course, an entire technocracy is 
required to manage this infrastructure.  These technocrats must be faithful to the above ‘divine’ principles at all 
costs.  Although in the early stages of Development, these technocrats were foreign ‘experts’ called in to complete 
Development missions; of late, the attention has shifted to “building the capacity of locals”, who will follow and 
uphold these principles and maintain their operating infrastructures.  
 
Development further degrades human beings by converting them into ‘human capital’ and their relationships into 
‘social capital’.  Intrinsic human talents and knowledge systems are turned into commodities to be traded on the 
global markets. This results in severe distortions. As Catherine Odora Hoppers (1998) argues, “This esteemed 
production of one-legged, one armed or one-eyed individuals unable to relate to other parts of themselves and to 
others as well as to life itself, so characteristic of industrial-oriented development, must be addressed and reversed.”  
Furthermore, in the name of Development, big companies use human beings in the South as ‘guinea pigs’.  For 
example, firmly fixed on expanding their market bases and also intent on increasing revenue returns, pharmaceutical 
firms test the efficacy of their drugs on unsuspecting populations in the South in order to “gain a competitive 

advantage over their rivals.”9   At the same time, these companies have so little regard for the sacredness of human 
life that they deny people access to essential medicines, either by arbitrarily over-pricing them and/or ‘legally’ 
preventing the local production of life-saving drugs.  In Africa, the huge profits made off of AIDS patients by 
pharmaceutical firms are a case in point.  
 
In the age of Globalization, the role of human beings is no longer to produce, but to consume. In order for the 
already saturated global economy to sustain itself, it needs increasing levels of consumption. The real agenda of 
Development is thus to develop voracious appetites, a deep sense of insecurity, and selfish individualism, so that 
people can consume with no limits and no sense of social responsibility. As Neil Postman describes, “The engine of 
technological progress works most efficiently when people are considered not as children of God, but as consumers 

— that is to say, Markets.”10   
 
To secure this consumerist disposition, and to reduce possibilities for any organized resistance, Development 
institutions continually force us to adopt artificial mono-identities, which negate the very essence of our humanity – 
our innate capacity to see things in their wholeness, in moral, emotional and intellectual dimensions. Such mono-
identities are necessary for ‘effective governance’, as they cut off our natural communication with our conscience 
and spirit. As Berger and Luckmann (1995) describe, institutions usurp our natural tendencies through a process of 
reification; that is, they distance us from the world, from both our immediate environments and our selves.  

“Reification implies that human beings are capable of forgetting their own authorship of the human world.”11   In 
other words, institutions try to ensure a collective amnesia, that human beings forget that the current ‘reality’ is man-
made and that it can potentially be ‘un-made’.   
 
In addition, the sacred space of self-consciousness and selfless action atrophies through a process of reification, as 
the individual disclaims responsibility for his/her immediate environment with phrases like, “I have no control in the 

matter, I have to act like this because of my position.”12  Interpreted accordingly, the individual is actually saying, 
“I cannot think for myself, the institution thinks for me!”  History has repeatedly shown us that such an attitude 
opens the door for the worst kinds of atrocities against life. 
 
The adoption of mono-identities further strips us of spaces to express our kindness, compassion and cooperation and 
forces us to compete against our brothers and sisters. An example of this is the denigration of the concept of Ubuntu 
in African societies.  This concept has, at its core, “a basic respect for human nature as a whole (one is a person 

through others) as well as compassion and concern for the interests of the collective.”13   Ubuntu guides African 
conceptions of nurturing the whole human being in spiritual, economic, social and intellectual spheres.  It lays 
emphasis on collective development rather than self-centered pursuits and greedy accumulation of wealth.  With the 
growth of the modern economy, consumerism, private ownership, individual ‘freedom’, etc., such feelings of 
collectivity have been abandoned, which has led to unprecedented rates of family disintegration and crime, loss of 
spiritualities and faiths, and the escalation of violence and militant nationalism.  
 



For example, the aggressive competition for resources and for political representation within centralized structures 

has divided people along ethnic, religious and racial lines on a drastic scale.14  In Africa, in countries like Nigeria, 
Burundi, Sierra Leone, and Republic of Congo, years of massive exploitation by Development institutions have 
produced and perpetuated a condition of scarcity (in the tradition of their colonial predecessors).  In this tense 
milieu, groups have divided themselves along narrow notions of identity, to first lobby and compete for, and then 
violently fight for dwindling resources and illusory power.  These groups purchase their armaments from the very 
countries that preach Development for All.  Such devastating so-called ethnically-based strife (in which thousands 
of people have died and are dying) is all the more tragic, when we understand that whoever ‘wins’ can look forward 
to being controlled by the World Bank or other Developed country governments.  These vultures graciously swoop 
down in the aftermath, to ‘help’ Africans ‘rebuild’ their war-torn lives. 
 
Development is Neo-Colonization  
So that it can continue to extract local resources, to fill its insatiable need for fuel to drive it, Development 
institutions psychologically and technologically colonizes the social majorities of the world.  This begins by 
measuring them against a global paradigm, which can be traced back to the colonial era, when non-Western cultures 
were viewed as ‘primitive’ and in need of ‘civilization’.  Progress in the South is thus articulated as ‘catching up’ or 
‘narrowing the gap’ to the North — in both the economic and the cultural sense.  From this perverse vantagepoint, 
success or empowerment is achieved when one’s country and peoples have become more dependent on and 
manipulate-able by forces beyond their control.  A whole range of new global instruments (patents, trade 
agreements, tariffs, conditionalities, etc.) has been unleashed on the South to further exploit, pillage, subjugate, 
control and colonize.  In recent years, an intricate network of information and communication has enabled these 
instruments to work with reckless speed and efficiency.  
 
The extent of economic colonization is fairly obvious to those who wish to open their eyes to what’s happening.  
Consider the following example. From 1982 to 1990, total resources flowing from the North to the South were $927 
billion in loans and aid.  In the same period, the poor South paid the rich North over $1345 billion in debt service 

alone.15   This figure would be even greater if one was to factor in the loss of fair prices for agricultural produce, 
due to unequal terms of trade.  Developing countries must integrate in and abide by the rules of the economic game 
(like the policies imposed by structural adjustment programs and intellectual property laws); or else they are 

condemned to a marginalized existence and persecuted as ‘Rogue States’.16   
 
In Africa’s case, entire social-political-economic fabrics have been ripped into pieces. Africa’s current institutions 
therefore not only owe their very existence to the colonialist, but as such, are extremely vulnerable to neo-colonial 
control and domination.  ‘Integration’ into the global economy has trapped Africans in a vicious cycle of producing 
what they can’t consume and consuming what they don’t produce.  The world capitalist economy has taken over 
African traditional modes of production by “violently turning various communities, their lands, resources and 
products into commodities…[compelling] them to grow only those crops that possess exchange value [in the global 

markets].”17   Production for global markets has meant that food crops, such as maize, potatoes, beans and cassava, 
have had to be abandoned to make way for capital intensive cash crops, such as coffee, sugarcane and cashew. The 
result is a drastic reduction in per capita food production, leading to imports of the same and leaving local 
economies and local farmers extremely vulnerable.  
 
Consider Rwanda, which provides a spectacular example of the genocide that emerges from re-colonization.  
Rwanda was heavily dependent on export earnings from the cash crop, coffee.  In 1989, the price of coffee 
plummeted by more than 50% because of a deadlock in the International Coffee Agreement.  This meant that 
Rwanda’s export earnings declined by 50% between 1987 and 1991.  Because of its inability to service its debt, the 
World Bank-IMF imposed a program of structural adjustment on Rwanda.  They devalued Rwanda’s currency twice 
in two years, the first time by 50%.  In the same period, from 1985 to 1992, Rwanda’s outstanding external debt 
increased by over 135%.  The crisis of the coffee economy also impacted the production of food crops, like cassava, 
beans and sorghum, as the savings and loan cooperatives of small farmers disintegrated.  Local markets were further 
destabilized with the entry of cheap food imports and food aid from rich countries, because of structural adjustment 

liberalization and deregulation policies.18  What can be surmised from the Rwandan example is how Development 
flagrantly tears apart local economies and drives human beings into involuntary hostage situations, panic and 
devastating civil war. 



 
The absurdity of Development’s zero-sum game is obvious when one reflects upon the ‘race to the bottom’ 
undergone by African countries.  “In the 1980s, Africa lost the self-sufficiency in food production that it enjoyed 
before development assistance was invented and, during the last few decades, has become a continent-size beggar, 

hopelessly dependent on the largesse of outsiders.”19   Indeed, over the last forty years, African governments have 
begged for cash, consultants and contraptions from the West.  Our leaders have readily relinquished their social and 
moral responsibilities and have been institutionalized into either servitude or depravity (or both).  Sadly, many 
African ‘educated’ people cannot imagine life without ‘aid’ from the donors. They have lost faith in their own 
intellectual and moral capacities. 
 
This kind of psychological colonization extends into socio-cultural spheres as well.  If one wants to get a clear 
picture of how psycho-cultural colonization is taking place throughout Africa, the best place to look is in the 

‘entertainment’ field.  How are Kenyans, for example, amusing themselves?20   Over 95% of television 
programming in Kenya is foreign. None of Nairobi’s cinema houses show African movies. They all show 
Hollywood products (with the exception of a few which run Indian films mainly targeted at Nairobi’s sizeable 
Indian community). It seems that American pop icons and movie stars have come to represent the ideal of many 
Kenyan youth today.  In mainstream theatre, all major Kenyan productions are poor imitations of old English 
comedies, which bear little or no relevance to Kenya’s social make-up or pressing societal concerns. At the same 
time, private ‘independent’ radio is growing; with a reach of over 90% of households in Kenya, it is of strategic 
importance to advertisers. Almost each and every radio program is sponsored by corporate interests, so that after two 
or three minutes, we are told to buy something.  Promotions by big companies, especially alcohol companies, and 
incentives in the form of prizes and gifts are always on offer: “Buy Two, Get One Free” has become a common 
slogan.  And Kenyans, especially the young, are responding with consummate enthusiasm.  Indeed, it is difficult to 
say what is not imported in Kenya. Ask the young what they prefer eating, and you will probably get responses of 
hamburgers, potato chips, etc.  Designer labels of Tommy Hilfiger and Calvin Klein (American brands) scream from 
various articles of clothing.  Foreign-produced televisions, electronic items, automobiles, etc. are all highly sought 
after basic needs.  If it has a Western label, it is considered to be a product of superior quality. 
 
In this way, under the ‘benevolent’ guise of globalization, the market has increased its reach into previously 
uncharted territories and fundamentally altered local consumption patterns.  By successfully and very aggressively 
integrating people into predominantly Western consumer lifestyles, Development ensures that people are no longer 
connected by their communities but by the abstract culture of products, like Pepsi and Coca-Cola, Nike and Reebok. 
With such powerful thought-control in place, all exploitation of local cultures, natural resources, and belief systems 
can be easily rationalized as necessary in the grand march towards Progress.  But despite the shift in dress, food and 
entertainment, most youth find themselves unable to attain the lifestyles hyped in music videos, movies and 
American soap operas.  Neither part of the West nor part of their immediate environments, this ‘educated’ class of 

young men and women often seek refuge in drugs and criminal activities.21    
  
Sustainable Human Development Promises More of the Same Game  
As it dawned on people that Development was primarily concerned with economic growth and had been destructive, 
dehumanizing and re-colonizing, the desire to redefine development from a people-centered point of view emerged 
in the late 1980s.  Sustainable Human Development replaced Development on the center stage. At first defining it as 
“a process of enlarging people’s choices,” the 1990 UNDP Human Development Report went on to highlight that 
the most critical choices were “to lead a long and healthy life, to be educated and to enjoy a decent standard of 
living.”  Sustainable human development was, on one hand, the improvement of human capacities (health and 
education) and, on the other hand, the use that people make of their acquired capabilities (for work or leisure). A 
number of proxies — life expectancy, literacy, income levels — were then set to evaluate the human dimension of 
economic development.  Thus attempting to expand the framework of conventional Development, sustainable 
human development viewed GNP as necessary but not sufficient. Human beings were seen as the ultimate ends (not 
as the means, as in conventional Development), and better distribution of resources (rather than more production) 
was emphasized.  
 

Yet “the beauty of the term ‘sustainable development’ is that it can be manipulated for any purpose.”22   Since its 
inception, sustainable development has become a buzzword, adopted and co-opted by many institutions in various 
ways.  For example, the World Bank states: “We require any technical proposal that we fund… has to be 



economically and financially sustainable in terms of growth, capital maintenance, and efficient use of resources and 
investments. But it also has to be ecologically sustainable, and here we mean ecosystem integrity, carrying capacity, 

and conservation of natural resources, including bio-diversity.”23   (Notably, the Bank chose not to answer the 
important moral questions related to whether infinite growth can really be achieved without either the destruction of 
the physical ecology or the marginalization of certain sections of society.)  
 
With the righteousness of sustainable development and community participation behind them, the World Bank has 
vigorously pursued structural adjustment programs/loans (SAP/Ls) as the panacea to countries’ Development 
problems, especially for the growing debt crisis. SAP/Ls demand the privatization of state enterprises, an end to 
government subsidies, and the opening of Third World economies to foreign investments.  In Africa, Ghana was 
touted as the ideal success story.  SAP/Ls increased Ghana’s growth rate (5% a year), reduced its inflation (from an 
annual rate of 123% in 1983 to 18% in 1991) and erased US $600 million in outstanding debt by 1990.  This, of 
course, is only one side of the picture.  The program’s bias towards incentives for export crops, especially cocoa, 
weakened local food production enough to make Ghana dependent on food imports.  Some 50,000 workers lost their 
jobs due to huge cuts in the civil service, when IMF/World Bank required that the budget deficit be reduced.  Import 
liberalization also led to the loss of hundreds of jobs in the textile industry and destroyed medium- and large-scale 
domestic manufacturing industries.  In the same period, Ghana acquired an additional US $1.8 billion in external 
debt, thus accumulating a grand total of US $3.5 billion in debt.  In fact, as a percentage of exports of goods and 
services, debt service rose from 31% in 1983 to 35% in 1990. “...If one were to sum up the Ghanaian structural 
experience, one would have to point to a contradictory process marked by weak growth, accompanied by widening 

poverty and a structural weakening of the economy… one would hardly call it a success story.”24  
 
The case of Ghana reflects what is happening all over the South.  The tremendous contradiction between the rhetoric 
of sustainable human development and the policies pursued by governments, financial institutions and donors can no 
longer be ignored.  Yet it is hard for us to rid Development of its ‘righteous’ connotations, especially because it 
manages to worm its way back into our lives, each time more chastened and purified!  In the last ten years, calls for 
Sustainable Development have given way to the Global Village or to the IT Revolution.  But despite the new 
camouflage, both are still colonizing phenomena, whose basic promise is the salvation of mankind via heightened 
consumerism or technology.  
 
To legitimize itself further in the minds of Africans, the forces of global Development manufactured an even 

trendier phrase: the African Renaissance.25   This ‘sell-out’ theme uncritically buys into many of the Enlightenment 
theories of the European Renaissance, such as progress, universality and rationality. Renaissance missionary-
technocrats contend that Africa should fight for its share of an ever-receding pie and simultaneously pursue a policy 
of sustainable development.  This is clearly demonstrated in their “charting-the-way-forward” themes, which deal 
with questions such as, “What are the structural conditions for sustainable socio-economic advancement in Africa to 
make the renaissance survive and succeed?” and “How can African education provide the necessary capacity and 

condition for sustainable development in Africa?”26   These perspectives not only legitimize exploitation on a vast 
scale (700 million people, to be precise) but they also fail to question the wholly destructive model of Development.  
Instead, experts (i.e., Africans with Western degrees) are called in to propel the Renaissance agenda forward.  They 
reinforce the stereotype of Africa as “the lost or dark continent” and assert that the antidote for Africa’s condition is 
an even more intensive internalization of western institutions and ideas.  To make this bitter medicine easier to 
swallow, they provide some African cultural symbols and trite slogans.  
 
Sustainable Human Development, the Global Village, the IT Revolution, African Renaissance: such mythical 
terminology highlight an inherent inability/unwillingness to challenge the underlying assumptions of Development, 
much less the way of living advocated by the Development model as a whole. The assumptions of what constitutes 
‘the good life’ — money and consumer products to meet basic needs; votes in representative democracies; health 
care vis-à-vis Western medicine; literacy/schooling to obtain jobs — remain.  When the economic and political 
institutions still promote destruction, dehumanization and neo-colonization, albeit with a ‘human face’, then it seems 
these new incarnations are no different from their predecessors: slavery, imperialism, and colonialism.  
 
Making Way for Learning Societies 
What is missing from the discourse on sustainable development, like what is missing in efforts to reform schools, is 
the questioning/challenging/creating of what ‘development’ means to the South and to larger humanity.  Instead of 



trying to reform Development by tinkering with it through patchwork reforms, we need to begin to seriously engage 
in processes of learning as de-institutionalization of Self and Community.  From such processes, we will be able to 
regenerate our own indigenous options to unfold the paradigmic, structural, and systemic shifts necessary for 
learning societies.  
 
Learning for De-institutionalizing Our Selves and Community 
De-institutionalizing our Selves and our Communities begins with raising questions about the complexities, 
contradictions and injustices of Development, as we experience them in our daily lives.  To discuss these questions 
in a meaningful way, we need to re-expand our notions of identity and break free of the constricting labels foisted 
upon us by Development institutions.  We must engage with questions such as, “What does it mean to be a human 
being?” and “How do Development institutions kill inherent intellectual and spiritual abilities to realistically engage 
with our inner essences and establish vital connections with wider humanity?”  We must open ourselves to honestly 
understanding the essence of human life, its purposes and aspirations.  We need to find new ways to see, listen, feel 
and care, in order to heal the gaping wounds inflicted by colonialism and deepened by Development and 
Globalization.  As individuals and societies engage in such processes of learning, they will uncover spaces and 
opportunities to acknowledge, interpret, problematize and act against the institutions, forces and practices that 
threaten to annihilate their individual, cultural, and ecological diversities. 
 
Not only will such processes expose the destruction, dehumanization and neo-colonization of Development, but they 
also open up spaces for imagination, creative experimentation, active collaboration, and knowledge (re-) 
construction — the foundations of regeneration.  From this angle, learning as de-institutionalization aims to liberate 
the spirits of discovery and innovation inherent in each and every human being.  Simultaneously, it creates organic 
environments that honor our unique diversities, capacities and contexts and help us to resist the onslaught of a 
mechanical mono-culture.  
  
Freeing our language to make new meanings, to enable new and relevant metaphors, narratives, and creative 
expressions to emerge, is one exciting example of regeneration that emerges from de-institutionalization.  As noted 
earlier, a skewed education system (and monolithic language policy) has led to the production of a large number of 
youth, who are totally alienated from their traditional languages and who, at the same time, find themselves 
incompetent in using the institutional language of their schooling.  This, however, has not meant that they have 
stopped communicating and interacting.  The young people of Kenya, especially those in the urban areas, have over 
the years developed a unique language that combined elements of Swahili and other indigenous languages and also 
invented new words in the streets.  This language, locally known as Sheng’, is providing the youth with a new 
medium of expression.  
 
Although marginalized for years, amid accusations of being the language of ‘thugs’, ‘unschooled’ and ‘uncultured’, 
Sheng’ is gradually expanding its base in popular culture. Young musicians are starting to use Sheng’ as a medium 
of reaching out and articulating their frustrations with the systems.  Although the forces of capitalism have been 
quick to see this potential, and the commercialization of Sheng’ is rapidly moving in, Sheng’s uniqueness is that it is 
a dynamic, constantly evolving language.  This makes it hard to capture or even write, as it has no ‘custodians’ and 
does not abide by any rules.  Every individual, every community adds to it, while ensuring that the sense of 
communication is not lost.  Without undermining Kenya’s indigenous languages’ struggles against extinction, 
Sheng’ perhaps bears the most hope for the survival of our ORAL traditions at the national level. 
 
Another example of regeneration that grows out of de-institutionalization is The Counter Renaissance. Breaking the 
boundaries of the nation-state, a group of African students in India and Kenya have started this trans-local 

publication.27  
They seek to raise questions about Development’s latest incarnation in Africa, the African 

Renaissance.  The publication challenges the totalizing control of the mainstream media, as well as its assumptions, 
such as “Africa needs increased economic investment for Development”.  The Counter Renaissance provides a 
space for African youth to question, reflect and generate shared visions of Africa’s future, as well as an safe 
atmosphere for unlearning Development’s dominant perspectives.  Personal narratives, reflections on people’s own 
experiences and realities, form the core content of the publication.   
 
Both of these examples make it clear that a fundamental prerequisite for learning is an appreciation of the diverse 
potentials and creativities inherent to each human being.  When Development destroys local cultures, languages, 



economies and capacities, it asphyxiates meaningful and diverse learning within our communities.  At the same 
time, its dominant thinking demands us to learn to be exemplary (perpetually insecure) consumers, to learn how to 
aspire for institutional power and domination, to learn to fight for narrow interests of the individualistic/isolating 
self.  To expose the Sustainable Human Development rhetoric and allow learning societies to unfold, we are going 
to have to unlearn these enslaving myths.  A major challenge for us will be to unlearn our institutional dependency 
and to cure ourselves of the beggar syndrome.   
 
Development is forcing us to forget what the larger struggle of human life is all about.  We need to re-weave the 
thread that connects us as human beings and re-create the tapestry of spiritual, intellectual, and cultural relationships 
that form the basis of our families and communities. This can only happen if we re-establish our faith in each other 
and the power of the collective human spirit. 
 
Endnotes 
1 Quoted in Arundhati Roy, The Greater Common Good, p.1.  
2 As Adam Smith once commented, “Africans are creatures at the level of a mere thing and object of no value.” His 
opinion was seconded by Friedrich Hegel who said, “Slavery has been the occasion of the increase of human 
feelings among Negroes… enabling them to become participants in a higher morality and the culture connected to 
it.” Quoted in Noam Chomsky, Year 501: The Conquest Continues (Cambridge: South End Press, 1993).   
3 Although we have seen it quoted in a number of places, one source for this fascinating statistic is Makarand 
Paranjape, Decolonization and Development: Hind Svaraj Revisioned, p.45. 
4 See Jeremy Brecher and Tim Costello’s Global Village or Global Pillage (Cambridge: South End Press, 1998 ed.) 
which discusses how wages for workers worldwide are decreasing, as corporations keep moving to countries which 
have lower labor costs and less operating regulations. It is “a race to the bottom”. 
5 Henry Morgenthau is quoted in David Korten, “The Failure of Bretton Woods,” in The Case Against the Global 
Economy, p.21. 
6 Biswas in The Hindu Survey of the Environment, 1998, p.47. 
7 Quoted in Duane Elgin and Coleen LeDrew, “Global Conscious Change: Indicators of an Emerging Paradigm,” 
<www.newhorizons.org/wwart_elgin2.html> 
8 Selected bullet points from Ervin Laszlo, Inner Limits of Mankind, p.31-33. 
9 Quoted from John le Carre, “Tinker, tailor people’s lives”, in the Hindustan Times, February 22, 2001. 
10 Neil Postman, Technopoly, p.42. 
11 Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, “The Dehumanized World,” p.36. 
12 Ibid, p.38. 
13 N. Barney Pityana, “The Renewal of African Moral Values,” p.144. 
14 “Development not only exacerbates tensions but actually creates them…it causes artificial scarcity, which 
inevitably leads to greater competition… the inevitable result is alienation.”  Quoted in Helena Norberg-Hodge, 
“The Pressure to Modernize and Globalize,” in The Case Against the Global Economy, p.45. 
15 Srilata Swaminathan, “The Neo-Missionaries,” p.45. 
16 Noam Chomsky defines a rogue state as “not simply a criminal state — but one that defies the orders of the 
powerful — who are, of course exempt.”  In other words, rogue states are those that openly express their 
unwillingness to be dominated by the US or European states.  See Rogue States (Cambridge: South End Press, 2000) 
for more information. 
17 Sam Mbah and I.E. Igariwey, African Anarchism, p.41. 
18 Michel Chossudovsky, “Economic Genocide in Rwanda,” in The Globalisation of Poverty, p.111-122. 
19 Graham Hancock, Lords of Poverty, p.191-192. 
20 Charles has made the following observations in Nairobi and in other parts of Kenya as well. 
21 For example, young men have joined groups of extortion (matatu touts) and terrorist wings of political parties 
(like Jeshi la Mzee and Chinkororo).  Young women have entered prostitution to make ‘easy’ money.  
22 Michael Maren, The Road to Hell: The Ravaging Effects of Foreign Aid and International Charity, p.47. 



23 Ismail Serageldin, Sustainability and the Wealth of Nations: First Steps in an Ongoing Journey, p.2-3. 
24 Walden Bello, et al, Dark Victory: The United States, Structural Adjustment and Global Poverty, p.46. 
25 In 1998, a group of 470 businessmen, politicians, academics and donors gathered together in South Africa for a 
conference on the African Renaissance.  The book, African Renaissance: The New Struggle (1999), edited by 
Malegapuru William Makgoba, contains the proceedings of this conference. 
26 African Renaissance, p.ii.  Emphasis ours. 
27 Available on http://www.swaraj.org; contact the authors for more information on The Counter-Renaissance. 
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Innate Morality vs. Indoctrinated Righteousness: 
A Challenge of Choices for Learning Societies 

Wasif Rizvi 
 

“If you assume that there is no hope, you guarantee that there will be no hope.  If you assume that there is an 
instinct for freedom, that there are opportunities to change things, there is a possibility that you can contribute to 

making a better world.  That’s your choice.”  
— Noam Chomsky 

 
It is ironic that we are trying to spark a discourse on regenerating societal learning, while living in an age of 
gigabytes of data and information, global media and western-style schooling. These spaces/sources are considered 
by many to be the most advanced means for democratizing knowledge acquisition and learning opportunities.  In 
fact, a number of highly educated people around the world claim that we have never been as free and knowledgeable 
as we are today, and that we owe all our progress to institutions like these.  This paper is aimed at exposing the 
[deliberate] naïveté of such claims.  
 
I seek to argue that the institutions of global media and universal schooling (and now, more 
recently, information and communication technology) work in sync to subvert and/or annihilate 
challenging and provocative learning processes — especially those which may expose the 
functioning of the most unjust world that human history has ever encountered.  In this age of 
monumental repression, these institutions are given the complex and critical task of thought-
control.  Thought-control is crucial for illegitimate political and economic systems to to pillage 
the Earth and humanity on a global scale, as any efforts that might challenge authority and 
domination must be continuously marginalized and destroyed.   This task is performed through a 
variety of strategies, aimed at filtering out independence of thought, creativity and imagination 
and fostering, in their place, obedience, apathy and impotence.   
 
The key to their success lies in presenting unabashed indoctrination as learning, and brazen 
deceit as the gospel truth.  The managers of these abusive institutions are tasked with 
manipulating the meaning of morality, not only to mitigate the possibilities of revolt by the 
oppressed, but also to pacify their own basic human sensibilities.  In this way, any ‘annoying’ 
agitation of conscience is remolded to serve elite interests and systems.  
 
Unjust and exploitative power structures are faced with the perennial threat of the ‘unruly 
masses’ and those who attempt to nurture various modes of societal learning among them.  In 
ancient times, for example, prophets were frequently banished to deserts for the unpardonable 
crime of generating consciousness and awareness amongst the poor and oppressed.  They 
grounded their work in the basic assumption that every human being has powerful instincts to 
be free, creative and, above all, to be conscientious and moral.  And they understood that 
tyranny is most naturally challenged, not by framing complicated socioeconomic scenarios, but 
by regenerating human beings’ profound instinct to reflect on and understand the wrongs of 
oppression.  
 
I believe that the concept of learning societies is based on creating spaces and communities, 
which allow all individuals to realize and actualize these instincts in their own ways. Through the 
revival of diverse, constructive and critical learning processes, people will be able to resist and 
challenge structures of power and abuse.  With the increasing authority and reach of the state-
wealth nexus, this struggle for regenerating dynamic and purposeful societal learning becomes 
more difficult, but even more crucial for life on this planet.  
 
In this article, I seek to unmask these so-called institutions of learning and to identify the possibilities for 
rejuvenating real learning societies.  To do so, I will discuss the evolution of contemporary institutions of thought-
control — a five-century old unrelenting assault on human sensibilities, sensitivities, and moralities that tries to 



wrap itself in a cloak of ‘moral goodness’.  This assault began with genocide in three continents and the enslavement 
of the rest of the world during the ‘romantic’ epoch of the European Renaissance.  Later, the bastion of fake 
scientific knowledge was used to further institutionalize tyranny.  Now the latest drive for this juggernaut of 
destruction has been to enslave, impoverish and devour humanity in the name of freedom, prosperity and human 
rights.  In each of these three stages, I will highlight how these crimes have been framed (and are still being framed) 
on moral grounds.  I conclude by discussing the principal task in today’s world: to liberate our individual and 
collective innate moral instincts.  I will point to some sources of inspiration in this struggle, which has now become 
the struggle for survival for humankind. 
 
Before proceeding, it is important to note that these stages of genocide and racism, scientific 
intellectualization, and free-market/technology/democracy façades are all intertwined within 
the leading institutions of power in today’s world and are manifest in these institutions’ 
perceptions and expressions.  I should clarify that it is not that these vile forces did not exist 
before the European invasion of the world.  However, they have gained entirely new dimensions 
and new significance in the contemporary imperialist context.  
 
Grappling with the Grand Inquisitor 
For the architects of thought-control institutions, one symbol of inspiration would be the Grand Inquisitor, a 

character invented by Russian author, Fyodor Dostoyevsky.1   The Grand Inquisitor bitterly assailed Jesus Christ for 
offering people freedom.  “Freedom for common people,” he declared, “was a sentence to misery.”  He explained 
that the Church must correct the work of Christ by offering the miserable masses of humanity the gift they most 
need: absolute submission.  The Grand Inquisitor proclaimed that the Church must “vanquish freedom” so as to 
make men “happy” and provide the total “community of worship” that they avidly seek.  
 
An analysis of human history would reveal that this conflict — between the conjurers of total submission and 
passivity versus the invokers of freedom of thought and questioning — has taken various forms.  In the modern 
secular age, for example, one would translate the Grand Inquisitor’s doctrine as ‘submission to the Masters of 
insatiable greed and unending profits.’  Today’s Church is Big Business and its henchmen, eagerly supplied by the 
Nation-State, are under strict orders to keep the masses under control — by any means necessary.  While the Grand 
Inquisitor employed the twin forces of miracle and mystery to assert his authority over “the conscience of these 
impotent rebels”, these protegés of the Grand Inquisitor use the international development enterprise, compulsory 
schooling and hi-tech global media to glorify submission and make people fear and despise the idea of free thinking.  
These gifts of progress, with the beautiful labels of ‘development’, ‘education’ and ‘information’ have appeared to 
baffle the masses more than the miracles of the Grand Inquisitor.  The subjects (most of humanity) are sermonized 
endlessly through trillion dollar networks of development (IMF, the World Bank, United Nations and their NGO 

cronies)2  and ‘free media’ (CNN, STAR)3  about how wonderful it is to become a cog in the wheel of the insatiable 
corporate wealth.  Indeed, it is promised that the path of privatization and liberalization will earn all of us a berth in 
the coveted rocket ship of ‘progress’. 
 
Instead of the Church clergy, there is fiercely loyal, obedient and conformist intelligentsia of 
social theorists, behavioral psychologists, and educationists to serve as managers of this task.  

Their job has been to concoct universalistic theories4  (a.k.a. ‘best practices’) on human nature, 
human behavior and human societies. These theories are then used to spawn potent and 
pervasive processes of thought-control and to promote plunder and injustice.  The fruits of these 
ceaseless efforts can be witnessed in the burgeoning of corporate wealth (the top 100 
billionaires of the world have more wealth than four billion people combined), along with the 
disappearance of hundreds of millions of people into the black holes of abject poverty.   
 
At the same time, these self-proclaimed custodians of humanity fulfill the System’s need to 
beguile and obscure meaningful societal learning processes.  They accomplish this in two ways.  
First, they throw certain perks and bribes at select portions of their subjects (the middle class) to 
make sure they are happy and willing accomplices in these crimes of colossal proportions.  
However, there is always a risk with this strategy: that these people (and others) may actually 



begin to listen to their conscience and reject these corrupt and unjust institutions.5   Therefore, in 
order to co-opt the innate soundness of conscience, intellectual propagandists employ a 
second strategy of promoting intoxicating nationalistic slogans, like “the enlightenment of the 
beasts,” “the march of civilization,” “for the greater common good” and more recently 
“leapfrogging development”.  Such moralizing language has been used to nullify personal and 
collective instincts of critical reflection and honest reasoning and to justify in their place:  
 
- the killing of the indigenous peoples of the Americas (for their own good);  
- the enslaving of Africans (to civilize them);  
- trickle-down economics (the poor will benefit when the rich getting richer);  
- the Holocaust (to defend Germans from the Jewish attack);  
- the pulverizing of tiny countries such as Vietnam, Laos and Nicaragua (to alleviate threats to 

a sadistic US superpower’s national security).   
 
In the following sections, I will highlight the key intellectual and moral rationalizations for 
genocide/slavery/colonialism, social engineering, development and globalization.  These 
justifications form the foundations of the ‘modern and civilized’ world.  
 
Stage 1: The ‘Glories’ of Genocide, Slavery and Colonialism 
The first episode of the bloodiest era of human history wiped out the inhabitants of two 
continents [North and South America] and enslaved the inhabitants of two others [Africa and 
most of Asia].  These actions were boosted by moral justifications like the following: 

“The native America was physically and psychically powerless, its culture so limited that it must expire 
as soon as the Higher Spirit [the Europeans] approached it, hence the aborigines gradually vanished at 
the breath of European activity. They were inferior even to the Negro, who is beyond any thought of 
reverence and morality — all that we call feeling.  Among Negroes, slavery is an occasion of the 
increase of human feeling, enabling them to become a participant in a higher morality and the culture 

connected with it.”6  
 
Such uplifting and righteous thoughts were a shot of adrenaline for anyone who might have felt weighed down by 
the murders of tens of millions of indigenous peoples (almost 200 million, just in the Americas, during the first 300 
years of the Columbus-led invasion).  The belief that they were carrying out the will of God probably also calmed 
the conscience of those who stuffed the bottom decks of slave ships with very profitable human cargo, which was 
frequently dumped in the ocean in the event of a storm.  One estimate suggests that two-thirds of the population of 

West and Central Africa perished during the 17th and 18th century.7    
 
Even more disturbing is the fact that this dance of naked racism and brutal savagery was performed during the peak 
centuries of the European Renaissance, the self-proclaimed height of philosophical learning and reflective self-
awareness in the West. The beautiful aesthetic façades of Leonardo da Vinci and William Shakespeare were ideal 
cover-ups for the real ‘masters’ of that period: the warrior-merchants, such as Lord Clive and Duke Nelson, who 
competed to see who could loot and ravage the most.  “The English operation was a predatory drive of armed traders 
and marauders to win a share of the Atlantic wealth of the Iberian nations [Spain and Portugal].  It continued a 
strong European tradition of the union of warfare and trade, as the European state’s growth as a military enterprise 

gave rise to the quintessentially European figure of the warrior-merchant.”8   
 
The warrior-merchant had a strong disdain for any form of societal learning and reflective discourse that did not 
promote the art of piracy, the expertise in extermination, and the total servitude to murderous masters.  The 
following observations of Lord Macaulay, the architect of colonial schooling system in India, demonstrates this 
scorn for any other way of understanding the world: 

“I have no knowledge of Arabic or Sanskrit… but I think that a single shelf of a good 
European library is worth the whole native literature of India and Arabia.  It is, I believe, 
no exaggeration to say, that all the historical information which has been collected 



from all the books written in the Sanskrit language is less valuable than what may be 

found in the most paltry abridgements written in English.”9   
With such kind deliberations, two of the most advanced cultures of human history were 
dismissed into nothingness.   
 
In their place, Macaulay suggested a monolithic institution of calculated indoctrination: the 
schooling system. He stated, “We must do our best to form a class who may be interpreters 
between us and millions whom we govern; a class of persons, Indian in blood and color, but 
English in taste, in opinions, in morals and in intellect.”  Today, this could be loosely translated as: 
“It will be useful to have a group of locals, or ‘native’ collaborators, to micromanage matters of 
our concern, to assist us in pillaging countries, and to celebrate the glories of the mighty 
empire.”  An eerie similarity can be drawn between this sentiment and the IMF’s, World Bank’s 
and UN agencies’ more recent, politically-correct calls for “capacity building” and “human 
resource development”. 
  
Not only would these newly-created interpreters ensure the reign of the colonizers, but they 
would also perform the important task of ‘educating’ the masses.  Such education would 
mitigate the annoying tendencies of the natives to spark their own societal discourses and 
struggles for freedom. It would also make them totally dependent on their masters for 
administration, justice, technology and modes of expression.  
 
In this way, the brigade of interpreters — Renaissance and Enlightenment philosophers, colonial 
managers, and educated natives — combined effectively with ruthless conquering militaries to 
eradicate the most immediate threats of internal societal reflection.  And the effects of these 
doctrines have lasted a long time. Although now covered by a veil of political correctness (in 
which phrases like “killing Indians for their own good” or “enslaving Negroes to civilize them” can 
no longer be openly articulated), these beliefs are still deeply rooted in today’s socio-economic 
and political institutions.  They have been furthered by a second stage of intellectual 
sponsorship: the rise of social sciences.  
 
Stage 2: The Benevolence of Social Engineering 
Having already spread the ideology of ‘survival of the fittest’ in the 19th century, science and rationality brought 
forth another wave of theories to morally justify vicious crimes against humanity.  These theories at controlling and 
regimenting societal learning by restructuring human nature and interactions.  Armed with powerful ‘science’ (i.e., 
information on the behaviors of rats, dogs and pigeons), the elite had the ammunition to carry out wide-scale social 

engineering, first in their own societies and then among colonized populations.  In fact, behaviorism10  provided the 
perfect intellectual and moral justification for indoctrinating people and exterminating their [inferior] local cultural 
environments. 
 
Although popular, fascist and racist doctrines became increasingly hard to assert, without 
tarnishing the benevolent image of the masters of the world.  Luckily, behaviorist and similar 
‘cognitive’ theories arrived at the right time, to cloak these doctrines of control in ‘neutral’ and 
‘objective’ robes.  Their argument went something like this: People do not have an intrinsic 
nature; they do not know what is good or bad.  They are only a product of their surroundings, 
which shapes their behavior through a system of rewards and punishments.  If they do the right 
thing, they are rewarded; if they do not, they are punished.  This is how they learn to behave in 
society.  Therefore, it is the responsibility of the managers to use the latest behavioral techniques 
to ‘socialize’ them, to ‘modernize’ them, in order to ensure harmony in society.  Of course, by 
some miracle of God, these managers and their Masters do not suffer from this human condition 
of infinite malleability; they have an intrinsic moral nature and understand what is good and 
bad.  That is why it is their duty to take care of the rest of us poor, ignorant and powerless slobs 
(roughly 80% of the world’s population). 



  
Not surprisingly, this strain of thought became very popular among the managerial classes. With the growth of 
modern economic institutions, the need to manage people for greater efficiency and profit had grown tremendously.  
It was important that the right ‘work ethic’ and modern industrial values be instilled in the masses.  To further 
cement their control, there was also a need to shift people’s loyalties, away from family and community and towards 

the state-wealth nexus.11    
 
The best place to start was with children (“Catch them young!”). So the school was selected as the leading 

institution, the breeding ground, for applying Watson and Skinner’s12  ideas to humans. Teachers and educators 
were enthralled with the prospect of receiving ‘empty vessels’, whom they could fill with ‘pearls of knowledge and 
wisdom’ and make into ‘real men’ to serve the industrial-military machine.  They would control children by 
dangling the merits of high grades or the scorn of failure in front of them. In this way, during the most stimulating 
time of their lives, children would be reduced to mimicking and memorizing machines, overflowing with fear and 
insecurity.  The reach of this dehumanizing framework — of reducing human beings to circus animals — has been 
so pervasive that we no longer notice it. Alfie Kohn refers to it as “pop behaviorism”, where the system of rewards 

and punishment is used for everything from raising children to managing employees.13  
 
The grand-scale destruction of WWI and WWII temporarily weakened the agenda of social engineering, which 
allowed societal learning to generate some collective consciousness and radical democratic ideas about self-rule and 
equitable distribution.  The freedom struggles in many countries received great strength and direction from this.  
However, the elite around the world was appalled by these trends of people wanting to be free and the threat that this 
posed to their global empire.  Almost immediately, they planned a great cohesive drive to reverse this tide.  As was 
noted by the Journal of American Business in 1947, the elite would have to fight “the everlasting battle for the 
minds of men, and indoctrinate citizens with the capitalist story” until “they are able to play back the story with 
remarkable fidelity.”  This marks the third (and current) stage of this horrifying sequence of history. 
 

Stage 3: The Sophistication of Sophistry14  
Building upon the strong moral foundations of genocide, slavery and colonialism and social 
engineering, we have now reached the age of convoluted conglomerates: the global media 
and the worldwide development industry.  This one-two punch of utter deceit and corruption 
combines with the impenetrable façades of truth, righteousness, progress, human rights, 
democracy, and freedom.  Dropping napalm bombs on faraway, tiny nations to ‘keep 
democracy safe’, strangulating millions with sanctions, and using structural adjustment policies 
to devour resources in the shortest possible time, are some of the usual tasks undertaken by the 
‘defenders of freedom’.  Exemption from challenge or societal reflection is guaranteed by, what 

Noam Chomsky calls, the enforcement of certain “necessary illusions”.15   
 
The school and the media, particularly newspapers and television, serve to propagate these necessary illusions and 
also control the space, spectrum and content of societal dialogue and reflections. For example, within this spectrum, 
democracy means ‘reinforcing the State’s will’.  The noblest of causes therefore is to suffer for the betterment of the 

Nation, whether by giving one’s life in a war or by giving one’s homeland for hydroelectric dams.16   Similarly, 
progress is equated with ‘fueling economic growth’ and the only viable human pursuit is towards material gain and 
insatiable consumption and accumulation.  Any societal discourse that stays safely within these boundaries is 
permitted and protected as ‘free speech’.  Anyone who dares to challenge the shackles of bondage and tries to 
realize his/her innate spirit for creativity, freedom and purposeful learning will have to be hammered into 
submission.  And if this human spirit spirals out of control to a sizable degree, there can be an outright assault, wars 
of terror and/or genocide.  Many peoples of the world are all too familiar with the grisly consequences of 

recapturing and regenerating liberatory societal learning.17   Notably, when societies and individuals capitulate to 
the interests of powerful and wealthy, they are labeled as ‘advanced capitalist societies’ and sold as models to be 

replicated by all.18  
 
Schools and global media, armed with the visions of nation-building, modernization, free market 
democracy, operate with fierce loyalty to protect and promote the values of these socially, 



morally, economically and ecologically devastating systems. Competition, merit, and choices 
are the myths erected for the schooled masses; daily recitation of national anthems and endless 
drills to learn English grammar are the hallmarks of a good day in school.  Twelve years of this, 
and an ideal citizen — living a life of complete subordination and devoid of the will or ways to 
challenge global plunder — is produced.  The extent of colonization can be witnessed by the 
fact that the proudest schools in South Asia are the ones that claim affiliations with a ‘parent’ 
institution in the Euro-American world, such as Cambridge, Oxford, or Harvard.  
 
Yet, there are gaps in this strategy.  Many human beings refuse to be ‘good students’. The task 
of filling the gaps and fostering submission, in the absence of school, is taken over by the other 
major player in this game, the ‘free media’.  Media analyst Noam Chomsky explains this:  

“People must be kept that way, diverted with emotionally potent oversimplifications (national security, 
religious pride), marginalized, and isolated.  Ideally, each person should be alone in front of the 
television screen, watching sports, soap operas, or comedies.  They should be deprived of 
organizational structures that permit individuals, who lack resources to discover what they think and 
believe in, to interact with others, to formulate their own concerns and programs, and to act to realize 
them.  This multitude is the target of mass media and an education system which is geared to obedience 

and training in needed skills, including the skill of patriotic slogans on timely occasions.” 19    
 
The ‘Morality’ of Deceit 
Despite frank acknowledgments by gurus and architects like Lord Macauley, B.F. Skinner, and 
Harold Lasswell, it would be erroneous to suppose that most interpreters engage in ‘conscious’ 
deceit; few reach the level of sophistication of Dostoyevsky’s Grand Inquisitor. On the contrary, 
as intellectuals pursue their grim and demanding vocation, they seem to readily adopt beliefs 
that serve the larger institutional needs.  Indeed, the most disturbing part of such moral 
justifications is that they are often ‘sincere’ — the chairman of the board or the president of a 
global bank may sincerely believe that his every waking moment is dedicated to serving 

humanity.20   Of course, were he to seriously act on these delusions, instead of pursuing profit 
and a greater market share, he would no longer be chairman or president.  It is probable that 

even the most inhumane monsters, from Hitler to George Bush,21  convince themselves that they 
are engaged in noble and courageous acts.  
 
When these institutions and values of absolute power and domination go blatantly berserk on 
innocent people, then the thought-control agencies are called in to perform much-needed 
damage control.  Public Relations people are called in to divert public attention away from 
inherently corrupt institutional frameworks and on to the personality defects of leaders, who 

have overtly strayed from sophisticated sophistry.22   So those who were once “our kind of 

guys”23  like Suharto, Saddam, Noriega or Pinochet, suddenly become ‘monstrous dictators’ — 
of course, only after they have duly performed their jobs to murder and plunder their own 
peoples.  The task of the Free Press, in such circumstances, is to pay rich tribute to the openness 
and self-correcting nature of Western institutions.  Emotionally-charged exposés, like Watergate 
or Tehelka.com, allow the media and the ‘educated’ classes to fulfill their societal responsibility 
and prevent any deeper public scrutiny of larger systems of control.  They take the self-
proclaimed position of ‘interpreters’ to simplify complex issues for the ignorant masses.  The moral 
bankruptcy of the very nature of institutions of power is never a matter of concern; it is just a 
temporary dysfunction of some ex-darling leader, who may have fallen out of favor for getting 
too greedy and disobeying some orders.  For example, Saddam Hussein can gas as many Kurds 
and Iranians as he may like (in 1988) but the invasion of a debauched oil rich sheikhdom (in 
1990) is a crime against the Western economic interest not to be tolerated.   
 
These are some highlights of the painful methodologies used in a five-century-old concerted 
effort to justify inhumane and murderous actions and create a global network of control and 



coercion.  Of course, at the flip side of this sheer ruthlessness is a remarkable continuum of the 
struggle for human dignity.  The resolute human spirit, which over the centuries has refused to 
submit completely to the torture of tyranny, offers us the best source of hope for the future.  
 
The Pedagogy of Hope  
Antonio Gramsci, the theorist who is widely credited with framing the notion of hegemony, once 

said that the “pessimism of intellect should be balanced by the optimism of will.”24   In other 
words, a deep and thorough analysis of the current context should be followed by faith in and 
hope for change.  The long history of suppressing human freedom has a series of glittering 
examples of resistance and reclamation of dignity.  These examples range from the battles 
against colonial invasion to profound provocation against the instruments of indoctrination.  In 
our age, a number of thinkers, leaders and activists like Gandhi, Iqbal, Tagore, Ali Shariati, and 
Edward Said represent the morality of our spirit and its instinct to liberate itself from forced 
domination.  Creativity, organic learning, individual and collective consciousness form the core 
of optimism and fuel the struggles to challenge the forces of moralized evil.  As Iqbal describes, 
“consciousness is the towering testament to the nobility of being human, which leads to an 

existence of disdain for materialism and to a genuine concern for others.”25    
 
Thinkers like Tagore, Iqbal and Gandhi sought to raise intellectual questions on the basis of a 
shared morality and consciousness. Their questions were simple and poignant; they articulated 
the will of countless sufferers by addressing issues like: the inhuman categorizations of people, 
the rights to privilege, the self-proclaimed superiority of western values, functional inequality, the 
quest for greed, the concentration of power and wealth, morally and environmentally abusive 
consumerism, and the value of each human soul. Perhaps it is for this reason that, despite the 
seductive power of media or the indoctrination of state schools — which have tried to devalue 
or confuse their messages — these thinkers are still able to generate an enormous response from 
people.  Such a response provides indisputable evidence of the kind of organic and reflexive 
societal learning that can take place, regardless of relentless assaults from the managers and 
their instruments of thought-control. 
 
The processes generated by raising such questions have galvanized many cultures and 
civilizations to respect, value and regenerate a democratic learning spirit, to understand the 
mechanisms of exploitation and to construct a challenge based on the principles of morality 
and justice.  They have shaken the foundations of tyranny, by exposing the rhetoric of systems of 
abuse, by throwing real light on their false projection of themselves as righteous and fair.  A 
recent effort in this direction can be found in the Iranian Revolution, which was highly 
demonized by the global media. Ali Shariati’s emphasis on conceptualizing spirituality, to reclaim 
the moral roots of a civilization, created the foundation for a longstanding struggle against 
tyrant rulers in Iran. This struggle was nurtured in the indigenous, voluntary and spiritually-
motivated spaces for dialogue and reflection. The moral anchors for such dialogue were the 
spirits of Haq (‘truth’ in Arabic), Sabr (‘tolerance’) and sacrifice, which are required to defend 
these ideals.  Such discourse provides the ground for these values to be actualized in an 
individual, and for a society to liberate itself from the fundamental immorality of the abuse of 
power.  In a similar vein, Edward Said emphasizes the role popular insurrection plays to 
challenge the ruthless oppressors of Palestinians.  Such uprisings of peoples represent the 
unflinching struggle of human spirit to de-legitimize brutal military occupation, regardless of the 
massive global propaganda and thought-control by Israel and the United States.   
 
Fostering the Optimism of Will 
In spaces like the Institute for Development Studies and Practices, in Quetta, Pakistan, we also are engaged in 
processes of creating public ownership of profound thoughts and ideals, which have emerged over the course of 
history, through arduous sacrifices and struggles for liberation.  These are not the creation of any one mind or leader 



but grow out of the most fundamental collective efforts of humanity.  At the IDSP, we invite a group of indigenous 
community members and workers to share in a process of generative learning.  Over the course of six months, we 
work together to unravel the complexity of our repression (in which we often play the critical role of confused 
accomplices).  One of our most concerted processes is to deconstruct the myths of Education, the State, Progress, 
and Modernization. These are exposed from different perspectives and highlight the relationship between the 
Masters and the masses.   
 
We then develop local contexts and applications to counter dominant institutions and systems.  For example, in 
many areas IDSP learners are engaging their communities to revive spaces for collective dialogue and cultural 

production, which are currently being ravaged by the invasion of state structures and of sensational media.26   One 
learner has motivated a group of young girls to reflect on and understand the empowering role of women in an 
oppressed society.  They have launched a serious challenge to a powerful NGO working for women’s rights, who is 
projecting an image of women as baby-makers.  These girls use activist and politically charged female icons of 
Islamic history, who had been instrumental in challenging injustice and the abuse of power (like Zainab, the 
Prophet’s granddaughter), as their reference points of learning.  A different group of IDSP activists is engaged in 
reviving the local Baluchi traditions of societal dialogue and cooperation for collective learning.  Such dialogues 
include discussion on common practices and their merits or demerits, purely on the bases of morality and spiritual 
traditions.  Recently, these villagers opposed nuclear testing in Baluchistan, as a ghastly inhuman and immoral act, 
regardless of the state propaganda of the revered “Islamic Bomb.”  
 
One of the most frequent focus areas of these activities is the revival of rich local literary and 
language traditions.  Sub-continent civilization is unparalleled in terms of the richness and 
symbiosis of its art and its spiritual and morally uplifting themes.  Groups are engaged in bringing 
young people together to understand and value the masterpieces of articulation and 
expression, which combine the rhythms of language and sound with the profound messages of 
human dignity and moral uprightness.  They are initiating a large-scale research project of 
emphasizing the philosophical [and liberatory] commonalities in the thoughts of the great literary 
figures of the South Asian civilization, like Tagore, Hafiz, Ghalib, and Iqbal.  Such efforts are 
critical in reviving not only the priceless models of creativity and aesthetic brilliance, but to 
highlight the fact that these thinkers ceaselessly emphasized the construction of societies on the 
principles of morality, selflessness, love and passion for justice. 
 
In conclusion, I must clarify that the struggle between justice and tyranny cannot and should not 
be reduced to ‘rich vs. poor’ or ‘white vs. black’ or even, for that matter, ‘west vs. east’.  This has 
happened in the past and is an extreme detriment to furthering dialogues.  Instead, the key to 
understanding monumental injustice is knowledge of the ‘hows’, the mechanisms that subjugate 
and bewilder the innate moral instincts in all of us.  This critical awareness underscores the most 
important course of future actions: to develop reflections and capacities for communities 
around the world to engage in serious institutional analyses, which penetrate into the very core 
of our daily lives. Nurturing such understandings, which unravel the elite’s myths and deceitful 
claims to righteousness, is the most critical step towards launching serious global challenge to 
despotic control. This challenge is always there in the simple, and yet profound, moral capacity 
of all of our beings, which once liberated from the yokes of control, manipulation and 
indoctrination, presents a promise of reflective learning societies. 
 
Endnotes 
1 The Grand Inquisitor appears in Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov.  
2 See G. Hancock. Lords of Poverty: The Power, Prestige, and Corruption of the International Aid Business. New 
York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 1989. 
3 See E. Herman and R. McChesney. The Global Media: The New Missionaries of Corporate Capitalism. Delhi: 
Madhyam Books, 1998. 
4 Excerpts from the leading intellectual discourse [which protected slavery and genocide, as a “natural course of 
human progress”] of Renaissance Europe are included in this article.  With the consolidation of academic 



institutions and fraud in the social sciences, the free market, meritocracy, survival of the fittest, and depravity of 
human beings were all widely promoted as the columns of modern social construction. 
5 See, for examples, the life and work of Che Guevara, Frantz Fanon, M.K. Gandhi, and other middle-class people 
who broke from the ‘party line’. 
6 Friedrich Hegel is quoted in Noam Chomsky, Year 501: The Conquest Continues. Cambridge: South End Press, 
1993. 
7 Eduardo Galeano. Open Veins of Latin America: Five Centuries of the Pillage of a Continent. London: Latin 
American Bureau, 1997 edition. 
8 Cited in Noam Chomsky, Year 501: The Conquest Continues. Cambridge: South End Press, 1993.  
9 T. B. Macaulay, “Minute of Education in India,” 1835. 
10 Psychological theory that human beings can be controlled by a system of rewards and punishments, since at their 
core, their only motivation is gain of wealth. 
11 See John Taylor Gatto’s “The Public School Nightmare: Why Fix a System Designed to Destroy Individual 
Thought?” in Matt Hern, Ed., Deschooling Our Lives. Canada: New Society Publishers, 1996.  
12 Leading behaviorists of the early- and mid-20th century. 
13 Alfie Kohn, Punished by Rewards: The Trouble with Gold Stars, Incentive Plans, A’s, Praise, and Other Bribes. 
New York: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1993 
14 Sophistry can be defined as “tricky reasoning” or “delusion”. 
15 Noam Chomsky. Necessary Illusions: Thought Control in Democratic Societies.  USA: Pluto Press, 1989. 
16 See Arundhati Roy. The Greater Common Good. Bombay: IndiaBook Distributors, 1999. 
17 During the last five decades, in Central America, South America, Africa, the Middle East, and the Far East, 
almost six million people have been murdered, either directly by US and Western European armies or by their 
sponsorship. They all shared one ‘crime’: wanting to own their lives and their resources. Tiny countries like 
Laos/Nicaragua committed the sin of organizing landless peasants to challenge brutal dictatorship and elite rule. 
What followed was decades of terror and virtual genocide orchestrated by the torchbearers of democracy. 
18 Israel, Taiwan, Korea, Singapore, South Africa are some examples of ‘advanced capitalist societies.’ 
19 See Noam Chomsky. Deterring Democracy. New York: Hill and Wang, 1992.   
20 As James Wolfensohn, President of the World Bank, wrote in a recent letter to the citizens of Udaipur (who had 
demanded that the World Bank ‘Quit India’):  “Development is neither easy nor accepted by all, as it brings with 
greater integration in the world economy and entails changes in valuable and cherished traditions, and weakening of 
century-old institutions… We receive many expressions of support and encouragement for helping to bring 
prosperity and palpable improvements into the life of people… I hope [World Bank documents] will persuade you 
of the sincerity of our efforts in supporting governments that are thriving to improve the living standards of their 
people.” 
21 George Bush Sr. was president of the CIA for several years and later president of the US, when he ordered the 
decimation of Iraq.  10,000 people continue to die every day as the after-effect of his orders in 1992 according to a 
study of a coalition of human rights NGOs. 
22 The July 1999 issue of The New Internationalist (No.314) exposes “Propaganda.”  It has an excellent article on 
the Public Relations industry that describes the lies they use to protect the corporate machine. 
23 The US Secretary of State called Suharto “our kind of guy,” after his bloody takeover of Indonesia in a violent 
military coup. 
24 Antonio Gramsci is quoted in Eqbal Ahmad: Confronting Empire: Interviews with David Barsamian. Cambridge: 
South End Press, 2000. 
25 See Iqbal’s Zarb-e-Kaleem. 
26 By sensational media, I refer to the proliferation of mindless, cheap game shows, singing 
competitions, dance competitions, soap operas, etc. that copy the West. 
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Rethinking Education and Development: A Gandhian View 
Dayal Chandra Soni 

 
I would like to start by sharing a story, which I happened to read in a book of ancient Indian philosophy: 

 
There was a wise man named Aaruni Uddalak.  One day, his son, Shwetaketu, returned from his teacher’s 
home, where he had lived for some years for his education. Shwetaketu, when returning from his teacher’s 
house, entered his own home without properly greeting or paying any respect to his father and his father’s 
friends, who were sitting and talking near the entrance of the house.  The father was naturally surprised by 
this behavior of his son.  So he called him and asked him to explain how he had become so proud, “Oh my 
son, if you have really been educated, tell me about that one ultimate secret, having known about which, 
nothing else requires to be known.” Hearing these words from his father, Shwetaketu felt ashamed.  He felt 
very sorry for his misbehavior and asked for his father’s pardon and also apologized to his father’s friends 
who were present there. Then he admitted before his father that he was in fact ignorant about that ultimate 
secret having known about which, nothing else remains to be known.  And then he, in all humility, asked his 
father to tell him about that ultimate secret, having known about which, nothing else remained to be known. 
 
Now, what did the father do?  He used many illustrations to explain that ultimate secret of life.  But, I shall 
relate only one illustration that the father used.  The father asked his son to bring his mother’s golden 
ornaments.  The son did as he was told to do.  Now the father asked his son to name the ornaments.  The 
son picked up the necklace and said that it was a necklace.  Then he picked up the earring and said that it 
was an earring.   In the same manner he picked up the bangle and said that it was a bangle.  Then the 
father asked his son, “Do you see that, ultimately, all these ornaments are not different from the gold-metal 
from which they are made by the goldsmith?”  To this question, the son agreed that all these ornaments 
while differing in their shape were ultimately and simply the gold-metal only. 
 
Then the father said to his son that every creation in this universe might look to be different but, ultimately, 
it was nothing, but the “Brahma” or the one and the only cosmic reality, i.e. God. 
 
But the father did not stop at this statement only. He told his son in a confident tone that his son was 
himself that ultimate reality, i.e. God.  In the Sanskrit language, the words are “Tat-twam-asi” (Thou Art 
That). And then the father said to his son that nothing remained to be known after knowing that, ultimately, 
every thing that existed was nothing but the one and the same reality, i.e. God. 

 
Let us pause here to mark the vital difference between the present education system and its educators and the ancient 
saints and gurus of India. The attitude of our modern teachers and social workers is that the people whom they are 
going to educate are poor, weak, backward, and inferior and so they must enlighten and empower them.  But the 
ancient saints and gurus believed that the persons whom they were to serve were no less than God, and the purpose 
of their service was just to bring out their understanding of their own god-hood, talents, power and perfection. 
 
Today our education gives us knowledge and skills of different subjects or activities. Language, Mathematics, 
History, Geography, Science and some arts and crafts are taught in the name of education, but the study of the 
student himself — which is the most important subject of deep study — is ignored.  In spite of all education, or in 
spite of the so-called highest degree of university education, the ‘educated’ person does not know what or who he 
himself (or she herself) is.  In spite of all education imparted in our schools, colleges and universities, we do not 
know what is the main purpose or the main objective of our life and how we can achieve it.  We do not understand 
our own inner constitution.  We are ignorant about our inner tendencies and their mechanism.  We are not 
encouraged to examine our right or wrong relationship with others, with the outer world or with the various elements 
of Nature and our local environment.  We are not allowed to explore the relationship between our inner self or our 
soul and our body.  Is it only the body that is born and dies, or is it our inner self that is born and dies?  We do not 
know. Has development any relationship or relevance to our own inner budding, blooming and blossoming?  Or, 
should development be related only to our luxuries and economic prosperity, without taking into account the 
suffering of the poorer people or the pollution and degradation of our physical ecology?  These are important 
questions that must be explored if we are to understand what learning societies are and how they are to emerge. 
 



The main difference between humans and other living beings on this earth is that human beings are not satisfied only 
with the safety of their own life and the preservation of their own species. Unlike other living beings, human beings 
are constantly engaged in some search.  It seems as if the human being is constantly missing something.  It seems as 
if the human being has lost something very personal and can not rest or relax without regaining that intimate article.  
This feeling of loss — and this drive to search out and regain the lost thing — prompts human beings to explore this 
earth, to reach the moon, to discover the laws of Nature and to invent new techniques in various fields.  This is how 
‘development’ has been taking place in human history, as a result of various explorations, expeditions, discoveries 
and inventions.  Thus, today we have ships, trains, cars, trucks, airplanes, satellites, televisions, telephones, 
computers, fax, e-mail, and so on. We also have electricity to replace the use of human or animal energy to perform 
all our work without demanding the use of our own body or its limbs.  Electricity has provided us numerous 
facilities and today, our work and our lives are so dependent on electricity that we wonder how humankind could 
have lived for thousands of years without it. 
 
All these modern facilities — of travel and transport, of communication, of automation, of entertainment, of press 
and information — are the symbols or indicators of modern human development.  Those people who have access to 
these facilities are called ‘developed’ people and ‘developed’ countries are those countries in which most of the 
people have access to these modern facilities.  This word ‘development’ has also become a synonym of progress, of 
civilization, of power and of superiority.  That is why those people or countries, which are not enjoying the above-
mentioned modern facilities on a large scale feel ashamed and inferior and try to achieve this sort of development at 
all costs.  My own country is an example of such an eager aspirant of the same pattern of modern development.  
And, to my mind, it is rather unfortunate that India has forgotten what Gandhi had expected from free India. Gandhi 
was a disappointed man even when political power was being transferred to Indians in 1947, and he would have 
been all the more disappointed if he could witness the direction and outcomes of the development plans of post-
independence India. 
 
Gandhi neither hated the Britishers, nor had any animosity or ill-will against them.  What actually disturbed him was 
the modern pattern of development that was being introduced and carried out in India by the Britishers. He 
envisaged that this pattern of development was harmful not only for India, but also for the whole world.  He also felt 
that ancient Indian sages had visualized wiser concepts of human development and human dignity.  So if India could 
get rid of British subjugation, then such concepts could be worked out at least in India; and other countries could 
then also consider the ‘Indian vision of development’.  Of course, having attained political freedom, India did not 
proceed according to Gandhi’s expectations.   
 
Hind Swaraj (translated as Indian Freedom), first published in 1909, is the most important book written by Gandhi 
on this issue. In this book, Gandhi had expressed his opposition to the introduction not only of doctors and lawyers 
but also of railways in India. When I first read the book, I did not agree with Gandhi’s opposition to railways.  But 
today, I praise Gandhi’s foresight and his wisdom, because the introduction of railways gave new license to man’s 
craze to trample and loot this earth mercilessly.  Railways were a manifestation of human craving for more and more 
mobility.  The result is that today, not only railways, but also trucks, cars, motorcycles, and jeeps are trampling this 
earth and airplanes are treating the sky in the same manner. Innumerable men and women are travelling many miles 
every day to reach their place of work from their homes and to reach their homes from their place of work.  
According to the concept of modern development, this situation is good because they are more mobile.  But is 
unlimited travel and transport good for humanity in the long run?  Are we not mercilessly plundering our nourishing 
Mother Nature and are we not, in this same process, mercilessly polluting the vital elements of Nature? 
 
As I have said above, human life is comprised of search and research.  So the search cannot be stopped.  But let our 
education save us from wasteful running about without achieving or arriving at the real and the ultimate goal of life.  
As was indicated in the story of Shwetaketu, realization of one’s own inner self or god-hood is the ultimate goal of 
life. For this critical search, wherever one is living, in that very place, God can be realized and can give such inner 
contentment or inner richness that no other happiness that comes from physical possession can be compared to it.  In 
the Bhagawad-Gita, Lord Krishna has said that gaining self-realization is the highest or the greatest gain in human 
life. No other gain is higher or worthier than this gain and if one has attained this, even the most serious sorrow or 
loss would not disturb the peace of one’s mind.  Mobility is not to be totally discarded.  But, there should be a limit 
to our mobility.  Stability, in fact, is more essential than mobility, if we are committed to the search for the ultimate 
goal of human life.  Human beings can strive to achieve the ultimate goal of their life wherever their abode or 
residence happens to be.  Running about from one place to another cannot lead to man’s search for God.  Secondly, 



there is no profession or job in our society through which God can not be worshipped and realised. This is what the 
Bhagawad-Gita teaches us.  So, to think that some jobs are higher and more respectable than other jobs is also 
wrong.   
 
Of course, humans have not been asked to stop their search.  But they have to be advised about the need to shift their 
search from the outer world to the inner world. Tourism can be undertaken and enjoyed here as well.  That is, we 
must understand that ultimately only the inward search will be fruitful, and the outward search — without relating it 
with and without subordinating it to the inner search — will lead us to nowhere but frustration.  We have ignored the 
internal dimension of human development and concentrated our total effort on external development.  
 
This unbalanced or one-legged development has resulted not only in the destruction and pollution of our natural 
resources, but it has also created disharmony and class-conflicts in our society.  This lop-sided and lame 
development has created a rich, powerful, and cruel class of exploiters that now has no compassion for the common 
and unprivileged masses.  For this rich and powerful class, everything and everyone are just a means to be 
subordinated to their own pomp and show, to their own consumption and extravagance.  The way in which 
innumerable tribal or aboriginal people have been uprooted from their ancestral home lands for the construction of 
big dams, as a mark of development in India, is proof of the ugly dehumanization of these rich and powerful 
educated classes of my own country.  Modern development has resulted in not only the pollution of our physical 
environment, but it has also resulted in the mental pollution of humankind.  Man has become insensitive, not only to 
his physical surroundings but also to his fellow human beings.  Today man is so obsessed with his craze for the so-
called development, which is gradually leading the human race towards demonization instead of a more divine 
existence. 
 
In one of the ancient Indian scriptures (Eeshavasya Upanishad), it is said that the ultimate reality (God) is pervading 
not only human beings and other living beings but also the material or physical elements of Nature. Therefore, man 
should take from this physical Nature only as much as is essentially needed or required for his survival.  Nobody has 
the right to over-exploit Nature, because it has to provide sustenance for all life not only for the present time, but 
also for the future. But the concept of ‘development’ today does not head to this advice of the ancient Indian sages.  
The modern man treats Nature mercilessly.  He does not realize that we could not have inherited such a pure and 
rich Nature, if our ancient forefathers had exploited it without strict limits. So we must also realize our duty towards 
our future generations.  We must remember that the modern man has not purchased this earth from God in any 
bargain, and therefore he is not its owner nor authorized to exploit and pollute it as he likes. 
 
Ancient Indians gave great respect to Nature and worshipped trees as well as land, water, fire, air and the sun.  They 
also worshipped cows as the best representative of Mother Nature.  They comprehended that a cow offered two 
options to human beings.  One, the body of the cow could provide blood and beef if she was killed.  The other 
option was that the cow could give milk to the human beings, and she could also give birth to oxen that could plough 
fields, drive their carts and lift water from deep wells.  Moreover, cows could be fed on locally available fodder and 
cow-dung could provide good manure for agricultural fields. 
 
Now, if we compare a tractor with a bull or a cow, we will find that a tractor cannot give birth to another tractor 
before it becomes useless. So a new tractor must always be purchased from outside.  Secondly, a tractor cannot eat 
locally available fodder, and it must be fed on oil purchased for more money.  Thirdly, a tractor cannot produce a 
fertilizer for the farms.  But a tractor does add to environmental pollution with the smoke it exhumes. 
 
Besides all these differences between a bullock and a tractor, there is one more that must be taken into account.  
When we are in the company of a bullock, our feelings of appreciation, of pain and pleasure, of anger and affection, 
are visible and vital, because a bullock is a living being.  But, with a tractor, such feelings are switched off, because 
it is not a living being.  Sensitivity is one main quality shared by human beings.  But if a man lives in constant 
company of machines, he ultimately loses his sensitivity and becomes worse than an animal. 
 
But in spite of all these glaring differences between the use of a bullock and a tractor, today’s opinion is that using 
bullocks is slow and inefficient and the use of tractor is fast and efficient.  Even today, the so-called educated, 
civilized and progressive Indians are supporting tractors and sending cows and bullocks to the slaughterhouses.  But 
those Indians who are ‘illiterate’ and ‘uneducated’, who are poor and are described as backward people, are still 
holding their cows and the oxen as sacred and are treating them as their own family members. 



 
So here we come to the questions of “What is education?” and “Who should be considered an educated human 
being?”  The so-called civilized, developed, prosperous and powerful people declare that whoever is illiterate and 
has not undergone the process of schooling, is a dark blot on the country’s honor. According to this definition of 
education, those people who are literate and have undergone the process of schooling shall be called ‘educated’, 
even if they are corrupt in their dealings and even if they replace bullocks with tractors and send the cows to the 
slaughter house.  But if a person is honest in his dealings, even if he is producing food and milk for the benefit of 
society, he shall be called ‘uneducated’ because he is illiterate and has not acquired any certificate from a school. 
 
To my mind, the modern world has introduced a most harmful and wrong definition of education.  As far as I can 
see and comprehend, any person who is living in harmony with his society, his natural surroundings and his inner 
conscience, is an educated person irrespective of his being literate or illiterate or his having or not having a school 
certificate.  And on the other hand, any person who is not behaving in harmony with his natural surroundings and 
with his own inner conscience is an uneducated person, in spite his being a certified Ph.D., or having a foreign 
degree in Higher Education. 
 
Let us not consider ourselves to be a parallel or a separate creation from Nature. As a tree or a cow is a part and a 
creation of Nature, in the same way, we humans too are a creation of and a part of Nature.  Thus, our living on this 
earth must be a harmony with the rest of all creation. Therefore, another purpose of education is to promote this 
harmony. 
 
If we agree with this concept, we shall find that what is labeled ‘education’ today is proving to be anti-education. 
Though considered a holy word, ‘education’ is being blatantly misused for de-humanizing society.  Let us honestly 
answer the question as to what is the inner motive of a parent who gets his child admitted in a school or a college.  
The universal motive of all parents who send their children to the present schools and colleges is to qualify their 
children to rise above the level of the common people and give them the privilege of exploiting.  Education is a 
process that provides a license to exploit the ordinary people and to become an unbridled consumer of natural 
resources.  Moral integrity, fair dealings and limited consumption are non-subjects in the educational curriculum.  
All educated people are taught to use whatever means necessary (fair or foul) to achieve their ends and fulfil their 
ambitions.  They are taught that a successful life is a life of leisure.  
 
Thus presently, the educated people have become a great burden on the uneducated people, because the educated 
people are mere consumers while the uneducated people are the laborers and producers.  As a result of the spread of 
such education, India has become an extremely dependent country.  The Indian Government cannot function without 
the help of unlimited financial indebtedness to the World Bank and IMF.  This situation proves that there is 
something in our educational system which is fundamentally wrong and harmful for our society. 
 
Here again, we return to Gandhi, who had not only helped India to achieve political freedom from the British rule, 
but had also asked the Indian leaders to re-orient the Indian educational system so that his ideals of swaraj (or 
decentralized local self-governance and decentralized economy) could be achieved in post-independence India. 
Gandhi had suggested that all Indian children, regardless of their belonging to the elite class or to the common 
masses, should receive not only academic or bookish knowledge, but should also learn and practice some productive 
craft for at least half of their time in school. Academic knowledge given to these students should be relevant to and 
integrated with their craft-work or with their local physical or social surroundings. Secondly, this craft-work should 
be so skillfully taught and practiced that it yields some profit and becomes an asset for the educational system. And 
thirdly, the medium of education should be in the local language of the learners. 
 
If we more closely examine these ideas of Gandhi, we shall be able to see that he envisaged diverse processes which 
would educate a child in an integrated or composite manner so that his hands, his heart and his head developed 
simultaneously in the following ways:  
 
* By insisting that knowledge was to be gained not just for the sake of knowledge but it had to be relevant to the 

child’s work and his local surroundings, Gandhi wanted to ensure that the learner would not be isolated from his 
own work and his own locality. A child who would be educated in this manner would be able to settle himself 
in his own local surroundings and thus education would not result in large-scale migrations of the educated 



youth from their own localities.  Rather, such education would encourage each learner to have a healthy and 
positive impact on his surroundings. 

 
* By providing a productive and an earning dimension to the educational process, Gandhi added a dimension of 

self-support, self-respect and morality to the educational system.  Thus, education was to become a real-life 
process. 

 
* By focusing on local languages as a medium of education, Gandhi hoped that learners would inherit and 

appreciate their own local culture. 
 
* By making this process of education common for both the children of the upper classes as well as of the masses, 

Gandhi wanted to integrate the whole population of India, so that Indian people would not be so sharply divided 
into the two different classes of the exploiter and the exploited. 

 
* By spreading such education, Gandhi hoped to establish the swaraj of his dream in India in which the political 

power and economy of the nation would be so decentralized that the institution of government would become 
much lighter than what it is today. 

 
Thus, India had been rich in sound ideas regarding human life not only in ancient times but also had received rich 
and sound ideas regarding human life in the present era. But unfortunately, Gandhi’s ideas have remained 
unattended and ignored in post-independent India. Perhaps, Gandhi seemed to be too outdated to our leaders and our 
learned elite who have been planning and controlling India’s destiny for the last half century. 
 
But the wide range of problems, which we are witnessing today in our society, is convincing us that we have been 
wrong to ignore Gandhi all these years. So, Gandhi is becoming more relevant than he was during his lifetime. Yet, 
even now we cannot hope or expect that the present political leaders or the present bureaucracy will allow any 
Gandhian reform in the prevalent system of Indian education which has become part of their vested interests. 
 
But there still exists one source of hope in the present Indian situation.  It is that a very large number of Indians have 
not yet succumbed to this defective education system, which the Indian Government has been trying to force 
everyone into. These unschooled Indians do not know what type of education system could be useful for them, but 
they do know that the education provided by schools cannot be beneficial to them. Most importantly, they still have 
faith in the ancient Indian values of life and their own ways of living, learning and developing.  
 
They have been educating themselves through their very process of living in their own surroundings.  Their process 
of education has not depended on the monopoly of any school system.  According to them, human life is a process 
of education in itself.  In fact, what Gandhiji propagated as his basic education was a somewhat formalized shape to 
the process of life and the natural process of education which India has been following for ages.   
  
Let us note the fact that whereas the Indian constitution first envisaged that the target of eight years of universal 
school-education would be achieved within ten years, this has still been largely unachieved for more than half a 
century. It is because of this ‘failure’ that the common Indian citizen is still a wise, civilized and responsible voter 
not only sustaining popular Indian democracy but also the Indian economy. Our leaders and our planners of 
education do not stop bemoaning the failure of this education system but, in fact, this should be celebrated as the 
good fortune of our people.  Its ‘success’ would have been a calamity for the future of the country. 
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Learning in Villages Today: Remainders or Reminders? 
Anuradha Joshi 

 
Despite the vicious onslaught of modernization, many of India’s villages still give us deep insights into what 
authentic learning societies could look like. Their indigenous belief systems, local knowledge systems and social 
relationships comprise diverse and rich learning spaces, rooted in and evolving with local culture and environment.  
For the local people, their village societies offer opportunities for them to identify challenges and provide solutions, 
which are relevant to their local context and consistent with their values of interdependence, diversity, cooperation 
and collective participation.  
 
Unfortunately, our Indian ‘educated’ people and educationists have been unable to think beyond the Western 
promise of schools and their own ‘expertise’ to understand these essential human values and how they manifest 
themselves in villages.  Not only have they failed to see the rich learning opportunities that pervade all aspects of 
life in villages, but they have also actively contributed to the weakening of village learning societies. In the name of 
science, progress, poverty eradication, environmental awareness, fertilizers, medicine, rights of women and child, 
information technology, etc., they have marginalized and de-valued the rich knowledge systems, languages, 
relationships, media, etc. that local peoples possess. In the process, they have demoralized both individuals and 
whole communities. 
 
For more than a decade now, we at SIDH, a not-for-profit organization, have been studying the effect of 
colonialism, development and modernization on rural areas of the unique Jaunpur district, in the newly-formed state 
of Uttaranchal.  Because of its inaccessible location in the Central Himalayas, Jaunpur was excluded from most 
government welfare programs. As a result, it has been able to retain its traditional belief systems, values, knowledge 
systems and social structures for longer than most of India’s rural villages.   
 
In the process of our research in Jaunpur, we have uncovered deep understandings of how parampara (dynamic 
living traditions) and people’s everyday activities offer rich spaces for learning and growing.  Local people are not 
as ‘deprived’ or ‘backward’ as the Education for All campaign agenda and development institutions would have us 
believe.  In this article, I will: 1) share some of the insights we have gained about people’s learning; 2) highlight 
what the impact of modernization and schooling has been on this village learning society; and 3) discuss what 
options exist to regenerate this village learning society. 
 
Learning in Jaunpur: Structures, Rituals, Values, Knowledges 
The major defect of the Educational for All campaign (and of the larger development industry) is its failure to 
recognize and respect the diversity of values, belief systems and contexts of the different villages it endeavors to 
‘help’. The driving agenda of modernity asserts only one definition of progress and well-being: a purely capitalist 
framework that reduces humanity and the purpose of life to serving the State-Market.  All human values and 
relationships are made subservient to the goals of profit and efficiency.  This ‘universal’ agenda is forced on people 
all over the world and is used to evaluate and rank different communities.  However, to understand the learning 
spaces of Jaunpur, it is important to understand how their context and worldview, their notions of progress and well-
being, are quite different from those of modernity. 
 
Agriculture and Joint Families: Traditional Notions of Wealth and Well-being 
Like many villages in India, Jaunpur relies on land, subsistence farming (maize is the staple crop), animals and 
produce.  Traditionally, several families would live together, work the land together and share the food. This joint 
family system connected families to each other, to the land, and to animals. (Animals were actually considered part 
of the family. The death of a cow or even a goat was mourned by the whole village.)  Individual well-being was 
dependent on cooperation and collective effort, and the community’s well-being depended on the land. 
 
This was re-affirmed through traditional notions of wealth, which were based on grain, cereals, and agriculture, land, 
soil, and people. The people defined wealth, or samridhi, as something that exists in homes where there is enough to 
eat, where all family members love one another and look after their cattle.  It is not surprising that physical effort 
was linked to wealth – the word kamai (earnings) is defined by the physical effort involved and is directly related to 
kama (work). Frequently heard expressions would include: “hum ghas kama kelate hain” (we earn grass/wood); 



“hum khet ki kamai khate hain” (we eat off the earnings from the field); “hum dhan ke seth hain” (we are wealthy in 

rice);  “hum anaj aur mitti ke seth hain” (we are wealthy in grain and fertile soil).1  
 
In such an environment, there was little disparity in the housing, clothes and food of the people. At the same time, 
everyone also accepted the fact that each individual might possess different amounts of wealth. What was not 
acceptable was the flaunting of wealth or spending money on visible symbols of over-consumption.  
 
To make sense of Jaunpur’s peoples’ perspective towards Nature, agriculture and food (or anna), one must view 
these relationships as something beyond mere commercial activities.  Food is more than just a commodity; it is 
prasad, a blessing bestowed upon people from both Nature and their own work and therefore is to be accepted with 
gratitude and humility.  In this way, agriculture in the villages differs significantly from the industrial farming 
practices of today’s big agribusiness (where the idea of exploiting Nature for the highest profit prevails). 
 
Identity and History: Storytelling and Folk Songs 
Out of this deep relationship with the land emerge several diverse activities and traditions that reinforce a holistic 
sense of identity, community relationships and place.  In Jaunpur, two powerful learning processes are storytelling 
and folk songs.  Storytelling used to be a well-respected art in Jaunpur. Until a few years ago, it was a common sight 
to see a village elder sitting in the village chaur, late in the evening, surrounded by a group of children.  He would 
encourage them to assist him in removing the corn from the cobs, while narrating popular folk tales that satisfied the 
children’s deep curiosity about nature and society.  For instance, an elder would tell them how all was one in the 
original state and how the universe — earth and sky — was created from two eggs of the Sooni Garudi (the 
archetypal symbol of a pair of eagles).  Another story describes how daags (witches) emerged: Man was one entity, 
but upon the request of the fairies, man was divided into spirit and matter, between God (sky) and woman (earth).  
The fairies that desired man for their own needs were hence labeled daags.  Similarly, a story about four brothers 
explains how the four castes were made.  One day, four brothers found a dead cow.  While three brothers refused to 
touch the corpse, the youngest brother obliged but was then ostracized from the family.  Other origin stories 
illustrate the creation of man and of mountains and flat land. 
 
Such stories are one of the most important wisdom frameworks in traditional communities, because they are clues to 
the spiritual potentialities of human life.  They reiterate timeless truths and contribute to a sense of identity, place 
and continuity in relation to the cosmos.  In this way, they reduce existential fear, insecurity and uncertainty from 
the lives of people.  They also create much-needed spaces for people to collectively reflect upon issues of ethics and 
social justice — the rightness or wrongness of their actions and the actions of those around them. 
 
Another learning space is found in Jaunpur’s folk songs, which narrate everything from the community’s historical 
events and personal tragedies to aspects surrounding nature.  The women of Jaunpur sing ropni and other kinds of 
folk songs to lighten the burden of their work, particularly while doing the back-breaking job of transplanting rice.  
Usually, there are two themes running through alternate lines in every folk song.  The first recalls a major event of 
either the recent or distant past.  The second line, which rhymes with the first, offers detailed information on some 
important aspect of nature, such as the kind of grass which should be planted on the hill slopes, the names of leaves 
that have medicinal value, or the optimum distance between planting different varieties of rice.  Embedded in these 
songs are individuals’ and collectives’ vast and detailed knowledge about agricultural practices and nature itself.  
There are also songs about the various changes in a woman’s body during pregnancy, about mythological, social and 
historical events.  These songs are critical not only for keeping communities’ histories alive, but also for providing 
spaces for women to express themselves and nurture their creativities. 
 
Festivals: Collective Participation and Collective Good 
In addition to storytelling and folk songs, there are numerous festivals that celebrate the link between community 
well-being and Nature. A good harvest is celebrated with gratitude towards the power that has created abundance in 
nature.  Benediction or kripa is vital for survival, and most of the festival rites are associated with offerings of the 
new harvest to the local gods and goddesses.  Each festival is related to a particular agricultural activity, which in 
turn is related to time, seasons and systems of measurement.  As such, they link time, movement of the earth and 
shifting of the sun’s position with agriculture, food and health, and more broadly to peoples’ own faith, gratitude and 
ultimately happiness.  For example, Sankranti in Jaunpur is celebrated on the first day of every month, according to 
the Hindu solar calendar. Sankranti corresponds to a change in the position of the sun and a change in the seasons.  
The Sankrant of Makar, Kark and Vikhot (when the sun crosses the Tropic of Capricorn, Cancer and Equator 



respectively) are especially auspicious occasions.  Such festival traditions both humble and empower community 
members, by celebrating forces greater than himself/herself and asking for their protection and guidance. They also 
provide excellent opportunities for people to heal and replenish different relationships. 
 
The festivals often involve much preparation and several rituals. Just as working the land requires collective effort, 
the festivals also call for everyone’s participation. On Phooldei, in the months of March/April, young girls put the 
first flowers on the threshold of every house in the village, for good luck throughout the year. During July/August, 
the men celebrate Poojav by lighting a lamp in the village temple and taking turns in keeping guard to ward off evil 
spirits.  If things go wrong in the village (such as illness or tensions) then the people of the village collectively do 
Pooj, by offering prayers to appease the angry Dharti-Mata (Mother Earth). The rituals or prayers involved during 
these festivals are for the well-being of all the households in the village and never limited to the well-being of “me 
and my family alone.”  The significant learning from these celebrations is their collective nature and generosity of 
spirit. 
 
There are also many festivals, ceremonies and rituals that mark the different events of life: birth, marriage, and 
death. For such occasions, after the individual activities of bathing, cleaning homes and courtyards, and wearing 
clean or new clothes, food is shared with the rest of the community, especially the less fortunate. Thus, festivals are 
times to learn barkat, which literally means ‘plenty’, but also denotes ‘generosity of spirit’ and ‘social 
responsibility’, not simply towards the family but within the whole community.  These festivals reaffirm the strong 
conviction that individual good can only result from collective good. 
 
Caste and Work in Traditional Societies 
Another aspect of Jaunpur society worth noting is the function of caste and work as vibrant living spaces in 
traditional communities.  In relation to the above discussion, it is important to recognize that most events and 
celebrations actively include members of all castes. Notably, festivals take place in the village center or chaur, as 
opposed to individual homes.  And whether it is a festivity or a death ceremony, playing of the dhol by the bajgis  
(very low caste) is an absolute necessity on all occasions; their participation is as important as that of the pundit 
(highest caste).  In fact, all ceremonies would be incomplete without the equal presence of both the Brahmin priest 
and the Harijan.  Modern notions of the caste system (which today is almost synonymous with injustice and 
untouchability) tend to overlook this interdependence. 
 
It is also important to recognize how different capabilities and knowledge systems are associated with particular 
caste groups.  One reason cited for the rise of a system of sub-castes and caste divisions was that guilds of workers 
tended to crystallize into groups by occupation (like chariot-makers, smiths, leather workers and the carpenters).  
Each of these groups and sub-groups had their own language/vocabulary, measurement systems, science and 
sociology.  Indeed, mastery of a craft was a source of pride and self-respect, as well as livelihood, for family 
members. Different kinds of work were respected for their contribution to the collective well-being of the village. 
Groups did not consider themselves inferior or superior to each other, so there was very little felt hierarchy. Each 
caste group had its own base of power, with control over its own political structures and its own means of 
production.  The apprenticeship model of learning was used to retain and improve knowledges of crafts and to pass 
them down through generations; we can still see how this powerful form of human learning exists today with 
pundits, soldiers, farmers, masons, weavers, and with craftsmen of sunar (gold), suthar (wood), kumhar (clay), 
luhar (iron), and chamar (leather).  Although these groups became more or less hereditary over time, there is some 

evidence to indicate a level of fluidity and diversity in the system originally.2   
 
Today, most of our ‘intellectuals’ are unaware of the origins or positive aspects of the caste system.  They have been 
taught that it is inherently hierarchical and thus inferior, when compared with other so-called politically-correct 
Western ‘democratic’ systems.  While it is true that certain injustices and distortions of the caste system have 
emerged and must be eradicated, it is also important to value the knowledge and wisdom unique to each of the caste 
groups, and the specific contexts in which this knowledge and wisdom are situated. Often, urban ‘educated’ people 
do not value these different contexts or diverse knowledge systems because of their own alienation from traditional 
society; because they have never been part of a group engaged in self-sufficient livelihoods where learning happens 
spontaneously and dynamically; and because they do not dignify physical work as a source of learning. They also 
have a tendency to over-generalize caste relationships, wrongly assuming that what they see in one village holds true 
for all villages in all parts of a place as diverse and complex as India. 
 



In addition, our ‘intellectuals’ have little imagination to think beyond and little courage to struggle against the 
political and economic models of the West.  They have not investigated the perverse relationship between the 
growth of industrialization and the decline of caste and sub-caste livelihoods.  They seem to find it much easier (and 
more profitable) to bully and beat up their own indigenous structures using the tools and frameworks of Western 
academia.  Moreover, people who believe in today’s dominant vision of progress cannot conceive of the possibility 
of non-hierarchical groups engaged in diverse livelihoods and living interdependently.  They have become 
conditioned in a system that ranks everyone according to the amount of income or capital they have, that forces 
people to violently compete against each other, and that perceives work with one’s hands to be dirty and menial. 
While the crises induced by modernization will be discussed in more detail below, the area of caste offers one 
example of how we might re-examine traditional systems, to recognize and re-incorporate their positive aspects 
while creatively addressing injustices and distortions. 
 
To summarize, even in this brief description of the structure, activities and traditions in Jaunpur, one can catch a 
glimpse of the richness and diversity of learning that takes place in village learning societies. Most of these learning 
spaces and processes are centered around land, forest and agricultural practices, because these are the sources of 
collective well-being. These spaces and processes are authentic and relevant to Jaunpur’s peoples’ reality, to their 
daily lives. They are a source of pride and inner strength for individuals, and they also emphasize interdependence, 
intrinsic motivation and collective participation among members of community. 
 
Before I am accused of romanticizing tradition, I should make a caveat here: It is important to understand the 
distinction between modernization and imitation/Westernization.  If we define modern as “belonging to the present 
time,” then being ‘modern’ is inevitable and none of us have a choice in that matter.  Being modern, in this regard, 
would mean living in the present and would entail correcting the distortions/injustices of traditional systems.  But in 
countries with a colonial past, like India, we imitate the West without thinking and call it being ‘modern’.  We 
forsake the continuity between traditional systems and modern times, instead of re-interpreting traditions in 
contemporary terms to improve the present.  What I am calling for is not a rejection of the present but, in contrast, 
an appreciation of the remainders of the past and a conscious effort to make sense of what aspects of the past are still 
relevant and meaningful in society today. 
 
The Impact of Development on Traditional Structures, Knowledges, and Values 
Today, we can see why the British sought to alter the prevalent beliefs among local people, so that they would 
support the colonial system of rule.  The British deliberately attempted to eradicate and/or to homogenize diverse 
local systems and beliefs into one centralized system, because they understood quite clearly that control over diverse 
local systems and beliefs was necessary to empower the colonizer.  Though the British introduced an alien set of 
beliefs that insisted we were backward, deprived, sick, and full of superstitions, after ‘Independence’, the Modern 
Indian has carried forward in this direction.  His/her efforts are aided by Development agencies, NGOs, or by 
campaigns such as Education for All (EFA), who have all adopted as their mission to “reach the un-reached”. Such 
rhetoric bears an uncanny resemblance to the British expansion of and justification for colonization and, when more 
deeply analyzed, reveals more of the same “West is best” propaganda that has existed for centuries. In this section, I 
explore two key processes which have greatly weakened village learning societies’ capacities to critically self-assess 
and regenerate themselves and to respond to new globally-backed forces of colonization and exploitation: schooling 
and the global economy. 
 
Creating a Class of ‘Educated’ Dysfunctional Parasites 
The structures, values and beliefs that are imposed and glamorized by development schemes, modern schooling, the 
economy, and the global media stand in stark contrast to the structures, values, and beliefs of traditional 
communities like Jaunpur.  For example, whereas the traditions of storytelling, folk songs, festivals, and work were 
all sources of and spaces for learning and understanding identity, place and history, today schooling is presented as 
the best and only source of knowledge.  Worse, the importance of identity, place and history (and their synthesis into 
shared wisdom) is fundamentally ignored and purposefully negated by schooling.  Young people are taught to be 
ashamed of their village’s low literacy rates and its lack of monetary wealth, modern conveniences, or infrastructure.  
To progress in the system, schooled children must submit to being alienated from all that has been sacred to them, 
all that had helped them survive and grow: their beliefs, their family systems, their land, their livelihoods and 
lifestyles.  Schooling demands the acquisition of information and values that are completely irrelevant, meaningless 
and often demeaning to people’s lives.  Abstract school subjects and values, such as competition, selfishness and 
domination over others, have been presented (and accepted) as more valuable than the diverse knowledge systems, 



skills, languages, bonds and capabilities of community members, primarily because it is promised that school will 
lead to job opportunities in the government or in a private corporation.  As one young schooled man in Jaunpur 

commented, “Earlier there were no alternatives and choices. With education, one has choices.”3  
 
However, several studies show that these choices are an illusion, that the only ‘choice’ awaiting the ‘educated’ youth 

is unemployment.4   The present education system fuels the socially and economically destructive practice of 
flooding one small village with a disproportionate number of ‘educated’ but unemployed (and unemployable) youth, 
or with innumerable tailors and electricians from vocational training centers who have very little creativity or 
adaptability. Ironically, it seems youth would rather be unemployed than work in the fields or learn the crafts or 
skills of their families. This dilemma is an extension of the effects of the colonial education system, of which 
Gandhiji once commented: “We see the children of the mason, the iron monger, carpenter, tailor, cobbler and of 
other occupations attending schools. But after completing their education, instead of improving the quality of their 
traditional occupation, they look down upon it as inferior work and abandon it altogether.”  
 
Furthermore, the youth return to their communities after their education, no longer able to relate to the traditions and 
ceremonies.  For example, it used to be that each day began and ended in Jaunpur with the sound of the Namti 
(drums) to remind people to be grateful to the gods.  Now this art is dying out, as the drummers grow older and their 
children are not interested in carrying on the tradition.  As one village elder remarked, “The young have found new 

festivals: the market and the television.”5  Unfortunately, these new festivals do little to strengthen local people’s 
imagination and self-esteem, much less their bonds with one another.  These unemployed and alienated youth have 
very little regard for the village worldview/way of life or village elders.  For this reason, they have placed a 
tremendous strain on village life. 
 
Breaking Joint Family Structures 
Similarly, whereas the traditional conceptions of well-being were directly related to the land and community 
relationships, the modern economy insists that wealth is based on money and jobs in the government or companies.  
Such beliefs have led to the break down of traditional family and community structures.  Buying into the myth that 
they will be better off and ‘wealthier’ by abandoning agricultural occupations and entering the formal sector, joint 
families split up into nuclear families. As one village member during SIDH’s study on joint families, “I too want to 

do less work and earn more money.”6   The emphasis in modern society on individualism, competition and greed 
exacerbates this myth. This again contrasts with traditional values that emphasize the importance of collective effort 
and cooperation.  Often, families experience tension and discord, jealousy and bitterness, due to the perceived 
superiority of being educated and having a job, versus working in the fields. Today, further pressure has been placed 
on the family structure and relationships by the increasing out-migration of men and women from the rural areas to 
urban centers.  
 
Although many in Jaunpur have been taught to believe that a nuclear family has more opportunities and thus more 
upward mobility, what SIDH’s studies have shown is that the overwhelming majority of nuclear families are failing 
to meet their basic needs.  In fact, dependence on the Market and State leaves nuclear families more impoverished.  
As one young child remarked, “Every time a joint family breaks up, the shopkeepers get richer and people get 
poorer, because so many things have to be bought again, like houses and beds and pots and pans and TV sets.”  A 
40-year-old man, who recently split from his joint family to form a nuclear family, confirmed this view: “When we 
were one family, we needed fewer things. When we get divided, we need to buy new tools, new vessels and another 
set of oxen.”  As one village elder remarked, “Aajkal harkat hai – par barkat nahin” (There is a lot of movement 
going on today but not plenty for all).  
 
SIDH also found in its study that many nuclear family members, who had taken the initiative to break up from their 
joint families, regretted having done so.  Several women expressed that they thought becoming a nuclear family 
would mean better food, better clothes and better schools for their children. But in fact, they are finding the 
workload of a nuclear family overwhelming.  As one 35-year-old woman said, “I thought I will do what I please, but 
I have to do all the work alone. Where is the time and energy to think about myself and my wishes?”  Daughters, in 
particular, bear a large part of the burden of excessive workload in nuclear families, since they do not have other 
female family members to share it with.  Now that this is evident, most women have expressed the desire to marry 
their daughters into joint families, “because they are not overworked”.  Several children of the nuclear families 
stated, “Children from joint families are rich. They have more milk. They have more grain.”  An elderly man 



commented,  “The joint family is a matter of pride for the gaon ki shaan (village), but a nuclear family is considered 
selfish and lives only for its own shaan-shaukat (pleasure).”  
  
Looking Towards the Future 
One can see the incredible challenges ahead: to undo the damage created by modern systems and institutions, which 
do not acknowledge holistic learning spaces; to recover the lost value systems indigenous to our cultures, which 
have been steadily eroded; to regenerate rural communities and our dying farmers and artisans; and to counter 
consumer culture.  The prevailing education system of post-colonial India has very consciously sought to create 
highly self-centered individuals, who will easily fall prey to the Market economy and all the other maladies of the 
West that stem from heightened individualism and consumption.  As Sharma and Sharma (1999) say, the problem 
lies in “the need of an educated person to seek individual autonomy, which though quite in tune with contemporary 
democratic ideology, clashes with the cultural ethos of ‘family first’.” 
 
These challenges are an opportunity for rediscovering and re-valuing the knowledge systems of our traditional 
societies — its folk tales, folk songs, local beliefs and practices, festivals and sanskars, systems of agriculture and 
economics, and understandings of governance and social justice. I should make it clear here that I am not advocating 
a re-valuing of traditional systems just because ‘old is gold’; nor am I trying to over-simplify the debates between 
tradition/modernity.  Rather, I feel that we need to relate ourselves to the present, not by imitating the West, but by 
(1) carefully examining and critically evaluating our traditional knowledge and value systems, and (2) by correcting 
their distortions and re-creating relevant systems to suit our local cultural contexts.  This is a critical agenda for 
learning societies if they are to have any relevance for the people of India. 
 
Furthermore, I believe that it is important for the education system to change, to make it conducive for an individual 
to live with real integrity and real dignity. Writing articles, having seminars, youth camps, etc., are some ways to 
start serious discussions about the problems of modern education.  As discussed above, the local social, economic, 
political context that surrounds schools is very significant.  This context has to be strengthened in order to 
undermine and subvert the current education model.  We also need to explode the myths propagated by the modern 
education system.  The differences between peoples’ beliefs and their experiences have created a lot of confusion 
and paralysis.  For example:  
 
* The belief is that schooling provides good jobs, but the experience is that unemployment has increased. 
* The belief is that jobs provide better opportunities for children, but experience shows that children cannot even 

manage to sustain themselves in their fruitless wait for a job (the literate children refuse to work in the fields). 
* The belief is that a job can earn more money than working in the fields, but the experience shows that cash 

crops periodically yield more income than annual job salaries. 
* The belief is that schooling is the best and only source of education, but experience is that ‘the literate person is 

scheming and corrupt’; ‘the rural literate fits in a city and an urban literate fits abroad’; ‘the literate does less 
work and earns more money’; ‘we are sending our children to schools so that they do not get fooled by the 
literate people’. 

 
At the same time these contradictions create a vibrant opportunity for new thinking and action.  In SIDH, we are 
working to open up dialogues from these conflicting gaps between beliefs and experiences.  Some of our own efforts 
to regenerate and re-value the learning spaces of traditional communities include: conducting research on changing 
attitudes towards physical labor and on changing attitudes toward traditional occupations; introducing agriculture as 
a major part of the SIDH curriculum; starting a handloom, bakery, brick making, electrical, plumbing maintenance 
and repair units; studying the historical evolution of sub-castes and re-valuing their knowledge systems; and 
introducing the concept of trusteeship, autonomy, and interdependence among the youth.  The various programs of 
SIDH, such as Sanjeevani, a year-long residential program for youth, further seek to accomplish this agenda of 
revitalizing different aspects of village life.  The objectives of Sanjeevani are as follows: 
 
- to generate a sense of self-confidence and self esteem in the youth; 
- to make the youth aware of the limitations/contradictions of the present system and help them make realistic 

choices; 
- to challenge their existing thought patterns and beliefs so as to make them receptive to new ideas; 
- to improve their analytical and decision making skills; 
- to encourage them to take leadership roles in personal and public life; 



- to train them in the basic principles of business and management so that they can become self-employed. 
 
The students of Sanjeevani are rural youth between 17-25 years of age. One third of the curriculum is agriculture 
which involves physical labor (working in the fields), the rest is divided in upgrading their literacy skills (including 
computer literacy) and also political thought and contemporary issues. They are also given support to complete their 
formal studies. However, the primary focus is a shift in attitudes. We work towards making the youth confident and 
responsible so that they can look after themselves and their families.  This is not as difficult as they imagine, 
because material needs are not unlimited (as projected by the global market).  Above all, we try to make them 
realize why and how they are being manipulated to believe that the key to happiness is the acquisition of consumer 
goods.  The greatest challenge we face is sustaining the new learnings within the students once they go back to their 
old surroundings.  One year is too short a time to make their beliefs strong enough to resist persistent attacks from 
parents and peers about upward mobility, and there is little support outside the Sanjeevani course to counter the 
dominant consumer culture.  But we hope, equipped with critical perspectives and skills, the youth of Jaunpur will 
be able to work on regenerating learning societies. 
 
Today’s Development schemes, and particularly the EFA infrastructure, continue to suppress the diversity of local 
communities, and reinforce feelings of inferiority/superiority.  It is urgent that we, the middle class, rethink the 
Modern worldview we have embraced – for we are the main agents destroying village learning societies in India.  In 
the last 50 years, we have been engulfed by a firm message from our ‘modernizers’, that we have been left behind in 
some process of Development, whose rules are being defined by those who are (at best) ignorant and (at worst) 
contemptuous of us.  We need to empathize with the struggle facing the majority of our people.  This calls for us to 
first regain our faith in ourselves by re-examining our history and the options and choices before us.  The work of 

people like Gandhi and Dharampal are excellent starting points.7  It also requires that we regain our faith that 
happiness does not result from accumulating comfort or goods but from loving, trusting and giving. To begin to do 
so, we can draw from our rich spiritual traditions, whether it is a meditation technique like Vipassana; social 

movements like Swadhyaya; or a holistic framework (shastra) of education like Jeevan Vidya.8  
 
Endnotes 
1 The Child and the Family: A Study of the Impact of Family Structure upon Children in Rural Uttaranchal, 2001. 
2 For more information, see S.P. Dabral’s Tehri Garhwal Rajya ka Itihas, published by Vir Gatha Prakashan, Dogra, 
Garhwal in 2032 Vikram Samvat and Gerald D. Berreman’s Hindus of the Himalayas, published by Oxford India 
Paperbacks in 1997. 
3 The Child and the Family: A Study of the Impact of Family Structure upon Children in Rural Uttaranchal, 2001. 
4 See K.P. Kannan, “Political Economy of Labor and Development in Kerala,” in Economic and Political Weekly 
(Vol. 33, No. 52, 1998) for more information. 
5 The Vital Connection: A Study of Beliefs and Practices of Jaunpur-Tehri Garhwal, 2000 (unpublished). 
6 This quote, and the others that appear in this section, are from The Child and the Family: A Study of the Impact of 
Family Structure upon Children in Rural Uttaranchal, 2001. 
7 See The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (New Delhi: Batiala  House, 1973) and Dharampal’s Collected 
Writings, recently released in five volumes by the Other India Press (Goa, 2000). 
8 Vipassana is a Buddhist meditaion technique which trains the mind to observe without judgement by increased 
awareness. This is done by observing the breath and sensations. Anapana or observation of the breath has been used 
with children. S.N. Goenka brought this technique from Burma to India.  Swadhyaya is a social movement started by 
Dada or Pandurang Shastri in Gujarat and Maharashtra villages, and spread to several states today. It uses the Geeta 
as its inspiration but has applied it to overcome caste /class and gender distinctions. It has radically transformed the 
lives of villagers by creating wealth, equity, and happiness.  Jeevan Vidya is formulated by Nagaraja Baba of 
Amarkantak in Madhya Pradesh, it propounds the law of co-existence between space and being (which includes 
nature and man). It throws new light on the concepts of nyay (justice), dharm (religion), satya (truth) and explains 
the key to happiness. 
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Engendering New Visions of Gender 
Shilpa Jain 

 
Income generation, microcredit, savings groups, girls’ education, female literacy, reproductive health: these are the 
primary strategies by which women’s development is promoted in today’s Human or Alternative Development 
discourse.  International mandates like the UN Decade for Women (1975-1985) and the Fourth World Conference 
on Women in Beijing (1995) have set the agenda for women’s development, an agenda which continues to be 

carried forward today by national and local Development organizations.1  In fact, so pervasive is the ‘gender issue’ 
that policymakers, academics, and practitioners cannot carry out a survey, write a proposal, fund a project, or 
evaluate a program without some mention of it.  Now, just so everyone can breathe a sigh of relief, gender has too 
made its way into the discussion on learning societies.   
 
Many might call Development’s attention to gender a ‘victory for feminism’ or a ‘victory for women everywhere’ 
(notably, these are not the same thing).  But in this article, I seek to argue that the current discourse on gender in 
Development actually carries on the colonial tradition of ‘saving’ the brown woman and, as such, is dehumanizing 
and exploitative.  While it is certain that girls and women have a crucial role to play in unfolding learning societies, 
it is also certain that this will not occur, as long as the means and ends of Status Quo Development continue to be 
promoted in the name of ‘women’s development’.  
 
In the second half of this article, I will focus specifically on the area of girls’ education. Having had experience 
working on this issue in several countries, I feel that the case-study of girls’ education provides a micro-illustration 
of what is problematic with the overall ‘Women in Development’ discourse.  I conclude by discussing how the 
context of learning societies presents a great opportunity for challenging and redefining many oppressive 

relationships and opens the door for generating new visions of gender for the 21st century.   
  
Suffering from ‘Catching Up’ Syndrome 
Despite the existence of multiple frameworks of feminism — equal rights, cultural, eco, separatist, socialist, Third 

World — when the issue of gender is brought up in mainstream Development parlance, it calls for ‘equality’.2  The 
subtext here is that girls and women have been left behind boys and men and should receive help in order to ‘catch 
up’ to them.  For example, all of the statistics related to gender in the UNDP Human Development Report (2000) — 
literacy rate; primary, secondary and tertiary school enrollment; economic activity; unemployment rate; work time; 
and political participation — rank females against males.  The underlying assumption here is that when there is 
parity between these two figures, then, and only then, will society be on the road to equality.   
 
At first glance, many readers might ask, “Well, what is wrong with that?  After all, today we see how women are 
struggling to make ends meet, how their position is so much worse than that of men.  Women are 51% of the 
world’s population, they perform 60% of the world’s work, but they accrue only 10% of the world’s income and 

own 1% of the world’s land.3   Of course, they need to catch up — that’s really what equality is all about!”  
 
The Dominant Understanding of Equality and Development 
Such responses illustrate the numerous symptoms of the Catching Up Syndrome.  It begins with the way in which 
equality is conceived — as ‘sameness’ or equivalence in the world of men.  Many gender and development 
advocates actually state this in no uncertain terms: “In no major field of activity — economics, education, health or 

government — have women attained equal status with men.”4   It thus seems clear that, on one level, the current 
discourse on women in development lacks any vision of what women are and can be — both for themselves and to 
their communities — beyond the narrow notions of what men currently are, what they do, how they live, etc.  
 
On another level, the Catching Up Syndrome promotes a notion of global ‘sameness’ among women, across all 
societies.  In the beautifully plastic name of equality, this comparative deficit perspective (where women of the 
South, or women of color, are always in need of Development) is slapped on to every cultural and social 
environment in the world.  Although this view may not surprise those of us familiar with globalization rhetoric, it 
nonetheless deserves to be exposed.  The homogenizing standards of gender (and Development at large) first and 
foremost devalue the importance and relevance of diverse contexts and relationships.  Perhaps it shocks 
Development agents to realize that not every grouping of peoples in the world desires what the UN, World Bank, or 



even their own government deem as ‘quality standards of living’ — that maybe (just maybe) not everyone aspires 

for the wasteful and destructive lifestyle of the rich North.5    
 
But worse than its disregard for diversity, is how the Catching Up Syndrome further entrenches unaccountable 
mega-systems (the State, the Market, the Education System, etc.) as the legitimate arbitrators/facilitators of human 
progress and justice. Being Developed means having ‘accepted’ the government as the only real vehicle for 
collective decision-making; the market economy as the only real outlet for work; schools as the only real spaces of 
learning; and hospitals as the only real source of healthcare. Women can only be considered Developed when they 
meet the official indicators set forth by international agencies and reinforced by national and local organizations.  
And they can only meet these indicators by fostering or deepening their dependency on these systems.   
 
This is problematic for at least two reasons: First, none of these systems are in the hands of the vast majority of 
women (or men, for that matter).  In other words, women have no serious power or control over them.  Therefore, 
what these systems do, how they do it, the values they operate by, the end results they seek — all must be silently 
‘accepted’ if one is to be Developed.  Second, the expansion and entrenchment of (il)legitimate systems leads to the 
degradation of indigenous customs and traditions.  Becoming dependent on these mega-systems requires one to 
simultaneously reject all other ways of interacting, organizing, learning, healing, etc.  In fact, these other ways of 
living are not only deemed irrelevant and outdated, but are indeed seen as barriers to achieving ‘equality’ and 
‘success’ in these systems.  
 

With this perspective, the Development discourse extends the colonial discourse of sati and purdah,6  where white 
British men took up the cause of ‘emancipating’ brown Indian women from the evils of their societies (although 
these great liberators had no problem repressing women’s movements in Britain).  Like their colonial predecessors, 
Development agents do not make any effort to understand local traditions, much less engage with them in 
meaningful ways.  For example, members of Mahila Samakhya (a government-sponsored women’s NGO) could 
give me no response, when I asked them to tell me something positive about the village communities they worked 
in.  However, they had no problem rattling off a generic, oft-repeated list of the negative aspects of rural 

communities.7   Quick to label all paramparas8  as backward, abusive and oppressive, Development agents rarely 
attempt to encourage serious dialogues among people about their customs.  Rather, in the name of freedom and 
equality, they celebrate individualism and the spread of modern institutions and technologies, often at the cost of 
destroying interdependent relationships and cultural fabrics.  
 
The Dominant Understanding of Women 
To enhance dependency on these mega-systems and further eradicate diverse paramparas, Development agents have 
conveniently ensured that the prescribed indicators of equality and development can only be measured for accuracy 
by professional ‘experts’.  These experts play a dual role.  On one level, they determine the parameters by which 
women (and whole societies) are measured and ranked and, at the same time, they have total control over assessing 
how women fare within these parameters.  Thus they not only contribute to framing the dominant understanding of 
Development, but they also play a major role in determining the terms by which women are defined and perceived. 
 
On an even more perverse level, these experts take on the extra burden of informing ‘ignorant’ women of how 
oppressed they are. The assumption is that, without such conscientization, women might never come to such 
‘realizations’ on their own.  For example, the same members of Mahila Samakhya told me that before they went and 

explained it to them, the village women did not know how exploited and badly treated they were.9   Such a 
paternalistic perspective towards women not only demeans their intelligences and capacities, but it again belittles all 
beliefs and practices that do not fit within the urban elite lenses of most women’s NGOs.  (It also conveniently 
ignores the exploitation that goes along with the project of Modern Development.) 
 
Those suffering from Catching Up Syndrome also display symptoms of reductionism.  In the vast majority of 
Development programs, girls and women are only considered in terms of their reproductive or productive capacities. 
Again, Development agents say this in clear terms: “Women are the key to reducing hunger and poverty, promoting 
family welfare, finding sustainable solutions to the exploitation of natural resources and contributing to overall 

economic growth in the Third World.”10   Indeed, be it an income generation scheme, a family planning program, or 



a literacy campaign — nearly every action reinforces the idea that women are either baby-makers or wage-earners, 
and therefore should be helped to improve their capacities in these (and only these) areas. 
  

The forces of fundamentalism and globalization (‘Jihad vs. McWorld’11 ) help to extend this reductionist and 
dehumanizing view of women.  For example, the global woman is portrayed as an ‘empowered’ consumer, typically 
urban and ‘educated’, while the traditional woman is depicted as the devoted and subservient caretaker of the home 
and family, the preserver of culture and (by default) of the Nation.  By taking over both ‘the public’ and ‘the 

private’,12  globalization and fundamentalism (two sides of the same coin) equally reduce women and girls and then 
capitalize on these reductions to serve their own interests. While globalizers typically use the mass media to parade 
women as aggressive, sexual objects, fundamentalists rely on religious institutions to present them as demure, 

virtuous objects.13   Neither perspective is interested in considering women and girls as full human beings, with 
infinite potentials, interests, abilities, intelligences, dreams, etc.  In fact, such a holistic understanding of women 
rarely seems to cross the minds of many so-called gender activists.   
 
It is worth noting here that the project of Development collaborates with globalizers to vilify fundamentalism.  This 
‘alliance’ proves useful from at least two angles.  First, it hinders the emergence of the serious counter-
Development, counter-Globalization critiques that might grow out of different understandings of the world, of 
human beings, and of human life.  Second, it provides a moral justification for Development/Globalization, again 
along the colonizing lines of ‘saving’ brown and black people from their worst enemies: themselves.  Indeed, in the 
South, we are continuously told that Globalization will help to ‘protect’ us from the traditionalists — a label which, 
incidentally, is tacked on to anyone who values any aspect of the past or any of the existing traditions, languages, 
etc. that have not been crushed by modernization.  Of course, this moral high ground not only eases the conscience 
of globalizers, but it also guarantees them generations of loyal ‘subjects’, i.e. those women who are forever indebted 
to globalizers for defending them from fundamentalist attacks. 
 
In the specific case of micro-credit (the latest cure-all for the world’s problems), researchers have also found that 

women have been reduced to sources of capital.14   Because of the easy access they have to loans, women become 
equated with income.  Men of their communities then use women to extract money from banks, thereby further 
narrowing women’s roles, own expressions and activities and further binding them to the Market as commodities or 
capital.  Not surprisingly, micro-credit (as well as income generation or savings schemes) also reinforces the 
reductionist view of women as consumers.  Such ‘benevolent’ schemes — which focus on enhancing women’s 
purchasing power and therefore dependency on an unaccountable ‘free’ Market — help to ensure high profits for 

those global and national corporations seeking to exploit this substantial part of the rural market.15  
 
In addition to reducing women to commercial objects, the project of Modern Development reduces women and girls 
to sheer numbers.  They must be ‘mobilized’ or ‘registered’ or ‘enrolled’, so that the Development industry can 
make their body counts and meet their targets.  Indeed, the emphasis in the majority of Development schemes is 
always on numbers: how many girls have entered schools, how many women belong to savings groups, etc.  Thus 
again, it seems women’s physical presence is more important than their full humanity.  This is partly a result of how 
women are perceived and partly a result of the inherent quantitative and ‘performance-oriented’ nature of 
Development projects.   
 
The Dominant Understanding of the Solutions 
The other means used for Catching Up are problematic for similar reasons.  For the most part, highly state-ist, 
centralized laws and policies are suggested to prompt/enforce actions to ensure greater equality.  Rights are 
demanded from national legislative systems and from UN charters — the right to equal pay; the right to education; 
the right to safe abortions; the right to political representation — and the police/army are called upon to protect such 
rights when violated.  Indeed, whether from the mainstream or from ‘alternative’ perspectives on women’s 

development,16  the legal protection angle has been the primary means by which ‘equality’ has been pursued.  It is 
usually supplemented by various Development schemes: mobilization campaigns, self-help groups, etc.  
 
Yet, for the most part, these so-called solutions actually exacerbate exploitation and injustice. Not only do they 
increase women’s dependency upon — and hence vulnerability to — mega-systems (for reasons described above), 
but they also limit understandings of Self and Society.  Forced into a ‘rights’ framework, we only think about how to 



make demands on the Government in order to protect ourselves from it — and from each other. We do not seem to 
understand that perhaps the decisions of that State (along with its partners, the Market, NGOs, Mass Media and 
Schooling) are contributing to the dire condition of the world’s social majorities, both women and men.  Perhaps the 
State does not have it in its interest to ‘protect’ women; indeed if it did, then why, even within the State’s own 

paradigms/measures of ‘success’, have women’s situations worsened over the last fifty years?17   In fact, the more 
one thinks about it, the more it seems that legal recourse actually usurps women’s power and jeopardizes them.  It 
manipulates them (and the poor in general) to look at each other as enemies, either fighting over scarce resources or 
fearing violent attacks from men.  In this way, it encourages them to fixate on narrow notions of identity, rather than 

to reject a System that abuses all of us.18  And simultaneously it increases the control of the State and its partner-
institutions over our lives (who, incidentally, have become richer and more powerful over the last fifty years).  
 
Exposing the rhetoric of rights requires that we also expose the rhetoric of empowerment and choice, which stand 
alongside it and are just as much of a threat.  As one of the most common buzzwords in today’s Development 

discourse, ‘empowerment’ is often tossed around but rarely defined.19   I therefore attempt a simple translation: 
Empowerment occurs when the weaker sections of society (here, women) gain more political and economic power 
and, thereby, more choices and freedoms.  In other words, for Development agents, the term ‘empowerment’ 
signifies the acquisition of the money, technology, weaponry, political influence or info-knowledge that the Market 
and State demand.  Note: the emphasis is on acquisition (greedy hoarding) of these resources, not on utilization of 
them to challenge/ resist existing systems or create/regenerate more just, meaningful ways of living.  Ironically, if 
women were truly to be ‘empowered’ by the dominant definition, it would mean that they have accepted the System 
as it is (or, at the most, have proposed marginal reforms to it) and were working to fuel, fit into, aid and abet it.  
‘Empowered’ women would thus be devoting themselves to whatever it takes to become part of the top 20, of the 

80:20 society.20  
 
Similarly, praising ‘choices’ forces women to be the equivalent of grateful dogs, happily licking the bony handouts 
of the System.  We beam with pride and thank the heavens that  
 
* “We have a market system that gives us 16 different brands of shampoo to choose from!” (even if shampoo has 

nothing to do with the kinds of happiness we are seeking);  
* “Our democracy lets us choose among three different political candidates.” (even if they must all bow to the 

World Bank/IMF/WTO and big corporations);  
* “Our newfound literacy is a godsend, because it gives us the choice to organize ourselves!” (even if most 

organizations are highly dependent on certain institutionalized outlets of the State and can be crushed if at any 
point they become too demanding); 

* “Look at the choice of jobs available to us now that we have finished our schooling.” (a statement increasingly 
less heard in a time of downsizing, glutted labor markets, and cutthroat competition).   

 
What’s worse than the actual content of such choices is that they dupe us into believing we are free (or freer-now-

than-we-were-before).21   We fail to expose these exciting ‘options’ (which are available to us for a limited time 
only!) for the myths they are.  For example, gender activists laud the fact that women have access to more money, 
via micro-credit or income generation schemes, but they conveniently forget that women have no control over the 
Market’s ‘universal’ laws of supply and demand.  Therefore, they have no way of determining the prices of either 
their products or of the items they want to purchase.  Similarly, the rhetoric on choices effectively distracts us from 
asking the bigger questions: is choice between starvation and slavery really a choice?  What about between 
debilitating dependency on a parasitic Big State or degrading exploitation by a blood-sucking Big Market? 
 
This brings us to the most disastrous symptom of the Catching Up Syndrome: it renders us mute and prevents us 
from asking the most serious question, What are we trying to catch up to?  All projects and programs carried out 
in the name of “women’s and girls’ development” have as their end goal to mainstream women and girls into the 
existing System, i.e., to make them accept and be a part of the very same model of Development.  But if we 

recognize how debilitating and dehumanizing these Systems are, and how truly dysfunctional the mainstream is,22  
we must ask ourselves why we insist that women and girls be integrated into it.  Is it just so they can become as 
frustrated, alienated and colonized as their fellow men and boys and thereby be on ‘equal’ terms with them?  Or is it 
to give them the lottery ticket chance to become exploiters and looters too?  



 
What those working in the field of women’s and girls’ development must start to understand is that injustice, 
oppression and exploitation are built into the very nature of Development.  The fact that atrocities are being 
committed against women and girls at a growing rate, that they are being manipulated by Market and State forces, 
would not be surprising if one understood the dominant System.  While a few researchers (Sen and Grown 1987; 
Shiva 1988; Simmons 1997) have documented how the nation-state, the market economy, the scientific 
establishment, the schooling system, the mass media, actually expand women’s exploitation and intensify violence 
against women, this critique appears to be unrecognized on a wider scale.  But, just for a moment, stop and think.  
Their projection of power as material wealth and violence, their endless drive to own and consume, their degradation 
and negation of diverse ways of knowing and expressing, their objectification and commodification of individuals 
and collectives: dehumanizing attitudes, goals and processes abound in the institutions of Development. 
Unfortunately, even when these are recognized, as has been done by various elements of the Indian women’s 
movement, the avenue of redress is always the legislature, the courts, the UN, the education system – all parts of the 

very same System.23  
 
Girls’ Education: A Case Study in Catching Up 
I offer the concrete example of girls’ education to elucidate the above analysis.  One of the ‘hottest’ topics in today’s 
Development discourse, girls’ education as an issue grew out of the UN Decade for Women and has been reinforced 
over the last ten years by the Education For All (EFA) campaign.  Here, the Catching Up Syndrome re-appears, this 
time incarnate as an issue of ‘equity’.  Girls’ education advocates define the problem as fewer girls than boys are 
enrolling in school, remaining in school, and completing school (or, as a corollary, that the female literacy rate is 
lower than the male literacy rate).  In other words, once again, the reference point for girls (or the point that they 
should aspire to) is boys; and, as the following quotes demonstrate, girls are placed in one of two narrow categories, 
future baby-makers or future wage-earners, to justify schooling them:  
 
- “Investing in women’s education is a sound and cost-effective strategy. A growing body of evidence indicates 

that primary education and economic productivity result in lower birthrates, later marriages, improved family 

health and a dramatic decrease in infant mortality.”24  
- “If girls are not viewed by families and societies as having a critical role in social development and are not 

provided needed opportunities to learn and grow, they may become mothers with children who are likely to die 

in infancy… An investment in girls can be considered an investment in national development.”25  
 
Indeed, the bulk of girls’ education has been justified on the grounds of the ‘population problem’; it is believed that 
girls who go to school and stay for longer periods of time will have fewer babies and thereby help to ‘control’ the 
population.  Thus, not only are girls effectively blamed for increasing the population, but more importantly, the 
campaign for universalizing girls’ education effectively diverts our attention from asking real questions about 
population: What is the root of the problem?  Is it the sheer number of people, or is it the increasing concentration of 
people in urban areas?  Or is it the way in which wealth and resources are distributed?  How does the State and 
Market’s daily (and unaccounted for) destruction of resources figure into the equation?  Or is population only an 
issue to distract us from challenging the power structure and the particular model of Development — 

industrialization, militarism, urbanization, consumerization — adopted by our ‘leaders’?26  
 
In recent years, girls’ potential as wage-earners also prevails as a reason for schooling them.  In the age of 
globalization, consumerism, and commodification, this justification should come as no surprise.  As the World 
Bank’s discussion paper, “Social Gains from Female Education” outlines in the first sentence on its first page, 
“Female education increases the value of women’s time in economic activities by raising labor productivity and 

wages (with a consequential rise in household incomes and a reduction in poverty).”27   Of course, one must 
question this statement, as evidence indicates that while education enrollments have increased, relative incomes 

have declined, and poverty has increased over the last several decades.28   Nevertheless, it is clear that economic 
gains are to be had when girls become fully schooled and great consumers.  (It is only a technicality, I suppose, that 
the corporations will be the ones who will be gaining, and not the girls themselves.)  
 
In terms of strategies, girls’ education advocates lay blame for the lack of ‘equality’ in one of two places: supply (the 
government is not spending enough money to ensure schooling for girls, and/or schools need to be made more 



attractive for them) or demand (families/traditions are oppressive; they hold girls back).  The former criticism 
(supply) leads to campaigns for increasing spending to make Education For All or for passing laws and policies that 
make schools more accessible to girls.  It also leads to school reform measures, like changing textbooks to show 
more images of women in ‘power’ positions (as doctors, lawyers, political officials, etc.), building latrines for girls, 
increasing the number of female teachers, training teachers in gender sensitivity, etc. The latter criticism (demand) 

leads to gender awareness/sensitization campaigns or community mobilization for girls’ education.29   Of course, 
these occur alongside the defamation/demonization of customs and traditions, which are presented as either child 
labor or child marriage.  Both the supply and the demand strategies are incredibly safe, in the sense that they neither 
threaten the Education System, nor do they alter the Status Quo model of Development.  In fact, they bind girls to 
the System, making them beholden to it for its ‘gender sensitivity’ and ‘generous benefits’.  
 
It should not be surprising that equality is again defined as sameness, that girls have again been reduced to narrow 
categories, and that the solutions again exacerbate injustice.  What is surprising is that many girls’ education 
advocates seem to think that education will enable girls to nurture their full potential and transform the world.  But 
to think that schooling will give girls more opportunities and thereby more ‘success’ in life demonstrates that such 
advocates neither know much about education, nor much about the larger political-economic System.  They seem to 
have neglected the fact that schooling devalues and negates the abilities, intelligences, dreams, independence, 

creativity, etc. of girls and rewards them for being ‘well-behaved’ (i.e., quiet and subservient).30   Or they have 
blindly bought into the claim that schools increase girls’ ‘exposure’ to the world (without questioning exactly what 
type of world we are exposing them to).  They also seem to have missed the fact that it is in the interest of the 
System that girls go to school, for schooling helps to ensure intellectual, emotional and physical dependency.  While 
schools are necessary for girls to enter the mainstream (or, at least, to be indoctrinated with its rhetoric), expanding 
the dysfunctional mainstream, its values, relationships, goals, etc., is a guaranteed recipe for disaster.  Again, I must 
ask, what are we catching up to? 
 
Curing Ourselves of the Catching Up Syndrome  
Rethinking gender for learning societies therefore means, in part, challenging the foundations of a model of 
Development that breeds hierarchies, injustices, etc.  Those working on ‘women’s development’ must begin to see 
that the culture of Development (like the culture of schooling) is not just anti-women, but anti-human.  Not only 
does this require that we question the goals and processes of this model, but it also forces us to ask fundamental 
questions about its assumptions: What is the human being?  What is human potential and human dignity?  What are 
meanings of human life?  In other words, instead of taking a band-aid approach to the symptoms, or prescribing 
Catching Up Syndrome as the cure, women and men, girls and boys, individually and as parts of diverse collectives, 
must uncover (and recover) spaces to reflect and dialogue on the roots of these crises. 
 
I’m reminded here of a story: A woman was enjoying a solitary walk on the beach.  She looked across the horizon 
and, much to her horror, discovered that a baby was drowning in the deep ocean waters.  Casting off her jacket and 
shoes, she ran, dove into the ocean, and swam to rescue the baby.  Once safe ashore, she began to resuscitate and 
care for the baby.  But then her eyes flitted across the ocean again, and she saw another baby drowning.  She left 
the first baby ashore and dove into the rescue the second.  She returned with it, thinking now they were both safe 
and she would care for them together.  But again, she glanced at the ocean and saw another baby drowning.  The 
cycle repeated itself… Pretty soon, she became so busy rescuing the babies and leaving them ashore, that she never 
stopped to look to see who was throwing the babies into the ocean in the first place. 
 
Deeper engagement with the issue of gender thus asks us to clear the haze before our eyes: to critique the definition 
of equality as ‘sameness’; to expose beautiful but totally plastic words; to reject a global framework of gender that 
binds women to debilitating Systems and reduces them to productive/reproductive ‘resources’; to uncover who/what 
is throwing women (and men) into the ocean in the first place.  Casting off such colonizing blinders is the first step 

for rethinking gender for learning societies and Swaraj.31   
 

As an initial step, we might support women’s (and men’s) diverse ways of knowing32  and the non-institutionalized 
powers that they possess, particularly the powers which derive from their own localities and the power to say “No!”  
Nurturing these knowledges and forms of power can enable women to take on the much-needed roles of resistors 
against this System. Some evidence exists of such a possibility, in the form of spontaneous struggles and uprisings 



by women against particular transgressors of their values and beliefs.33   Unfortunately, many of these forms of 
resistance have been immediately co-opted by modern State institutions, like the courts and police, or by urban elite 
women’s movements.  But rather than resign these struggles to such fates, or resign women to being complicit 
agents of the Status Quo, those of us concerned with injustice can help to ensure that spaces of women’s resistance 
have room to breathe, grow, and spread like wildfire. 
 
Engendering New Visions of Gender (Or Living Without the –Isms) 
Simultaneously, women (and men) in learning societies must together generate new visions of gender.  This, in 
essence, requires dialogue and reflection on identity and relationships, as well as on human and societal potential.  
But from where will these new visions emerge? 
 
First, I should state from where they will most certainly not emerge: planned projects (a.k.a. social engineering) that 
emphasize replicability and scaling up.  I have little faith in or regard for anyone who professes to have a model of 
‘women-centered development’ (the same holds true for those advocates of ‘sustainable human development’).  
Models, by their nature, are anti-diversity, anti-context, and therefore anti-people. They do not ground themselves in 

diverse “soils of culture,”34  of language, of ecology, of what human beings live and breathe, but rather they dictate 
a prescription of plastic words, a ‘one-size-fits-all’ cure-all.   At the same time, models neither trust nor respect 
people to think and do for themselves; that is, to reflect and act without authorities and without carrot-stick 
incentives.  I find it ironic that those concerned with ‘gender oppression’ perpetuate this paternalistic view of both 
women and men.  Therefore, instead of producing more socially engineered models of gender (more –isms), it may 
be better to look to diverse paramparas, the soils of culture, or the ways of knowing and making-meaning of many 
of the world’s social majorities.   
 
At this moment, I know I will be accused of ‘romanticizing tradition’, to which I have a few responses: First, I 
wonder why no one asks the defenders of Development, why do they romanticize it?  Why is their belief in the ‘end 
of history’, in the superstition that this System will lead to freedom and justice for all, so strong?  (Especially when 

the great emancipatory potential of modernity has yet to materialize in so-called Developed countries.35 )  Second, I 
ask why we continue to throw the proverbial baby out with the bath water.  I do not ignore the infringements upon 
human dignity that occur in various traditions, but I question whether they warrant full-scale rejection of localities, 

wisdoms, knowledges, etc.36    
 
Unlike modern institutions which condemn human dignity, soils of culture are based on diverse understandings of 
the human being, of human potential, and of human life.  From these soils grow wonderful possibilities of 
identifying, relating to, living with, and being with one another than stand in stark contrast to mainstream notions of 
Development. Countless examples of such soils abound in India among the social majorities. I myself have 

experienced, with my nanis, dadis, bhuas, chachis, masis, mamis,37  the self-organization that women 
spontaneously engage in during festivals and celebrations (or during hardship and mourning); the love and care 
afforded in familial and neighborly relationships; the resistance to injustice and exploitation through songs and 
gatherings; the intelligence and simplicity in sharing and utilizing resources, food, and water.  I feel that these and 
other examples offer ample evidence for re-examining parampara through different lenses.  Again, the purpose here 
is not to ignore instances of exploitation, but, through deeper reflections and dialogues, to understand different 
conceptions of identity, of power, and of relationships, as a basis for contesting exploitation.  
 
Rethinking gender for learning societies means re-exploring identity in order to nurture visions of Swaraj — for 
girls, for women, and for larger conceptions of humanity.  In other words, a regenerative approach to gender also 
requires that we see the relationships between men and women from another perspective.  In contrast to the coercive 
and competitive relationship that defines men and women in modern society, a learning society seeking Swaraj 
would emphasize notions of partnership and interdependency.  It would recognize that just as most women have 
been reduced to their reproductive roles, so have most men been reduced to their productive roles.  In other words, 
neither men nor women have had opportunities to uncover and nurture their full human potential, as individuals or 
as collectives.  Rather, they have been forced to compete over scarce crumbs of power and an even scarcer base of 
resources; they have been forced to fit in a frame of discontentment.   
 



A learning society, however, would deepen existing and create additional emotional, familial, artistic, athletic, 
ecological, etc. identities to be experienced by men and women alike.  The mutual desire to challenge competitive 
reductionist roles and to cooperatively nurture each other’s full human potential would increase the levels of 
support, trust and faith among men and women.  These would form the foundation for a new understanding of 
‘power’, one defined not by hoarding (a zero-sum game) but rather by sharing (interdependence).  Such conceptions 
of identity and power would bolster Swaraj.  
 
A final word on practicality (or the other excuse I expect):  “All this talk about rethinking gender is fine and good, 
but it is impractical.  We can’t reject the System; we have to work within it.  And because men and women will 
always be at odds, let us just do the best we can and help women and girls to catch up.”  Am I the only one who 
thinks this sounds ridiculous? That working towards dismantling an unjust model of Development is impractical, but 
endlessly swimming into the proverbial ocean to treat its symptoms is practical?  That nurturing collaboration is 
impractical, but enhancing antagonism and competition is practical?  I often speculate on what provokes this 
response.  Do such critics lack imagination and creativity?  Are they too bogged down by cynicism or fear?  Or are 
they so wedded to the System (and the ‘benefits’ they derive from it) that they do not seek to risk their jobs and 
status by dismantling it?  
 
I would like to take this opportunity to invite the critics to engage with two processes that I myself have been 
involved in over the past several years.  The first is start unlearning many of the assumptions, stereotypes and biases 
around gender that plague today’s education and development discourses.  This unlearning can be carried out in a 
number of ways: by engaging with the excellent existing research that demonstrates the real impacts of Education 
and Development on women; by pursuing a research-for-action agenda that seeks to more deeply understand local 
conceptions of equality, power, and identity; and by meeting ‘ordinary’ women from a position of humility, with the 
active desire to learn from and with them about their realities on their terms.  Second, one can experiment with ways 
of living and being that grow from such experiences, to build new understandings of justice, relationships, and full 
potential through reflective and creative dialogues and actions. If those concerned with gender actively pursued 
these and other concrete opportunities, they would quickly realize why learning societies seeking Swaraj should not 
limit its possibilities. 
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Development, most of these revert to the same model or approach by asking for greater protection by the State, in 
the form of more laws, more regulation, more enforcement.  See K. Bhasin and N.S. Khan’s “Some Questions on 
Feminism and Its Relevance in South Asia” for examples of this critique and retraction. 
17 Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era (DAWN) explains, “The almost uniform conclusion of 
the [UN Decade for Women]’s research is that with a few exceptions, women’s relative access to economic 
resources, incomes and employment has worsened, their burden of work has increased, and their relative and even 
absolute health, nutritional and educational status has declined.” Quoted in T. Macchiwalla, p.40.  This situation has 
only worsened in the last decade, with the effects of globalization, SAPs, etc. 
18 The destructive, dehumanizing and colonizing nature of Development has been documented by a number of 
people, including by Otieno-Hongo and Ochien’g’s article in this compilation. 
19 For example, the Indo-Dutch Evaluation of the Mahila Samakhya Program, “Together We Are Powerful: Voices 
from the Mahila Sanghas” (1997), uses the word ‘empowerment’ 24 times in its seven page executive summary, but 
never explicitly defines it.  It is used in conjunction with education, development, learning, economics, personal 
change, mobility, visibility, bargaining power, environmental awareness…  
20 Short form of the ratio that 80% of the world’s wealth is owned by roughly 20% of the world’s people, and 20% 
of the world’s wealth is shared among 80% of the world’s people.  
21 Nobel Prize Laureate, economist Amartya Sen has furthered this attitude, with his loud cheers for the free 
market, representative democracy, mass education, and mass media.  See the recent article about him, “A Kerala 
Experience” in Frontline, January 19, 2001, for details.  
22 The dysfunction of the mainstream is in the news every day.  Its greedy individualism, violence, self-destruction, 
crass environmental negligence, etc. are hardly enviable. 
23 Lokayan Bulletin’s “Women – Towards Beijing: Voices from India” (July-October 1996) offers some examples 
of this approach, p.38 and p.64. 
24 M. Buvinic and S. Yudelman, p.54. 
25 K. Kurz and C. Prather, p.1. 
26 As Wolfgang Sachs recently commented at the conference on “Building Learning Societies” in Hanover, 
Germany (September 2000), “I don’t think there is a population problem – unless you mean that there are too many 
Americans in the world today.”  
27 K. Subbarao and L. Raney, p.vii.  
28 See Michel Chossudovsky’s scathing analysis, The Globalization of Poverty: Impacts of IMF and World Banks 
Reforms (Malaysia: Third World Network, 1997) for more information on this. 
29 All of the above sets of solutions are presented in the Government of India/UNICEF’s booklet “Future Strategies 
for Universalizing Girls’ Education in South Asia,” among other places. 
30 Roger Jeffery and Patricia Jeffery (1996) show that in many cases schooling actually reinforces gender based 
bias and makes girls more submissive: “the content of school curricula, the subject choices for girls, and the 
demeanor expected of girls in school — none of which are designed to increase girls’ autonomy.” 



31 Swaraj literally means ‘Self-rule’ or ‘rule over the Self’, where Self is understood in the larger sense of 
individual, community, and the divine.  Both Gandhiji and Tagore elaborated on this concept when envisioning what 
India should strive for in the future. 
32 “Women’s Ways of Knowing”, a piece of research that has been conducted on this issue in the US, adds to our 
understanding of the diversity of knowledge systems. 
33 See Spirits of Resistance and Capitalist Discipline: Factory Women in Malaysia (1987) or accounts of the 
Chipko movement for examples of such spontaneous resistance. 
34 See Munir Fasheh’s article in this compilation for further elucidation of this term.  
35 For example, in the US, the ‘richest’ country in the world, 35 million people do not have healthcare; 1% of the 
population owns 35% of the wealth; and one-fourth of children lives in poverty.  For more information on US 
injustice, see Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States 1492—Present (New York: HarperCollins, 
1995). 
36 We can recall how Gandhiji challenged the oppression related to untouchability, but at the same time, saw an 
active and constructive place for an improved caste system in an India committed to Swaraj. 
37 Each of these connotes a distinct and important relationship with different female family members; 
unfortunately, they do not translate well in English, which only offers the limited ‘grandmother’ or ‘aunt’. 
 
 
REFERENCES 
Babani, A. “Human Index”, in Humanscape. March 1999. 

Belenky, M. et al. Women’s Ways of Knowing. New York: Basic Books, 1997 ed. 

Bhasin, K. and N.S. Khan. Some Questions on Feminism and Its Relevance in South Asia. New Delhi: Kali for 
Women, 1999 ed. 

Broft, D. et al. “‘Together We Are Powerful’: Voices from the Mahila Sanghas.” The Hague: Indo-Dutch Evaluation 
by Nuffic, 1997.  

Buvinic, M. and S. Yudelman. Women, Poverty and Progress in the Third World. New York: Foreign Policy 
Association/International Center for Research on Women, 1989. 

Crewe, E. and E. Harrison. Whose Development?: An Ethnography of Aid. London and New York: Zed Books, 
1998. 

Jeffery, R. and A. Basu, Eds. Girls’ Schooling, Women’s Autonomy, and Fertility Change in South Asia. Sage 
Publications, 1996. 

Korten, D. When Corporations Rule the World. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 1995. 

Kothari, S. et al. Women – Towards Beijing: Voices from India. New Delhi: Lokayan Bulletin, July-October 1996. 

Kurz, K. and C. Prather. Improving the Quality of Life of Girls. New York: UNICEF, 1995. 

Macchiwalla, T. “Some Policy Perspectives on Women, Gender and Development” in Exchanges, No.27, December 
1999. 

Ong, A. Spirits of Resistance and Capitalist Discipline: Factory Women in Malaysia. Albany: SUNY Press, 1987. 

Sen, G. and C. Grown. Development, Crises, and Alternative Visions: Third World Women’s Perspectives. New 
York: Monthly Review Press/DAWN, 1987. 

Shiva, V. Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and Development in India. New Delhi: Kali for Women, 1995 ed. 

Subbarao, K. and L. Raney. Social Gains from Female Education: A Cross-National Study. Washington, DC: The 
World Bank, 1993.  

Vishwa Yuvak Kendra. Future Strategies for Universalizing Girls Education in South Asia. New Delhi: Government 
of India/UNICEF, 1990-91.  

 
 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
Shilpa Jain <shilpa@swaraj.org> is a learning activist with Shikshantar.  She has conducted research in several areas 
(globalization, democratic living, creativity, conflict transformation, systemic change, community participation, 



Panchayati Raj and Gram Sabhas, girls’ education) and recently completed a study on Rabindranath Tagore’s 
innovations in shiksha.  Shilpa also loves learning with/from youth and children and has extensive experience doing 
so around issues of self-esteem, creativity, collaboration, identity, and conflict resolution.   
 



...Say not, “I have found the truth,”  
but rather, “I have found a truth.” 

Say not, “I have found the path of the soul.”  
Say rather, “I have met the soul walking upon my path.” 

For the soul walks upon all paths... 
— Kahlil Gibran 

 “On Self-Knowledge”, The Prophet 
 
 
 

Section Three: Cultivating Learning Ecologies 
 
 
 

The End of Planning: Notes on Public Policy and Educational Plans 
Ash Hartwell 

 
This article is about the disconnect between what is known about human potential for learning and the systems of 
educational planning and public financing supported by international agencies and nation states. The national plans 
required as a condition for the international financing of education systems in developing countries are based on 
presuppositions, concepts and practices that undermine rather than support learning communities.  This is a highly 
important and complex issue: human capacity and well-being are both the means and the end of what is called 
development.  Public resources, whether international or national, are needed. How can this be done in ways that 
support what is known about human capacity and learning?  This article embarks on this inquiry with humility, 
recognizing the immense political, economic, social forces involved, while also believing it is vitally important to 
confront these issues.      
 
We know, both from direct experience and research evidence, that all children are natural born learners.  Each child 
is potentially a genius, capable of creative learning, possessing a growing capacity for love, service and heroism. 
With nurturing relationships and stimulating environments, children can realize their inherent potential.  Further, this 
learning is not an end in itself, but contributes to the evolution of democratic, diverse and caring communities.  
 
Such a perspective requires that we shift our understanding from conventional concepts and definitions of learning. 
Learning, as embodied by the typical operations of the school, is about the acquisition of knowledge and skills. The 
measurement of learning achievement determines how much of the curriculum has been mastered.  Two 
presuppositions about learners are inherent in the measurement of learning through standardized tests (and in the 
psychometrics on which standardized test measurement is based).  First, the transformation of raw scores into the 
‘bell curve’ ranks students against each other, into those who are deemed dull, average and bright. This ranking and 
classification occurs no matter what the range in raw scores – that is what ‘standardized’ testing means.   A second 
presupposition is that learning is a ‘zero-sum’, competitive process.  For one student to do better on a standardized 
test means that another will do worse – that is how the tests are constructed.  This structure, whatever the intents of 
policy makers and teachers, essentially pits students against each other in a competitive, Darwinian ‘survival of the 
fittest’ regime.  Those who survive are those selected for the limited places in higher education institutions.  
 
However, the perspective that all children are natural learners is based on a different understanding of learning: We 
learn through a process of personal transformation in relationship with others, and what we learn increases our 

capacity to participate in and contribute to society.1   By personal transformation, I mean more than the acquisition 
of a specific body of knowledge or skill. It involves developing new insights, capacities, and powers.  The 
relationship with others may be based on direct contact, as between teacher and student, or through indirect 
communication, as through correspondence or reading. The relationship may be inspirational, incidental or intensely 
personal.  But what happens in learning is that experience rewires the brain and nervous system (and probably cells 



throughout the body). Increasingly, research in the cognitive and neurosciences is beginning to reveal some of these 
processes through electron scanning. Images show changes in neural chemistry and circuits occurring during the 

learning process.2   
 
The second part of this definition is that learning enhances our capacity to contribute to society, to communities of 
practice. Learning transforms our social identity, whether in the work place, in social activities, or at a personal 
level.  When we learn to play the flute, we can join others in making music, and when we learn to speak in a new 
language it opens up opportunities for dialogue. 
 
The proposition that all children are natural learners and potential geniuses is not a utopian vision, it is a belief based 
on our understanding about the nature of learning, and the increasing evidence from research. The word genius 
strikes a warning note. Surely only exceptional human beings are geniuses.  Yet what do we really mean by genius? 
Thomas Armstrong, in a delightful book titled Awakening Genius, cites Latin roots of the word  “to come into 
being, to beget,” while also related to the word genial, “festive,” “enlivening and jovial.” Combining these 
definitions, he determines that the word genius means “giving birth to one’s joy,” and in education it means “giving 
birth to the joy in learning.”  Armstrong describes twelve qualities of genius: curiosity, playfulness, imagination, 
creativity, wonder, wisdom, inventiveness (hands on creativity), vitality, sensitivity, flexibility, humor and joy.   
 
Before undertaking to look at what we might mean by educational planning, and specifically what the purpose of 
that planning might be, it is essential to be clear about what we mean by learning, what are the purposes of 
education, what is it that is to be planned?  I believe it is useful to conceive that the purpose of education is to give 
birth to the joy in learning. An educational system within a learning society – a society committed to diverse forms 
of learning - would support this purpose. Education systems, including what are called schools, teachers, 
management, planning and policies, reflect political and social decisions about learners and learning.  These 
decisions, in virtually all educational systems in the world today, obviously do not reflect the educational purpose of 
generating joy in learning – with learning understood as a process of personal transformation leading to greater 
participation in and contribution to society.      
 
I do not believe the concept of learning and education advocated here is simply a utopian vision. It is based on a 

growing understanding of human learning, it is articulated in the media3  and in political forums, and it is embodied 
in the practice of actual schools in an increasing number of countries. Schools like the Sudbury Valley School in 

Massachusetts.4   
 
At Sudbury, and the some thirty schools in a variety of countries based on the Sudbury model, students and staff 
form an intentional learning community. They work out the rules and support needed for the world of work, for 
developing personal responsibility for the quality of community life, for achieving cooperation and mutual support, 
for assuring personal rights, and for making community decisions democratically.  If this sounds hopelessly 
idealistic, the evidence that it works can be seen by the graduates, who range from research scientists to auto 
mechanics, from dancers and musicians and novelists, who become political activists and often go into helping 
professions.  
 



THE SUDBURY VALLEY SCHOOL 

The Sudbury Valley School is a place where children are free. Their natural curiosity is the 
starting point for everything that happens at the school.  
 
Students initiate all their own activities. The staff, the plant, the equipment are there to 
answer their needs. Learning takes place in formal and informal settings, in large and 
small groups, or individually. All ages are free to mix at all times. The dynamics among 
students of different ages, helping each other learn about everything from human 
relations to math, is one of the greatest strengths of the school. No one is required to 
attend classes and, indeed, classes are rare and bear little resemblance to the usual 
notion of a “class”.  There are no tests or grades of any kind. Students and staff (teachers) 
are equal in every regard. 
 
Students share responsibility for their own environment, and for the quality of life at 
school. The school is managed by the weekly School Meeting, where every student and 
staff member has a vote: an education at Sudbury Valley is also an education in hands-
on democracy. 
 
A graduate (one ‘graduates’ after applying and receiving the approval of the school 
community) says,  
“I didn’t really think about getting an education. I didn’t understand the idea of having 
to artificially ‘get’ an education. I thought that you lived in the world and you got smarter 
because every day you were learning. I thought that there was no way you could get 
dumber unless you were erasing stuff out of your brain. It seemed to me that one day 
you were talking to someone about one subject and another day you were talking to 
someone about another, and eventually you’d get around to all of them.” 
 
 
State-sponsored schooling as presently practiced is the problem, not the solution, for enhancing learning and 

community well-being.5  Schools in the great majority of countries and settings, whatever the stated policy 
intentions, maintain relationships of power and authority that stifle self-directed learning, deliver official syllabi and 
knowledge that actively discourages critical reflection and analysis, synthesis or valuing.  Schools’ central social and 
political function has been to provide a vehicle for sorting the population, and selecting a limited few for further 
formal educational opportunity and employment within the formal economic sector.  
 
This paper advances the proposition that public policy and public resources can support learning communities based 
on the educational principles exemplified by the Sudbury Valley School. This is not to advocate that the Sudbury 
Valley School should be replicated in other countries, rather that the principles that have informed its development 
can be usefully applied to the development in other cultures and national contexts.  The ‘end’ of planning would 
signal on one hand the demise of the mental and spiritual prisons known as schools, and on the other, the emergence 
of public policy and resources to support learning communities such as Sudbury.     
 
To start, I will describe current global concepts and practices in the formulation of educational policy and planning. 
These will be situated within the context of development assistance.  I will then speculate about how public policy 
and planning might support learning and learning communities, rather than schools as they currently exist. The gap 
between what is currently understood and practiced under the rubric ‘educational planning’ and what is proposed to 
support the development of learning communities is so great that it seems appropriate to describe this as ‘the end of 
planning.’   
 
The Dakar Framework 
The World Forum for Education for All was a gathering in Dakar last year of some 1,600 representatives of national 
governments, development agencies and NGOs, to reflect on the status of the global commitment to Education for 
All made at Jomtien in 1990. The Jomtien Conference of 1990 represented a shift in thinking.  There was increasing 



attention paid to the quality and relevance of education, not just the quantitative expansion of schools; 
decentralization and participation, rather than technical expertise and plans from the center; use of incentives to 
communities and regions, rather than just state supplied inputs; increased focus on out of school and non-formal 
education; participation of NGOs in planning and delivering educational services.  
 
The Dakar Framework, the body of recommendations of the WEF and the international working group formed at the 
2000 summit, calls on all nations to develop a National Plan of Education for EFA by 2002.  Each national plan 
should: 
- Be developed by government leadership in direct and systematic consultation with national civic society; 
- Attract co-ordinated support of all development partners; 

- Specify reforms addressing the six EFA goals6 ; 
- Establish a sustainable financial framework; 
- Be time bound and action-oriented; 
- Include mid-term performance indicators; 
- Achieve a synergy with all human development efforts, through inclusion into a national development planning 

framework and process. 
 
A central message of the Dakar Framework is the centrality of civil society for the forming, implementation and 
monitoring of national action plans: plans and action should emphasize participation, partnerships, transparent 
democratic processes, and mechanisms to ensure greater accountability. James Wolfensen, president of the World 
Bank, promised that any needy country that prepared a comprehensive plan would be assured of international 
financing to carry it forward.  Other multilateral and bilateral development agencies reiterated that pledge.  
 
Education Plans within the Context of Development Programs 
The key requirement for poor countries to access international financing for education and other social services is 
the comprehensive national plan. By comprehensive here is not meant only the criteria defined by the Dakar 
Framework, but an integrated multi-sectoral strategy for macro-economic reform and poverty reduction (termed the 

PRSP).7  The nations in the less developed country category can hardly afford to reject this guidance and the 
financing that is tied to it. The financing of public services in the less-developed countries is in a state of crisis. 
 
Take the example of Ghana, which has been considered an excellent example of a country that, during the 1990s, 
developed what were believed to be enlightened macro-economic policies.  Ghana in 1995 prepared a program for 
the country to transform from a low-income to a middle income country by the year 2020. The plan is called Vision 
2020. The vision is that Ghana “will have an open and liberal market economy, founded on competition, initiative 
and creativity, that employs science and technology in deriving maximum productivity from the use of all our human 
and natural resources and in optimizing the rate of economic and social development, with due regard for the 

protection of the environment and to equity in the distribution of the benefits of development.”8  A principle theme 
of the program is human development: “the basic goals of human development are to improve the health, life 
expectancy and capabilities of all individuals, to eliminate extremes of deprivation, [and to] reduce poverty.”  This 
plan was met with accolades and received financing from international donors.  
 
However by 2001, five years following the formulation of Vision 2020, Ghana faces a financial crisis.  The budget 
speech of the newly elected government reveals that virtually all domestic public revenue must be spent to pay down 
huge international and domestic debt.  There is little left, internally, to pay for government services, including health 
and education.  This shortfall needs to be financed by external funds (or by increasing public domestic debt, which 
would trigger increased inflation).  There are a variety of causes for this crisis, but a principle one has been the sharp 
decline in the price of cocoa, Ghana’s largest export, and an equally sharp rise in the price of imports, particularly 
oil. These price shifts reflect global markets and relationships.  
 
The HIPC (highly indebted poor countries) program is a mechanism, sponsored principally by the IMF and the 
World Bank, to forgive multilateral debt for countries that are prepared to introduce macro-economic reforms and 
prepare comprehensive development plans targeted at poverty reduction and human services. For Ghana, 
participation in HIPC will alleviate about one-third of its debt burden. Ghana can hardly afford not to fully 
participate in the HIPC program, and to prepare a PRSP. Ghana is now using both national and international experts 
working to meet a deadline for applying for HIPC debt relief.    



 
The ‘developed’ world, as a condition for debt relief and development assistance, requires poor nations to prepare 
national policies and plans. A large proportion of the finances for these plans is external, based on guidelines set by 
multilateral and bilateral agencies.  The organization and implementation of these plans is inevitably top-down, 
driven by ‘experts’, often prepared for the most part by international consultants, that provide ‘solutions’ for a 
receiving population that has not been much involved in defining the problem. The fundamental problem is that 
this planning process does not engage the people as full human beings  – as persons and communities with 
creative intelligence, deep and valued cultural life, and capacity for self-determination.  
 
The reality that there are ‘less developed’ countries reflects a disordered world.  A world that has divided itself into 
parts, each part claiming a unique identity, with hugely unequal resources and capacity, with wealthy nations 
defending their prerogatives through the exercise of economic and military power. Unless leaders throughout the 
world, and particularly within the most powerful countries, cease to view the world as a Darwinian ‘survival of the 
fittest’ terrain, with winners and losers, there is no prospect that human development and poverty alleviation for all 
countries and peoples will be realized.  It is increasingly clear that this must be based on the recognition of the 
reality that the world is a single organism, a single family, in which hurt, violence, hunger and want for any single 
community is a reality for all communities.   
 
The exploration of how this world change will ultimately happen is beyond the scope of this paper. However, the 
link between the way schools induce a competitive, zero-sum world-view, and the behavior of world leaders is not 
accidental. The challenge of creating change in educational systems, so that they begin to reflect realities of human 
capacity for caring relationships and learning, is clearly daunting. 
 
The Practice and Experience of Educational Planning 
National educational plans are not something new. Since independence, most Third World states have prepared and 
implemented development plans, with education playing a prominent role.  Nations have planned education by 
determining what was to be taught, to whom, how, when and by whom for what purpose and at what cost.  Since the 
1960s education planning has been seen as the means to wisely allocate scarce public resources in the face of 

enormous demands on the state.9   These plans have involved determining, at the national level, the curriculum, the 
nature, training and numbers of teachers, the distribution, size and physical requirements for schools, the texts for 
each grade and subject area, the organization of supervision and inspection, and the financing required to build and 
sustain the system.  
 
At national and international levels, planning involves the commitment of publicly accountable finances. Guidance 
from international financing institutions, such as the World Bank, the EU, and UNDP – as well as bilateral donors 
(now called ‘development partners’) – requires that policies and plans specify inputs, processes, outputs and 
expected outcomes, measured by indicators, to be monitored and evaluated.  In recent years there has been an 
increased emphasis placed on results – those social benefits that the program asserts will follow from the inputs 
provided. These are articulated in terms of enrolment rates, persistence of children in school, and achievement 
measured by national assessments of learning.  
 
In the 1960s education planning was conceived as a set of technical analyses such as: projecting the school-age 
population; estimating the degree to which the state could support the expansion of schooling to meet that social 
demand; and then projecting forward required classrooms, teachers, instructional materials and of course capital and 
recurrent financing.  Of course, this is a simplification of what actually happened. There were real issues to be 
negotiated between those who favored and argued for a larger share of public resources going to higher education or 
to technical education; or those who argued for a more equitable allocation of resources and effort to regions lagging 
in educational attainment.  But the fundamental paradigm was directed towards a supply-driven provision of 
schooling facilities, teachers and materials as a means of expanding educational opportunity. Recent work in the 
concepts and practice of planning have shifted this top-down, expert driven model and advocate a more 

experimental, demand-driven, grass-roots approach.10    
 
On the whole, experience in implementing national educational plans has been disappointing. Many plans have been 
frustrated by failures of institutions to function efficiently, shortfalls in financing, and lack of public responsiveness 
to state-initiated programs.  These weaknesses have characterized even those plans with a supply-side, input 



orientation.  State planning to reform the content, processes and quality of public education has had even less 
success.  More fundamentally, the whole enterprise of social planning has been challenged, based on a more 
profound understanding of the complex, dynamic character of the living world.  Theoretic work in Chaos Theory 
and Complex Adaptive Systems, has shown us a world that is less like a machine than an organism, or an ecology of 

organisms. It is non-linear, complex, nested, interconnected and above all dynamic.11   In Margaret Wheatley’s 
(1993) provocative and poetic language,  

 
“An emergent world asks us to stand in a different place.  We no longer stand at the end of something we 
visualize in detail and plan backwards from that future.  Instead, we must stand at the beginning, clear in 
our intent, with a willingness to be involved in discovery.  The world asks that we focus less on how we 
can coerce something to make it conform to our designs and focus more on how we can engage with one 
another, how we can enter into the experience and then notice what comes forth.  It asks that we 
participate more than plan… We acknowledge that we don’t know how this work will actually unfold. We 
discover what we are capable of as we go along.” 

 
The Dakar Framework (and the HIPC requirement for a PRSP) with its guidance on the preparation of national plans 
of action, sends a very different message to poor countries. This is not a message that honors Wheatley’s vision, nor 
is it likely to give birth to the joy in learning.  Although the Framework includes such language as “emphasize 
participation, partnerships, transparent democratic processes,” this is not going to happen while governments are 
pressured to produce externally mandated, expert-driven education plans, providing for the delivery of curriculum 
and resources from the central Ministry of Education to the schools.  
  
Towards the ‘End’ of Planning 
“The task of public agencies is not to invent policy or implement education reforms across the nation, but rather to 

develop and unleash a capacity to innovate throughout the system.” 
 — Farrell, 1997 

 
What would it take for public agencies, Ministries of Education with the backing of the Ministry of Finance and 
Planning for example, to ‘develop and unleash a capacity to innovate throughout the system?’  This question is 
central to an attempt to conceive of public financing supporting the development of authentic learning systems.  
 
Clearly, there is a fundamental shift needed in the concept and practice of planning so that it would move towards an 
education system that enhanced learning, rather than controlled it, that built the capacity for innovation, rather than 
coercing the world to conform to pre-conceived designs. At present, the word ‘planning’ connotes analytic expertise, 
based on research to establish the most efficient combination of inputs and processes that leads to clearly measured 
and targeted outputs and outcomes.  It is believed that the role of the planner is to provide the state with options for 
the most efficient use of public resources to achieve policy objectives.   
 
A central difficulty is that the relationships between the state and communities, and between community authorities 
and those they are supposed to serve, are analogous to the relationship between the school, the teachers and the 
learners.  The transformation of these relationships is what is fundamentally needed.  To illustrate, support for 
authentic learning must begin with the transformation of the relationship between teacher and students. Rather than 
the teacher being the source of knowledge, the arbiter of the official syllabus, and the enforcer of discipline, the 
teacher’s role must change to facilitate learning, which is a natural process and cannot be enforced by command.  
The teacher becomes a guide to knowledge building, rather than the source of information.  This is part of what 
would be needed for schools to become communities of genuine human encounter and productive activity. 
 
Likewise, for the places we call schools to become learning communities, supported by local communities and 
authorities, would itself require a transformation in the relationship between the central state and localities.  
Presently, the state (either at the national, or in some countries at the regional or district level) provides a plan, with 
predetermined inputs (teachers, curriculum syllabi, textbooks), regulations for organization and administrative 
processes (school timetables, keeping school records and accounts), and periodic oversight to assure compliance. 
 
In reality, in poorer countries these ‘plans’ are seldom implemented. This failure is analyzed as of lack of 
institutional capacity (for planning and management) and inadequate finances. These are considered major problems 
of educational efficiency and quality.  The Dakar Framework, and the financing that it promises, is intended to 



address these inefficiencies, and to support the capacity and inputs that are believed necessary to expand access and 
improve educational quality.  However, the real problem is not inadequate service delivery, but a failure in the 
relationship between the state and the people.  
 
In the relationships between the teacher and the learner, the school and the teacher, and the state and the school, 
plans, directions, knowledge and resources flow from the source of power and authority to the recipient.  The change 
of these relationships so that respect, appreciation and power flow between all parties is the essence of the 
transformation wanted.  From this conception it is the child, the learner, and the community that is supported in self-
organized learning, rather than ‘taught’, coerced, and ‘developed’ by the teacher, the school, or the state.  
 
Some of this transformation has begun.  The modern nation state is rapidly losing control of key instruments of 
power and authority – economic policy and information.  As the global network of finances and information 
penetrate virtually all national borders, authoritarian states either disintegrate or are reshaped into more open, 
diverse political entities.  It is estimated that networking and the international exchange of information is doubling 
every two years.  From one perspective, this force is destructive, in that it promotes competitive, market-driven 
economic relationships, undermining the nexus of socially responsible, caring communities that are necessary for 
our well-being.  On the other hand, some argue that the Internet erodes national sovereignty while strengthening the 
ability of non-Western powers to resist penetration by Western cultures, and instead to penetrate the West 

themselves.12   It is a confusing time, with forces both leading to a world more diverse, more articulate of cultural 
identity, and yet with far greater interdependency.   
 
The Dakar Framework, while it urges a participatory process, remains stuck within a schooling model which is to be 
expanded and improved, not transformed.  It does not take seriously the changes in the world, and our emerging 
understanding of human potential and social networks.  With the erosion of the powers of the state, planning as a 
tool to increase the participation in and efficiency of national education systems is dead, although like a headless 
snake, it has considerable force to keep active.  
 
In place of the current emphasis on national plans, what is needed is a rethinking of relationships, a rethinking of the 
educational process.  There is a growing consciousness that such rethinking is timely, that it reflects what is known 

about learning, and about social change.13    This is an agenda for the international group of experts who meet to 
coordinate follow-up to the Dakar Framework, and to those members of the World Bank working on the 
Comprehensive Development Framework (CDF) and the national Poverty Reduction Strategic Plans.  It is an agenda 
for national leaders that take policy intents about building human capacity seriously.  
 
There are no clear steps to guide this rethinking. The process will be complex and requires honesty and humility – 
not qualities that have characterized international experts or national leaders.  It will need a process of public critical 
reflection on the purpose, relevance and control of the education system, informed by current research and insights 
on learning. Such a public discourse implies a high degree of openness and commitment by the state to encourage 
critical social reflection. While I cannot describe here the details of such a shift, some of its key elements can be 
articulated. One useful characterization of the process comes from Dan Inbar(1996) who identifies five elements of a 

social change process: understanding, vision, expectations, empowerment and support.14     
 
* Understanding:  Margaret Wheatley speaks of the first stage of a social transformation as a voluntary letting go 

of current beliefs and assumptions to willingly create a new understanding of what’s going on.15   The first stage in 
a dialogue about the education system will link people’s understandings about their futures, their childrens’ future, 

and the kinds of learning that will truly support individual and community well-being.16   This dialogue should 
confront the disconnect of economic and education systems that promote individual competition for material gain, in 
contrast to traditional economic and educational activities that provide opportunities to strengthen bonds of caring 
and mutual well-being.   
 
* Vision:  The transformation of relationships within schools, within communities, much less a nation, will not 
happen without leadership and political support. Creating the space and support for teachers, for schools, and for 
communities to begin the transformation process requires a collective commitment to a vision of the way things can 
be.  This is not a ‘plan’ with specific outputs, processes and inputs.  It establishes and articulates in culturally rooted 



language and images the general shape of what is intended.  The dialogue leading toward a collective vision might 
draw on (but should not depend on) a set of beliefs about learning, such as those formulated by the Global Alliance 
for Transforming Education. These, and other such formulations, may serve to stimulate reflection and the 
development of shared, compelling vision statements.   
 
* Expectations:  The move from a collective vision to expectations is the first step towards realizing social 
transformation.  It translates the general beliefs of the vision into the organizational forms, procedures, resources 
needed to move forward.  At this stage it is critical that the perspectives of the various actors, stakeholders and 
beneficiaries are mutually heard and honored. The process is better characterized as consultation within a caring 
family than as a technical analysis and plan.    
 
* Empowerment:   A fundamental principle proposed in this paper is that learning must be based on the natural 
capacities of learners to self-organize, within a supportive community.  This follows from the premise that 
transformation of beliefs, in personal meanings and actions, have to be based on motivation and commitment, rather 
than on an externally created plan.  A danger in the concept of empowerment, as it is generally understood, is the 
belief that power is a zero-sum entity: by empowering one group, another group is disempowered.  It is this 
perception which will surely block the kinds of change advocated here. Empowerment can lead to local tyranny if it 
is simply a matter of devolving existing authority from the center to a region, district, community or school director.  
The belief that power grows through building trusting relationships is central to the process of transforming 
education (as well as economic and political) systems.  The empowerment of learners, of teachers, of communities, 
of schools requires supportive, helping relationships, where accountability depends on the success of those one 
serves.  
 
* Support:  Local initiatives, at the school and community level, in pursuit of the vision of educational 
transformation, should be supported by public financing.  The state, despite how much it is weakened by global 
forces, has a responsibility to support equity, and to use public resources particularly to alleviate poverty.  One 
approach to supporting local initiative is an incentive grant system that finances alternative forms of school 
governance and pedagogy.  In the USA, the Charter School movement is an expression of this approach.  An 
incentive grant is provided for innovative departures from standard school organization.  Of course, a grant 
mechanism may simply support an alternative system of school governance, with little or no transformation of the 
educational process. But it can also be consistent with the principles of community and school self-organization for 
transformation advocated here.    
 

Global Alliance for Transforming Education  
Core Beliefs about Education  

- The fundamental purpose of education is to nourish the inherent potential of human 
development, for all children, and all learners. Learning involves the enrichment and 
deepening of relationships to self, to family and community members, to the global 
community and to our planet.   

- Each individual is inherently creative, has unique emotional, intellectual, physical and 
spiritual needs and abilities, and possesses an unlimited capacity to learn. This implies 
fostering in each student a sense of tolerance, respect and appreciation for both the 
unity of humankind and for human diversity, starting with immediate community.  

- Education is a matter of experience. Learning is an active, multi-sensory engagement 
between an individual and the world.  The goal of education is to nurture wisdom 
through reflection on essential questions and exploration of experience. Education 
should link the learner to the wonders of the world through experiential approaches 
that immerse the student in social life and nature. 

 
Note: These are three principles, drawn from a larger set of ten, with modifications and 

appreciative thanks.  See <www.gate.org>. 
 
For the process described here to be something different than a state-dominated public relations effort will require a 
government commitment to negotiate social conflict, rather than promise the solutions to problems.  It will be an 



intense, unpredictable, process, in which those initiating dialogue must act and be seen as facilitators, not 
bureaucrats. Further, the state must tolerate, if not actively support, the active role of the media in the critique and 
review of policy and local experience.  This is a process for which there is usually little political enthusiasm. 
Furthermore, few public organizations, certainly few Ministries of Education, have the capacity to engage in critical 
social analysis, reflection and consensus building.  This work may be supported by NGOs recognized for their 
integrity and advocacy on behalf of the disadvantaged.  What the state, and international agencies, can do to 
facilitate this essential planning process is to provide the legitimacy and resources to carry out this work.  There is a 
trend toward supporting this kind of policy dialogue from development agencies, reflected in such forums as the 
Association for the Development of Education in Africa (ADEA).  
 
The end of planning, if it is to become a means towards a more enlightened system to support learning and well-
being, will be a search for common principles, the devolution of responsibilities locally, to the learners insofar as 
possible, and the use of public resources and financing to support this process. Which international leaders, which 
nations, and which communities, will be so bold as to pursue this social vision and act on this policy agenda?   
 
Endnotes 
1 I am indebted to Etienne Wenger for this definition, see his article  ‘Communities of Practice: the social fabric of a 
learning organization.’ Healthcare Forum Journal, July 1996, p. 20-26. 
2 R. Kotulak. Inside the Brain. Kansas City, Mo.: Andrews and McMeel, 1996.  
3 For example, see the ABC News Special with Peter Jennings and Bill Blakemore, Common Miracles: the New 
American Revolution in Learning, 1993 (from MPI Home Video: MP 6295D).  
4 See the website for the Sudbury Valley School at <www.sudval.org> for further description of their belief and 
practice, as well as links to associated learning communities throughout the world. 
5 See the critique of schooling provided by the 21st Century Learning Initiative at <www.21learn.org>, and the 
writing of John Abbott (1997), its founder.  
6 The six EFA goals are: 1) increase access to early childhood care; 2) access to free, quality primary education by 
2015; 3) address learning needs of all youth and adults through appropriate life skills training; 4) 50% improvement 
in the level of adult literacy by 2015; 5) eliminate gender disparities in primary and secondary education by 2005, 
and at all levels of education by 2015; 6) improve all aspects of the quality of education, showing gains in 
measurable learning outcomes particularly in literacy, numeracy and life skills.  
7  The World Bank and the IMF have prepared joint working guidelines for the development of the national Poverty 
Reduction Strategy Paper [plan], available on the World Bank web site.  
8 Government of Ghana. Ghana – Vision 2020 (The First Step: 1996-2000): Presidential Report to Parliament on 
Co-ordinated Programme of Economic and Social Development Policies.  Accra: Government of Ghana, 1995.  
9  The International Institute for Educational Planning (IIEP), affiliated with UNESCO, has been the primary 
international center for developing methodologies and training national staff in educational planning. See their 
website at <www.unesco.org/iiep> for their research, publications and training.  
10  See, for example, Rondinelli (1993), who advocates that policy should be built on good practice at the grassroots 
level. 
11  See Waldrop’s book Complexity (1992) for an excellent introduction to the science of Complex Adaptive 
Systems.  
12 Farrell, p.310. 
13 For example, the World Bank has recently promoted the concept of social capital – reflecting the insight that 
wealth is created through cooperative relationships based on trust.  See 
<www.worldbank.org/poverty/scapital/library/index.htm> 
14  Dan Inbar. Planning for Innovation in Education.  Fundamentals of Educational Planning. Paris: UNESCO: 
International Institute for Educational Planning, 1996.  
15 M. Wheatley. Bringing Schools Back to Life: Schools as Living Systems, 1999. See <www.berkana.org>. 
16  See M. Weisbord and S. Janoff. Future Search: An Action Guide to Finding Common Ground in Organizations 
and Communities. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 1995.  
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Democracy and the Learning Society: One Coin, Two Sides 
Beryl Levinger 

 
Introduction  
Democracy and learning have much common. Both flow from the conviction that there are extraordinary 
possibilities in ordinary people. Both lead to unforeseen outcomes. Proficiency in both is dependent upon concrete 
action, reflection and dialogue. And whether one is speaking of learning or democracy, the same paradigm prevails: 
Everybody is supportive in principle, but the details of practice engender fierce debate. 
 
In this brief essay, I shall endeavor to develop three highly interrelated ideas: that democracy is a precondition for 
the emergence of a learning society; that the vitality of a democracy is directly linked to a society’s embrace of 
learning as a lifelong pursuit; and, that the schooling enterprise often subverts fundamental democratic ideals 
(ironically, the very same ones that receive lip service in classrooms throughout the world).  
 
A society that is both ‘democratic’ and  ‘learning-centered’ is the product of a mutually reinforcing spiral. 
Democracy is cause and effect of learning, while learning operates as both subject and object in an ongoing dialogue 
on democracy. 
 
The Learning Society 
But what is a learning society? The term describes a group of individuals who have built a community around values 
and behaviors that promote query and personal growth as lifelong pursuits for all citizens. Members of a learning 
society live inquisitively (sometimes at the expense of acquisitiveness) and question structures of authority. They 
routinely engage in empirical discovery and prefer direct personal experience to the mediated insertion of 
decontextualized knowledge, facts, and data into their heads. Theirs is a community where learning is active, 
participatory, open-ended, collaborative, dialogic.  
 
In such communities, there are many ‘new’ and ‘old’ answers, but few ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ ones. Why? Because 
community members routinely grapple with novel problems, and these are often too new to have ‘right’ answers 
associated with them.  For example, learning societies may ask questions such as these: What is an appropriate local 
response to the forces of globalization?  Within our constraints, how do we take advantage of the opportunity 
presented by ‘localization’ (i.e., the emerging preference of central governments to delegate functions to localities 
without delegating them the necessary resources to carry out those functions)? How do we preserve human dignity 
for all, inthe face of massive social and economic dislocations underway throughout the world? Such challenges 
may lack a known set of ‘correct’ responses, but they are filled with life-changing possibilities for open-ended 
inquiry, dialogue, experimentation, and experiential learning, since they are intimately linked to a community’s 
vitality and future prospects. 
 
Learning community members struggle against role rigidity.  Today’s ‘teacher’ or ‘mentor’ will most assuredly be 
tomorrow’s learner.  Even more often, teacher and pupil are located in the same individual.  In learning 
communities, people recognize that the capacity to teach and to learn resides in everyone — as does the 
responsibility to engage in these activities. Teaching and learning are not the exclusive mandate of schools, 
professional teachers, and other members of the ‘education establishment’. Rather, these activities involve young 
and old, male and female, rich and poor, ‘educated’ and ‘uneducated’. The force that gives life to a ‘learning 
society’ is the empirical testing of new ideas.  Such testing entails trying concepts out in real-life situations in order 
to determine whether these ideas are worthy of adoption and incorporation into one’s personal repertoire of 
everyday behaviors.  Such processes illumine a learning society’s choice of priorities, guide its allocation of 
resources, and underlie its reward structure. 
 
Democracy and Schooling 
True democracy means more than the mere presence of a constitution, elections, and the rule of law. It is also about 
widespread acceptance of an unwritten social contract among all citizens that governs interpersonal relations as well 
as civic rights and responsibilities. At the heart of the social contract is a pervasive understanding of what 
individuals can expect from one another in the various realms in which they operate: personal, communal, familial, 
spiritual, political, and economic.  
 



The essence of this social contract — transmitted through legal frameworks, cultural ideals, religious or moral 
authorities, and the everyday practices of countless ordinary citizens — is that the parties to it will behave with care, 
concern and responsibility toward one another. Thus, for example, an individual’s rights (as spelled out in local 
legislative codes and international conventions) will be respected not only because it is a legal requirement to do so, 
but, more importantly, because people have been (to a greater or lesser degree) socialized to act respectfully toward 
one another.  
 
The social contract is relatively rigid; it doesn’t change readily from one moment to the next. Nonetheless, in every 
generation, parts of the contract get ‘renegotiated’.  It is in this realm of renegotiation that learning societies become 
critical.  Change is the result of many different factors including shifts in cultural patterns and preferences 
(sometimes — but not always — as a result of media influence); the ongoing practice common in all societies of 
continually redefining cultural ideals (sometimes as a result of stances taken by spiritual leaders and other opinion-
makers); as well as the insights and experiences of citizens from all walks of life who dare to re-imagine such issues 
as the nature of relations between the powerful and the powerless. 
  
While interpersonal caring, concern and responsibility undergird the social contract, every society needs to invent 
and re-invent processes and institutions that maintain the contract’s vitality and relevance. The practices linked to 
good governance in a democracy (for example, free and fair elections; the custom of subjecting transactions to 
public scrutiny in order to guarantee transparency; procedures that enable individuals to air grievances) are 
particularly apt for this task of ‘social contract maintenance’ because they lead to the contract’s ongoing 
renegotiation and ratification.  
 
Democracy entails empathy and respect for others as well as three core conditions that are reflected in the everyday 
actions of citizens: a belief that the laws are essentially just; a recognition that no one is above the law; and, an 
acceptance of the fact that an individual’s personal behavior almost always has consequences for others. Without 
these three conditions, there is no basis for either a social contract or democracy. 
 
Cooperation and a willingness to consider issues from perspectives other than one’s own are democracy’s heart and 
lungs. Democracy’s sustenance comes from citizens who, recognizing their interdependence, seek to achieve an 
appropriate balance between their personal interests and those of the greater good. And democracy’s longevity 
depends on citizens who strive to create a common future, one that transcends differences of ethnicity, religion, race, 
class, gender, lifestyle, or the false security of blind nationalism.   
 
The health of a democracy rests on a citizenry’s commitment to live every day mindful of the fact that individual 
actions ramify into societal consequences (the cause and effect relationships so dear to empirical learners). 
Democracy and learning also depend on the respect that citizens accord one another.  By respect, I don’t mean 
begrudging acceptance and tolerance of others who are different than oneself, but rather an affirmative appreciation 
of diversity as a source of societal strength. 
 
So why are schools so ill-equipped to promote democracy? Don’t societies that view themselves as democratic 
expect their schools to play an important role in helping citizens develop the attitudes, values, beliefs and knowledge 
needed to maintain democratic institutions?  I offer at least three reasons why: 
 
First, schools transmit information, but information is often not an important determinant of personal behavior. 
Illustratively, most of the world’s smokers know that smoking is bad for them. Nonetheless, they continue to smoke. 
Likewise, information is not the key determinant of democratic behaviors (including voting, following the law, 
treating others with respect and dignity, using resources responsibly, making decisions about individual actions that, 
in part, reflect an understanding of these actions affect others).  
 
Respect for others, for example, is not dependent on information, nearly as much as it is on an individual’s attitudes 
and values.  These dimensions of individuality emerge from what is practiced in the home, observed in daily 
interactions with community members, and truly rewarded (not just praised) by local role models and peers.  Francis 
Bacon, the famed British essayist, brilliantly captured the essence of this disjuncture between knowledge and 
behavior four centuries ago when he wrote, “People usually think according to their inclinations, speak according to 
their learning and ingrained opinions, but generally act according to custom.”  
 



Second, it is democratic action — immersion by individuals into the democratic process itself — that leads to the 
development of attitudes and values favorable to democracy. Such experiential encounters with democracy are 
profoundly ‘learningful’ and life changing, when they are situationally authentic and personally meaningful. By 
their very nature, schools alone cannot create authentic encounters with democracy. At best, they can mimic and 
imitate democratic processes that occur in the wider society. At worst, they reinforce tendencies to choose leaders on 
the basis of personal popularity, rather than positions or issues. 
 
Third, schools frequently send mixed messages about democratic values.  For example, the official curriculum may 
include content on the importance of treating all people equitably.  But, in practice, schools often send an entirely 
different message to young learners; for example, when girls are seldom if ever recognized by their teachers, when 
bullying and aggressive behaviors are tolerated, or when blatant favoritism is shown to children from socially 
advantaged backgrounds. Similarly, key policies and practices of many school systems (including, in particular, 
those bearing on finance, access, equity, and curriculum) are often inconsistent with democratic values.  Thus, for 
example, in nations around the world, more money is spent per capita to educate relatively well-off children than 
those who are living in the most precarious circumstances.  
 
Two thousand years ago, Seneca, the Roman philosopher, observed, “The road to learning by precept is long, but by 
example short and effective.”  In light of the power of example, we must ask ourselves if schools — by virtue of 
what they demonstrate — are actually a powerful force for instilling anti-democratic behaviors among the children 
entrusted to them (i.e., behaviors that lead to elevating the rights and resources of some at the expense of others).  
 
The three factors we’ve just reviewed — the inadequacy of information to be a force for changing behavior; the 
inability of most schools to create meaningful, authentic democratic experiences for learners; and the essentially 
undemocratic way in which most schools conduct the education enterprise — pose a seemingly insurmountable 
dilemma: How can societies foster the values most conducive to the sustenance of democracies if they can’t rely on 
local schools to get the job done?  The answer is breathtakingly simple in its conception, although decidedly 
complex in its implementation. 
 
If everyday citizen behavior is more important than the information imparted by schools in promoting ‘democracy 
friendly values,’ then we must promote or strengthen community practices consistent with this reality. In particular, 
we should recognize the teaching/learning power of community-based organizations that engage citizens in the twin 
tasks of defining common needs and planning collective actions to address them.  
 
John Dewey wrote, “We cannot seek or attain health, wealth, learning, justice or kindness in general. Action is 
always specific, concrete, individualized, unique.” Democracy cannot just be generalized into existence. Citizens — 
adults and children alike — must actually engage in tangible, original and situation-specific acts that nurture or 
reinforce democratic values. Learning — community-based, informal learning — is such an activity.  
 
Why does learning, but not schooling, represent society’s best hope for strengthening ‘democracy-friendly’ values 
across a citizenry? The answer lies in the power of personally relevant, self-directed learning to develop and 
strengthen those very values that are most conducive to democracy. Reciprocally, the values that are deepened 
through personal encounters with democracy are precisely those that propel individuals to pursue greater learning. 
 
What are these values and how do they manifest themselves in the two contexts we are discussing (learning and 
civic responsibility)?  Values are internalized principles that serve as guideposts when individuals make behavioral, 
ethical and moral choices.  Woodrow Wilson, the visionary who labored diligently (but unsuccessfully) to establish 
a viable League of Nations in the aftermath of the First World War noted, “Democracy is not so much a form of 
government as a set of principles.”   
 
Illustrative principles that are fundamental to healthy democracies are shown in the left column in the table that 
follows. The table’s right column illustrates how each value finds expression in a learning society. Quick perusal of 
the listed core values makes it clear that the columns are mutually and reciprocally reinforcing. 
 
Possibilities for Unleashing Democracy and Learning Societies 
What can communities do to unleash the mutually reinforcing, powerful concepts of democracy and the learning 
society?  Many excellent ideas have already been explored around the world, including: 



- Organized mentoring and tutorial programs that involve young and old in the pursuit of shared learning goals. 
- Inclusion of community service internships (and other forms of cooperative, situated learning) as integral 

components of many formal education programs. 
- Widespread support for adult volunteerism (unpaid service) as a learning activity. 
- Organized ‘learning exchanges’ where organizations bring individuals with common interests together for 

shared learning. 
- Internet list-serves that bring together individuals from all over the world to develop common learning agendas. 
- Seamless school-community partnerships that remove learning from the sole province of schools by drawing 

upon the resources of entire communities in achieving locally determined objectives.   
- A growing pedagogical acceptance of ‘facilitation’ rather than ‘teaching’ as a way to promote learning both in 

and out of schools. 
- Early childhood programs that help parents encourage (and take pleasure in) the natural curiosity of their young 

children.  
- Adaptation of community school models that involve extensive community participation in open-ended, 

inquiry-based learning and school governance.  
- Employer incentives to promote learning (e.g., released time for mentoring, learning, and skills development). 
- Employer encouragement for teamwork (at its best, a constructivist, dialogic and learning-centered process). 
- The emerging practice of using ‘life experience portfolios’ (evidence of self-directed, learning projects and 

personal experience) for credential purposes. 
 
Members of the ‘education establishment’ frequently view efforts aimed at disentangling ‘education’ from ‘learning’ 
as an idea too radical to merit serious consideration. Yet, we must come to understand that there is nothing radical in 
this idea at all. Indeed, the opposite is true: the surest way to conserve democratic institutions is to diffuse 
responsibility for learning throughout a society and to empower and encourage every citizen to become an active 
learner. 
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Towards a Wisdom Society: 
An Interview with James Botkin 

 
In 1979, James Botkin co-authored a groundbreaking work on societal learning, No Limits to Learning: Bridging 
the Human Gap.  Translated into more than a dozen languages, the book emphasized the importance of developing 
our collective capacity for learning to resolve complex social problems.  Over the past two decades, Botkin has 
continued to explore the meaning and processes of learning, focusing on learning in the business world.  He shared 
the following reflections on No Limits to Learning and the current horizon of societal learning in an interview with 
Vachel Miller from his Cambridge office on January 11, 2001.   
 
Miller:  What happened to No Limits to Learning?  The book presages so much of what’s being written now about 
learning.  How was it received? 
 
Botkin: The first group that reacted to the book was the church.  I received invitations from the young leadership 
section of the Catholic Church and from adult educators of the Methodist church.  Because I have no particular 
religious affiliation, this was surprising to me. Later on the United States government and then business became 
interested. Ironically, this sequence parallels the history of education in the U.S.  Some two hundred years ago, when 
the U.S. was an agricultural society, the family and church controlled learning and education.  Then when we 
became an industrial society, the state and federal governments controlled the education system.  Now that we’re an 
information-knowledge society, business is setting the new learning directions.   
 
It was a unique project for me as an American to be able to have Moroccan and Romanian co-authors, Dr. Mahdi 
Elmandjra and Dr. Mircea Malitza.  In those days, there was much more separation between the West and the Soviet 
block, and it was highly unusual to collaborate with a former education minister of Romania. It was also interesting 
that the book received more acclaim in Europe (Spain, Italy, and Scandinavia) than it did in the United States.  In 
later years, it gained some recognition in Asia when it was translated into Chinese and Japanese.  
 
Participation and Community Learning 
Miller:  What’s been the most influential idea in No Limits to Learning?   
 
Botkin:  The most influential idea in No Limits has been the idea of participation and community learning.  
Learning has gone beyond the individual and now encompasses communities or entire societies.  The four main 
points of the book concern participatory learning, anticipatory learning, autonomous learning, and integrated 

learning.1   Of these four, participatory learning has become the most popular.  It first appeared in the business 
world in the 1980s, when businesses were interested in developing the use of teams as a way of working with 
complexity.  
 
The next step beyond the concept of teams in the business world has been business communities, also referred to as 

communities of practice2 , knowledge communities, and learning organizations.3  These are groups of people who 
share a passion to create, use, and share new knowledge applied to on-going challenging issues. They provide a 
sense of belonging and identity. Drawing on different members’ expertise  – and when combined with trust – they 
can be especially effective in dealing with complexity. The most lasting of them produce tangible results in their 
chosen domains, which further reinforces their effectiveness. A big challenge for learning communities is inter-
community learning.  Communities can form boundaries around themselves; without corrective measures, they can 
become difficult to cross and permeate.    
 
Miller:  How do you understand societal learning today? 
 
Botkin:  “It’s the economy, stupid,” was the phrase America’s former-President Bill Clinton once used.  Societal 
learning? “It’s work life, friend.”  Learning isn’t what we do only in school; learning is what we do for our entire 
work lives.  The most innovative thinking and action in lifelong learning today is occurring in the workplace.  And 
by workplace, I include every workplace, whether that place is located in business, foundations, universities, in 
religious communities, at home, in politics or even the military.  Your work life is where your learning takes place.  
Any workplace that doesn’t strive to value, use, promote, enhance, celebrate and develop learning is going to lose 



out.  That’s how I understand societal learning today: community-based, participatory, future-oriented learning as 
part of your daily work life.   
 
Miller:  Do you see that we’re more capable of societal learning, learning as a collective, than we were in 1979? 
 
Botkin:  Absolutely.  In business, the practice of rewarding people according to their ability to learn together, either 
as a team or as a community, is becoming more common.  It was unheard of in 1979.  Schools, however, seem to be 
lagging behind. For example, most universities still use individual test scores to admit students.  But even this is 
changing; for example, the Denmark-based Kaos Pilots University (www.well.com/user/kaos/) admits students 
according to their ability to learn as a team.  
 
Missing: Wisdom Dialogues 
Miller:  What important concepts from the book have been neglected? 
 
Botkin:  What has been neglected and is still missing is what I call “the wisdom dialogues.”  To understand this, we 
need to first discuss what is wisdom. 
 
Most of us tend to associate the notion of wisdom with religious and spiritual leaders, philosophers, and other elders.  
However, it is not the province of these people alone.  The ability to speak and understand issues from a perspective 
of wisdom is becoming more and more essential for everybody, no matter what walk of life they come from.   
 
‘Wisdom’ means many things to many people. A working definition I use is ‘the ethical and judicious use of 
knowledge’. Learning is the process for acquiring new knowledge; deep innovative and generative learning, applied 
to the self and in communities, is what is needed to develop a sense of wisdom. But in terms of such deep learning, 
especially at the societal level, we have not succeeded yet in generating wisdom dialogues.  Not enough people 
engage in it or take it seriously, particularly in cultures obsessed with stock markets, dot-com companies, and other 
economic fads. 
 
One of the ‘learning building blocks’ toward the judicious use of knowledge – and thus toward wisdom – is systems 
thinking. This too has been in short supply. Systemic, or holistic thinking is the antidote to naivete, or overly 
simplistic views of how the world works. Systems thinking is the major and fifth discipline in Peter Senge’s popular 
book The Fifth Discipline. Yet despite many efforts associated with building learning organizations, the tangible 
results remain disappointing. One of the sticking points, in my opinion, has been around systems thinking. From 
several experiences in the business world, I have concluded that learning to think systemically is difficult – as 
difficult as learning a new language. And since we learn new languages best at an early age, perhaps a goal of 
prototypes in new learning environments should be to develop holistic systems thinking at an earlier stage than is 
now being tried. 
 
A precautionary note is in order here: it’s the Argyris dilemma, first articulated by Harvard professor Chris 

Argyris.4  The dilemma is the difficulty of teaching smart people to learn.  Many intelligent people have never had 
to learn by failure because they have never failed.  They have become quite convinced that they know the right 
answers. The smarter someone is, the more convinced he or she is that they are above criticism. They become less 
open to alternative viewpoints.  I have often witnessed this dynamic in the business world.  Highly intelligent people 
can easily become arrogant about their learning and fall into a monopolistic thought process that they know all the 
answers. This too often occurs in government, education, and other institutions as well – which generates popular 
backlashes against so-called experts. 
 
Miller: I see in that observation both the connection to wisdom and one of the problems with schooling, because it 
produces people who might be very successful in a closed system but don’t have to be open.  And wisdom, we could 
say, is a virtue of intellectual humility. 
 
Botkin: Yes, I agree, though it may be that intellectual humility is a cornerstone of wisdom.  Often successful 
people or companies become so arrogant that they can no longer see beyond their own way of thinking.  This is one 
reason I prefer to work with a community of diverse companies because getting out of your own culture is often the 
best way to learn more about it and break through the arrogance barrier. 



 
Whenever a business or any institution with social impact launches a new initiative, it needs to ask itself where its 
wisdom dialogues are.  Otherwise, it runs the risk of arrogance- and monopoly-thinking that block the very type of 
learning that is needed.  It is learning that can create just and equitable futures to improve the human condition 
rather than dehumanize our societies. 
 
Miller: In No Limits to Learning, you also talked about values.  How do you see ethics and values now connected 
with learning? 
 
Botkin: Questions of ethics and values are taking a larger and larger role in learning.   The old belief that learning 
was value-free was misguided.  We now recognize that every form of learning has a value proposition behind it.  
People are more open to analyzing the values behind their concepts.  Of course, there is still a long way to go.  
 
 
The Human Gap – Can e-Learning Help? 
Miller: Is the human gap more problematic today than it was in 1979? 
 
Botkin: The human gap – the gap between global problems of our own making (e.g., ethnic violence, environment 
degradation, greed, absence of globally valid values) and our own ability or inability to find solutions to those 
problems – has widened since the time the book was published.  Nevertheless, the possibilities for corrective action 
are greater today than they ever have been. We have the Internet and possibilities of e-learning suddenly at our 
fingertips.  In 1979, we didn’t know what computers were, much less worldwide networks like the worldwide web. 
 
Now, e-learning threatens to crack the monopoly of governmental school systems.  And I think that’s a good thing.  

The linear and rigid model of K-12 (kindergarten to 12th class) immediately followed by higher education does not 
afford a workable model of lifelong learning. Over-institutionalization of learning poses obstacles to a lifelong 
process which is needed now more than ever. But what kind of learning? Innovative, or “generative” learning, that 
enables judicious, ethical, diversity-driven futures is the stretch goal. And this type of learning is done best in 
communities. The Institute for Research on Learning  (www.irl.org) pioneered the basic research on this important 
point, which they summarized by saying “learning is social.” 
 
E-learning today is too often portrayed negatively as taking the human teacher out of the loop.  That’s an overly 
naïve view.  We need to make room for e-learning to develop further – not at the expense of personal coaching or 
tutoring or working with a great teacher – but we need to appreciate that e-learning can open opportunities for 
community learning that were inconceivable before.  For example, a colleague was on a project team with five 
members from different parts of the globe.  One team member was from Brazil; one was from India; and others were 
from Indonesia, the U.S., and Germany.  Over a two year period, they traveled to each other’s home countries for a 
week, but that was their only face-to-face contact.  All of the rest of the work was done by e-learning via the 
Internet.  This arrangement has proven to be a very effective way to combine face-to-face work with electronic 
communication to go deeply into certain global issues.   
 
We need to be very cautious that technologically-mediated global learning doesn’t become a new force for 
domination.  If we can imagine a kind of global learning that respects human diversity without asserting a cultural 
dominance over others, then e-learning opens a flood of possibilities that we have only begun to explore.  The 
philosophical question is: industrial technology helped create the human gap, can information technology help 
bridge it? With respect for cultural diversity and a touch of wisdom, I think it can. 
 
Miller: You mentioned that it is a good thing that e-learning threatens to break the monopoly of schooling.  Could 
you say more about that? 
 
Botkin: Many people criticize schooling like Ivan Illich did in Deschooling Society.  Other thoughtful people ask, 
“Well, if you don’t want schools, what do you want?  What’s your proposal?”   I have often thought about that 
question, and I see a growing movement of alternatives to schools and schooling.  We should understand that school 
is only one approach to learning and ask, what are the other alternatives that we could have?   
 
Apprenticeship 



One example is apprenticeship. Instead of secondary school, why don’t we offer the opportunity for students to 
spend four years doing four different apprenticeships. Give young people in their teens experience with different 
kinds of organizations that are important for work life. One could be in a church; one in a hospital, one in a business, 
one in government.  This way, students could be introduced to work life. They can always return later to learn the 
things they were supposed to have learned in secondary school.  Why worry about forcing students to learn all that 
material between the ages of fourteen and eighteen when so many lack the motivation and rationale for learning 
abstract things they may never use? 
 
Work Place Universities 
At the post-secondary level, we should take alternative universities more seriously.  I’d like to see Motorola 

University5  be considered on a par with the University of Michigan. The types of things you can learn at Motorola 
University are as valuable as what you can learn at a traditional university.  Why don’t we give people equal 
recognition for going to a corporate university? 
 
In the U.S., the number of corporate universities will soon surpass the number of traditional universities.  No new 
traditional university has been built in the U.S. since 1963.  Meanwhile, 10,000 new corporate universities have 
been built since that time.  For some people, this trend may be a threat.  But it reflects the new appreciation of 
learning in the workplace.  Naturally, the corporate universities don’t have the same curriculum as traditional 
universities, but students can learn more about values, personal behavior, and leadership in a corporate university 
than they can at the Harvard Business School or at Harvard University. Corporate universities offer an alternative 
avenue for learning. They teach more about leadership, ethics, and trust than can be taught in formal, traditional 
schools struggling to keep church and state separate. 
 
Parenting 
It is also important to think more imaginatively about the role of learning in the early years of human life.  Very few 
systems of education anywhere in the world concern themselves with learning from birth, or even conception, to age 
five or six.  This is the time when our human learning ability is at its absolute peak!  Everything we are learning 
through brain research indicates the importance of early experiences.  We can learn practically any language in the 
world at the age of two.  By age twelve, that window begins to close.  The things one could have learned in the early 
years, or even before birth, are enormous. But we should ask ourselves how well parents are prepared for their role.  
In industrial societies, we spend more time as adults learning how to get a driver’s license than learning how to 
parent and raise children.  That’s scandalous.  We need to offer opportunities for people to become good parents.  
 
The Challenges of Globalization 
Miller: Business may be in the lead with learning. But in the age of globalization, these learning leaders are also 
those that, in some ways, are responsible for that widening gap between the “first world” and the “third world.”  
How do you see that issue, and how does it come up in the work you do? 
 
Botkin: All of the companies I work with are involved in globalization. One company in our community, for 
example, is doing business in 132 countries.  They have learning systems around the world that dwarf the capacities 
of the traditional university system.  Are they using their learning systems in ways that are contributing to the future 
of humanity, or are they just widening the gap further?  I would answer, both. 
 
Systems thinking teaches us that all initiatives have both positive and negative effects, reactions and counter-
reactions. The first report to the Club of Rome (www.clubofrome.com) was Limits to Growth; out of that report 
came No Limits to Learning. At a macro level, the issue in No Limits was not whether to ban or grow learning, the 
issue was what kind of learning do we want and for what purpose. Likewise on globalization, the issue should be 
framed not in terms of whether we want to ban or grow something that is natural to human development, but rather, 
it should center around the question what kind of globalizing do we want, for what purpose, and who should lead in 
setting the agenda? 
 
Globalization started in earnest when Columbus sailed from Spain in the late 1400s – the driving force was gaining 
religious converts and enriching state coffers.  Years later when colonization was the goal, the driving force was 
conquest and political domination.  It seems like we are repeating the old cycle of church to state to business.  Many 
readers may disagree with me, but if the choice were church, state, or business – I choose business.  How we will 



globalize, whether ethically, judiciously, and respecting of local cultures, will depend on our collective learning 
skills.  I see these developing better in business than in any other institution in society. 
 
Miller: One last question about globalization.  You say that people should actively discuss globalization.  But what 
about the power imbalance in globalization that excludes the voices of 80% of the world from the decision-making 
table.  How do they have a voice in deciding what kind of global interactions and transactions take place?  The 
powerful lobbies are so strong today around the world. Is there any space for anyone else?  
 
Botkin: You’re touching the biggest problem of all.  There is no table wide enough, there is no world perspective 
workable enough, there are not enough people wise enough to have all voices heard except those who yell the 
loudest.  
 
Finding ways to conduct wisdom dialogues among all parties – environmentalists, ethicists, business executives, 
government officials – is a critical dimension of positive societal learning.  Such dialogue moves us closer to 
becoming a wisdom society.  That’s the direction we are going but we need to go further. 
 
Miller: Can you share a little more about your vision of a wisdom society and how do we start to move more 
seriously in that direction? 
 
Botkin: By wisdom society, I mean societies that have a tolerance for alternative values and value that diversity.  I 
mean cultures that break out of the arrogance and monopoly of believing they know the answers and should tell 
others how to live.  I mean a society that has a large number of people with the ability and capacity to accept more 
than a single viewpoint. They can understand multiple perspectives and generate multiple solutions to complex 
problems.    
 
How do we get from here to there?  Becoming a wisdom society involves a process of learning, learning to become 
more respectful of the value of alternative views and ways of living, more open to difference and less attached to 
preserving ways of life that dominate other people.  Each institution needs to model a learning community where 
learning is the process and wisdom is the outcome.  In business, this means learning organizations that focus on the 
ethical and judicious use of knowledge without arrogance or cultural dominance.  In government, this means 
dismantling the bureaucracies that are so unresponsive to people’s needs.  In education, this means creating as many 
alternatives as there are learning styles and objectives. 
 
Endnotes 
1 These can be briefly summarized as follows: 
- Participatory learning is shared inquiry into issues of common concern. It requires broad involvement, rather 

than relying on ‘expert solutions’. 
- Anticipatory learning refers to active exploration of alternative futures through methods of forecasting, scenario 

building, etc.  It is the capacity to cope with changing circumstances and to create desired futures. 
- Autonomous learning refers to self-directed learning, the ability of individuals and societies to make their own 

judgements and take their own actions, free of dependence on external authority. 
- Integrative learning involves attention to the systems and the interconnections among different components.  It 

suggests concern for the whole, rather than isolated elements. 
2 See Etienne Wenger. Communities of Practice. Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, U.K., 1998. 
3 See Peter Senge. The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning Organization. Currency Doubleday: 
New York, 1990. 
4  “Teaching Smart People How to Learn.” Harvard Business Review, 69(3), 1991. 
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Learning Societies: A Picture of What’s Possible 
Peggy Holman 

 
The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams. 

– Eleanor Roosevelt 
 

I am on a quest to unlock the mystery of a learning society that nourishes its members and yields extraordinary, 
sustainable results.  For me, this is key to creating a better world.   
 
An early part of this quest was an introduction to the work of the Institute for Research on Learning (IRL).  Their 
provocative principles radically altered my practice as a consultant supporting change in organizations.  Their 
groundbreaking research started with the notion that all people have a tremendous capacity to learn.  Through years 
of anthropological observation in schools and businesses, they concluded, “learning is inseparable from engagement 
in the world.”  They also made the following observations:  
 
* Learning is fundamentally social.   

An important part of what makes [people] successful and productive is their ability to integrate their work with 
their social lives.  They forge their identities and connections around their work, and forge their knowledge and 
their contributions to the community in which they work. 
 

* Learning is an act of membership.   
Learning is not just the activity of a sole individual, but the primary vehicle for engagement with others.  Every 

act of learning brings a change in one’s relation to the community and a change in one’s identity.1  
 
Whether applied to schools, places of business or communities, the IRL’s insights taught me that learning is integral 
to the way we interact.  I began to embrace their message as a powerful but invisible truth: we already are a learning 
society.  This idea may seem at odds with our current experiences.  In truth, it is an acknowledgement that people 
are always learning something; just not necessarily what the teacher thinks they should be learning.  For me, this 
understanding is key, because it implies a radically different approach to enabling change.  I no longer see my work 
as overcoming resistance to learning.  Rather, it is about inviting people to look within themselves and discover 
what is most important to them and how it connects with others.  This journey inward seems to consistently focus on 
the innate capacity to learn in ways that encompass the good of the individual and the collective. 
 
How Do We Uncover the Capacity to Learn, to Enable Successful Change? 
Answering this follow-on question eventually led me to the work of Solomon Asch, a social psychologist whose 
research during the 1940’s and 1950’s provided great insight into the relationship between individuals and groups.  

Based on his work, three conditions for effective communities2  (i.e., communities that sustainably support the 
needs of individuals and the collective) have evolved: 

 
Perception of a Shared World 
Asch’s term was ‘mutually shared field’:  “a field that includes both the surrounding and one another’s 

psychological properties as the objective sphere of action.”3   He found that by seeing the interconnection among 
themselves, individuals are equipped to share actions, feelings, ideas and to mutually acknowledge one another.  For 
me, the implication of this condition is that we begin to understand we are not alone, that we are part of something 
larger than ourselves.  More powerfully, we recognize that there is no outside, that the other and ourselves are all 
part of the same system.  Any solutions rest in the relationship between us.  Talk about a radical re-thinking of our 
responsibility to ourselves and others! 
 
Perception that All Are Equally Human 
When we perceive others to be more alike than different from ourselves, then we “stand on common ground, [and] 

turn toward one another.” 4   In my work, I always seek ways to invite people to look inward, to discover what they 
love and to share that passion. When people discover that what is most cherished, what is most personal, what they 
care about most deeply, is also cherished by others, then in Asch’s words, they “turn toward one another.”  

 



Perception of an Open Dialogue 
“Social life makes a double demand upon us: to rely upon others with trust and to become individuals who can 

assert our own reality.  The primary striving of humans in society is toward both trust and independence.”5   Asch 
found that differing perspectives converge through the interaction between the social and the personal.  When there 
is no chance for dialogue, there is no possibility of mutual understanding and action.  The impact on my practice has 
been to ensure all voices are invited into the room and that the groundwork for respectful interaction is laid. 
 

Dialogue 
What Is It? 
A profound means for groups to converse that builds capacity to think together creating 
shared meaning and deeper understanding of interconnections. 
 
Probable Outcomes 
Moves participants toward collaborative partnership and shared leadership.   Makes 
visible and holds up for inquiry assumptions about leadership, decision making, and other 
challenges, making these more coherent with desired culture and outcomes. 

 
Group Size  
5 – 100+  people.  Using concentric circles allows increased numbers without sacrificing 
depth.   

 
Typical Duration 
2 hours.  Most effective when used in 2-hour sessions interwoven with daily activities. 

 
The Steps In Brief 
Setup: Chairs in a circle, no table 
1. Pose an interesting focusing question. 

2. Introduce 2 ground rules: 
·  One person speaks at a time - focus on listening; 
·  Focus on inquiry, hearing many perspectives by not saying “I disagree”.  Rather, ask 
to understand others’ perspectives. 

3. Go around the circle asking each person to speak without interruption on their 
thoughts/feelings on the topic. 

4. Move to an open the discussion.  

5. Closing: go around the circle asking each person to speak without interruption on 
what they are taking away from the discussion.  

 
For More Information 
The Dialogue Group  001-714-837-8771. 

Bohm, D. On Dialogue. New York: Routledge, 1996. 

Ellinor, L. and Gerard, G. Dialogue: Rediscover the Transforming Power of Conversation. 
New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1998. 

Isaacs, W. Dialogue and the Art of Thinking Together: A Pioneering Approach to 
Communicating in Business and in Life. New York: Doubleday, 1999. 

 
Like the IRL’s insights, Asch’s conditions profoundly influenced my consulting work. I found that when Asch’s 
conditions were present, the capacity to learn is whole-heartedly embraced.  By inviting groups to discover their 
shared world, by encouraging them to look within themselves for what is important to them as individuals, and by 
creating forums for them to talk together in respectful dialogue about what they’ve learned, I’ve noticed the quality 
of the interactions change radically.  From adversarial, narrowly focused, personal agendas people begin to open 



themselves to each other in heart-felt, powerful ways.  They cease to act solely from selfishness but actually rise to 
the best within themselves.  Over and over, I have found that at the end of gatherings and in the months that follow, 
people’s relationships change.  While they rarely call it love, those who act in caring, responsible ways grow in 
esteem and power, in the best sense of the word. 

 
Another implication of this approach is that lecture has been replaced by experiential learning.  I learned that people 
reveled in this newfound freedom, moving from passive consumers of presentations to active learners pursuing their 
own paths to understanding. I discovered that even the crustiest, most cynical of people develop new understanding 
and appreciation for their colleagues. Many also found a deeper understanding of themselves. And I observed that 
when people changed, when their relationships changed, the likelihood of sustainable organizational change to a 
learning organization dramatically increased.   
 
What I have come to believe is based on a single, profound notion: each one of us has all the power we need to 
create the world we want to live in.  By acting as if we were powerful, we can bring about a learning society.  This 
way of being brings out the very best within our ourselves and our communities, because it compels us to act from 
passion and responsibility.  It increases our awareness of our gifts compelling us towards our aspirations.   It inspires 
us to act from a sense of personal calling bound by deep collective understanding.  And when this happens, what we 
do reflects the best of who we are, what we dream as individuals and as a community.  This dramatic shift seems to 
involve a very different relationship to power, leading to a very different way of living.   
 
The Partnership Society: A Power Shift 
In The Chalice and the Blade, social historian Riane Eisler proposes two models of society.  The dominator model is 
present in the hierarchical structures of most organizations – with ranking as the primary organizing principle. In the 

partnership model, social relations are primarily based on the principle of linking.6   In organizations that use 
ranking, power is based in domination over another.  In contrast, linking is based in relationships and power is based 
in love and responsibility for the benefit of all.  Power, by this definition, seems to emerge as people begin to 
function as a learning organization. 
 
Ranking and linking can be illustrated through two classroom models.  In a ranking model, the teacher dominates.  
Students sit, hands folded, listening to what the teacher deems important for them to learn.  The teacher is the center 
of power, with all students expected to obey.  This classroom is orderly and quiet.  In a linking model, learning is 
everyone’s responsibility.  Students take an active role in defining their learning needs, working in relationship to 
each other and the teacher.  The teacher’s role is to support students in their learning endeavors.  This classroom 
may have multiple activities happening at once.  To the outsider, it appears messy, chaotic, noisy, even out of 
control.  No doubt, there are conflicts and challenges in this classroom, as students negotiate how time should be 
allocated among individual and group activities.  But in the partnership classroom, power belongs to everyone.   
 
An extrapolation of this classroom can be envisioned through Eisler’s characteristics of a partnership society: 

- “…Instead of requiring individuals that fit into pyramidal hierarchies, these institutions…allow for both 
diversity and flexibility in decision making and action…” 

-  “…the question is not how to eliminate conflict, which is impossible…The question directly bearing on 
whether we can transform our world from strife to peaceful coexistence is how to make conflict productive 
rather than destructive…” 

- And perhaps, the most profound implication of the partnership society: “…power … [is] more equated with 

responsibility and love than with oppression, privilege, and fear.”7    
 



Appreciative Inquiry 
What Is It? 
A powerful approach that invites people to learn through their personal stories of 
accomplishment and aspirations.  Used by individuals, organizations and communities, it 
begins with an affirmative interview to identify the best of ‘what is’ in order to pursue 
dreams and possibilities of ‘what could be’.    

 
Probable Outcomes 
Fundamental shift toward cooperation, equality of voice, high participation, inquiry and 
improvisational learning as daily practices.  
 
Group Size  
20 – 2,000 involved in interviews, large scale meetings and collaborative actions. 
 
Typical Duration 
3 hours to 4 days.  The longer it runs, the more embedded into daily practice it becomes. 
 
The Steps In Brief 
1. Select a focus area or topic(s) of interest. 

2. Design an interview to discover strengths, passions, unique attributes.  Example 
questions: 

a. Describe a peak experience or “high point” in your work.  What was happening? 
Who was involved? What made it a powerful experience? 

b. What do you most value about... yourself? your work? your organization?  

c. What core factors give life to your organization?  

d. What three wishes do you have to enhance the health and vitality of your 
organization? 

3. Identify patterns, themes and/or intriguing possibilities in the interviews. 

4. Create bold statements of ideal possibilities (‘Provocative Propositions’). 

5. Co-determine ‘what should be’ (consensus regarding principles & priorities). 

6. Take action. 
 
For More Information 
Taos Institute <www.taosinstitute.org> 

Cooperrider, D. & D. Whitney. “Collaborating for Change: Appreciative Inquiry,” in P. 
Holman and T. Devane, eds., The Change Handbook. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 
1999.  

Hammond, S. & C. Royal (eds.). Lessons From the Field: Applying Appreciative Inquiry. 
Texas: Practical Press, Inc., Thin Book Publ. Co., 1998. 
 
Allowing for diversity… flexible decision making… productive conflict… peaceful coexistence… power as 
responsibility and love.  Is not what Eisler calls a partnership society the essence of a learning society?  As the IRL 
uncovered, learning happens through social interaction.  Since relationship is fundamental to a partnership society, 
and learning is at its heart a social activity, a partnership society by definition values learning.  When relationship is 
encouraged, so is learning.   
 
I believe a partnership-based classroom provides a wonderful example of how such an organization might function.  
Students own their power: they take responsibility for what they want to learn and act based on what they love.  
They aren’t paralyzed by fear of repercussions from teachers or parents.  They don’t wait for permission from the 
teacher to learn something new.  Power does not operate as ranking or domination over another.  Instead, students 



forge links with others who feel passionate about the same things they do and learn together.  Power manifests as 
love and responsibility.  And in this nurturing environment that they create for themselves, their innate capacity as a 
learning organization emerges. 
 
Can a highly traditional organization truly learn to operate differently?  Whether a school or a business, by 

introducing ideas and tools, such as dialogue, Open Space Technology, and Appreciative Inquiry,8  that invite our 
inherent learning capacity to emerge, it is possible to bring about change.  The wonderful tools available today 
support learners in discovering and pursuing their individual and collective passions. 
 
Balancing Chaos and Order: A Different Way to Operate 
You may be thinking “if everyone runs off to follow their passions, we’ll be out of control, it will be chaos!”  While 
I don’t believe we’ll be out of control, I do believe a learning society has a different relationship to order and chaos.   
 
On the surface, our traditional organizations understand order quite well.  It is about discipline and control; people 
knowing their role and staying in their place.  And yet, “…we have created trouble for ourselves in our organizations 

by confusing control with order.”9   Control comes from outside.  It is Eisler’s dominator exercising power over 
others.  It relies on the privileged few to have all the answers, expecting everyone else to simply obey.  In contrast, 
order comes from within, forged by the linkages created among members as they define the boundaries of their 
world.  Because power is rooted in love and responsibility, those who want power learn to balance their individual 
needs with the needs of the whole.   

 
A learning organization’s relationship to power invites everyone to recognize the truth: that each of us has all the 
power we wish to claim.  Since the implication is that everyone can do whatever they want, it invites chaos into the 
mix.  This is a significant challenge for most of us because it requires “unlearning” many messages we’ve been 
taught through the years about the evils of chaos: not knowing the answer to the question is bad; messiness is 
inefficient; letting go of control means there will be lots of meaningless uncoordinated activity; someone has to be in 
charge or nothing of value will happen.  And yet, ironically, when chaos and order are both embraced, not knowing 
the answer often leads to breakthroughs; messiness is understood to be many complementary and parallel activities; 
letting go of control causes innovative means of coordination to be developed; and no one in charge allows many 
natural leaders to emerge, thus increasing the overall capacity for meaningful action to take place.  All it takes is a 
leap of faith!  The good news is that tools have emerged to help people make the leap. 
 



Open Space Technology 
What Is It? 
A powerful methodology that enables a group of any size to address important, complex 
issues in a constructive and powerful way.    
 
Probable Outcomes 
Discovery of the capacity to operate as a learning organization with high levels of 
personal responsibility and leadership. 
 
Group Size  
5 – 1000 people.  With computer connected, multi-site, simultaneous events, 
theoretically, there is no limit. 

 
Typical Duration 
3 hours to 3 or more days.  The longer it runs, the more learning and depth happens.  
Ultimately, it can be a daily practice for individuals and organizations. 
 
The Steps In Brief 
1. Create a focusing statement or theme that frames your topic in a positive way. 

2. Invite people who care about the theme. 

3. Create the space:  Set chairs in a circle or in concentric circles, leaving space in the 
center with blank sheets of news print and colored pens. Label a wall “Agenda Wall”. 

4. To begin the gathering, explain the theme, the process the group will follow to 
organize, the Law of Two Feet, and the four principles. 

5. Invite anyone who cares about an issue to step into the circle and write the topic, their 
name, a time and place for meeting, announce it and post the offering on the Agenda 
Wall.  They are responsible for facilitating their session(s).  

6. When ALL offerings are concluded, invite people to sign up for what they’re interested 
in.  

7. People participate in discussions and take responsibility by using the Law of Two Feet. 

8. Closing:  reconvene in the circle to share highlights and key learnings, simply listening 
to whatever people have to offer.   
 
For More Information 
Open Space Institute <www.openspaceworld.org> 

Owen, H. Expanding Our Now: the Story of Open Space Technology. Berrett-Koehler, San 
Francisco, 1997. 

____. Open Space Technology: A User’s Guide (2nd edition). Berrett-Koehler, San 
Francisco 1997. 
 
Embracing Chaos 
Consider this example of a Canadian social services agency (an organization providing a ‘safety net’ for the 
underprivileged in society).  For four years, Birgitt Bolton led a Canadian social services agency as an ‘Open Space 
organization.’  An Open Space organization uses the four principles and the law of Open Space Technology as its 
framework for operating.  These are:  
 

· Whoever comes is the right people;  
· Whatever happens is the only thing that could have; 
· When it starts is the right time;  
· When it’s over, it’s over.   



 
The Law of Two feet states that if you are neither contributing, nor getting value where you are, use your two feet 
(or other means of mobility) and go somewhere else.   
 
Bolton describes the experiment: 
 
We had a bulletin board where anyone could post an issue or opportunity… The person who put the topic up offered 
leadership to see it through… People used [the Law of Two Feet] to keep themselves only in situations in which they 
were contributing or receiving, so that no time was wasted by anyone in meetings.  Conflict was minimized as 
people learned to let go of their agendas by living their organizational life using the four principles.   
 
During that time, we funded two new organizations, a large housing project and an inner city health center.  Our 
client load doubled and so did our productivity.   We learned that leadership was in all; that all had a right to work 
at vision; that all had a role in the community; that all had responsibility for good management.  We received a 

number of awards recognizing our leadership and excellence.10    
 

There are numerous examples of how differently the organization operated:  
Departments that had been antagonistic towards each other started working together. The most striking 
demonstration of this was the relationship of our fundraising department with all of the other departments…I was 
surprised that people who had been antagonistic towards fundraising had come to the realization that they need to 
give some of their energy towards fundraising or else the service delivery just wouldn’t happen. The staff, Board 
members, and volunteers in fundraising and the ones in service delivery didn’t become friends overnight and in 
some cases animosity continued.  However, they worked together in a way that generated 40% increased revenues 
in the first year of working together… Most other social service organizations in our province were reporting 
declines in funding during this time. 

 
We realized that much of what we spent our energy on as an organization, especially energy in dealing with 
conflicts, involved attention to behaviors and actions. As a staff we started talking about a theory that was known as 
the “iceberg theory”, attesting that most of what was really going on in the organization was below the level of the 
visible (behaviors and actions) and at the levels of emotion, meaning, perception and interpretation. We started 
putting more energy to discussing the unseen. Some of this was done by our discussions about purpose, values and 
vision. Equally as valuable to shifting our attention to what we started calling the deeper essence of the 
organization was to spend time regularly to discuss our assumptions about the organization, and about specific 
areas of work.  

 
Somehow, at some point in time, in 1993, there was a shift throughout the organization towards thinking in terms of 
social justice rather than charity…The motto of the organization, “together we can make a difference” shifted from 
words to action. I do know that for years, as the CEO, I had attempted to hold people accountable to a social justice 
model and it just didn’t happen, except at the senior staff level and amongst a rare few Board members, front line 
staff and volunteers. At some point in 1993, I became aware that I was holding no one actively accountable. I 
discovered that they held each other accountable and I had very little involvement in the shift.  

 
We had discussions within the organization about chaos, about chaos and change being constant and how to work 
with it. We started using words like navigating with change and started to talk about and laugh about the 
impossibility of managing change. This affected how we did our planning, shifting us away from linear goal setting 
and strategic planning, and leaving room for new opportunities as they emerged. 
 
We altered the role of management to one in which we identified management tasks as those that removed barriers 
for the job to get done, and one that ensured that we provided resources for the job to get done. A significant way of 
doing this was managing the organization in a way that paralleled the Open Space Technology meeting, complete 
with an ongoing bulletin board and opportunities to attend discussion sessions that could be set by anyone, based on 

passion and responsibility.11  
 
In western society, we’ve been raised to believe chaos is a bad thing – it’s being ‘out of control.’  Chaos can be 
frightening because the outcomes are unpredictable.  Yet chaos is home to creativity and innovation.  Letting go of 



what’s known frees us to create something new.  Bolton and her organization successfully harnessed chaos and 
order to serve themselves and their community. 
 
A learning organization requires one foot firmly and consciously, albeit not always comfortably, planted in chaos. 
One person, acting at the margin of expectations, can pursue an idea seen by everyone else as a waste of time. What 
a profound reinforcement of personal power to act responsibly for the good of the whole!   And what a frightening 
prospect for traditional schools facing turbulent times.  What if students were free to pursue their own learning 
objectives?  How could teachers possibly balance this with the expectations from parents that students improve the 
basics of reading, writing and arithmetic,  much less the demands of an increasingly technical and complex society? 
 
Additionally, what ensures that people will act responsibly for the good of the whole?  Or that what one person 
thinks is good for the whole is really worth the time and energy invested?  Or that it is possible to balance the desires 
of students with the demands of their parents and society?  While a learning organization embraces chaos, it does 
not abandon order.  Rather, order shows itself in a less familiar form.  Our traditional view of order exists in the 
rulebooks and laws that govern our behaviors to create a civil society, a well-run business or an exemplary 
classroom.  In this form, order leaves very little room to welcome the unexpected inherent in chaos.   To allow room 
for both chaos and order, order-as-rules is replaced by order as the principles and purpose that guide us. 
 
I propose this new relationship to order and chaos underpins a learning society.  Groups that have learned to balance 
chaos and order seem to do so through three practices that embody Asch’s conditions: 
 
· A deeply felt purpose provides direction and connects the community. 
What I hold to be true is that purpose manifested through explicit operating principles provides a highly resilient 
structure that sustains order. Rather than control from an outside dominator, order emerges through the linkages 
forged in defining common purpose.  For example, the purpose defined by the people of Bolton’s organization was 
clear: to be the safety net for those in society least able to care for themselves.  The operating principles consisted of 
some givens – for example, an acceptable responsibility to the province that funded it and agreements among the 
members of the organization about how they would work together.  The operating principles also relied on the 4 
principles and the law of Open Space.  Using these principles, a variety of operating practices emerged, such as 
collectively maintaining a white board that provided a cross-organization communication of all the organization’s 
activities.  As needs changed, the practices shifted quickly because the purpose and principles provided a framework 
understood and embraced by all.  Open Space Technology itself provided the principle tool the organization used to 
organize its activities. 

 
· People act from love and responsibility. 
Power in learning societies is rooted in love and responsibility.  Think about the people that have made a powerful 
difference in your life.  Whether a teacher, a parent, or a friend, it is the people who have loved us in responsible 
ways that shape the best in us.  And the people who hold the collective respect of a community are those whose love 
and responsible actions support us all.  While this is contrary to the many messages we learn in schools and other 
organizations about how power operates, I believe it is the natural evolution from the IRL’s insights. What happens 
when we start with the IRL’s belief that all people have a tremendous capacity to learn?  As the IRL noted, we 
uncover that learning is a social phenomenon.  As I’ve worked with organizations and observed this principle at 
work, I have seen that learning fulfills a core human need to contribute.  People learn so they can give back to 
others.  That fundamental desire is love and responsibility in action.  And as Eisler’s partnership society shows, 
when power is based in love and responsibility, the relationships created through contribution are the basis of great 
power. 
 
· Reflection and inquiry flow into action. 
Organizations that embrace learning engage extensively in reflection and inquiry.  Operating as a learning 
organization requires a high tolerance for ambiguity, or remaining comfortable with questions, over an extended 
period of time. Reflection and inquiry skills become a vital aspect of daily practice.  A dialogue may continue for 
several months ultimately leading to action.  And that action is not necessarily based on consensus but is informed 
by the common understanding that has grown through collaborative exploration.  While consensus may keep us tied 
to group action – often valuable, it is equally important to tolerate action at the margins.  This tolerance enhances 

long-term survival.12  
 



Conclusion: Towards Learning Organizations 
A handful of organizations are learning to operate as learning organizations.  They are clear about their purpose, 
they invite people to act from love and responsibility and they create the room required for continued reflection and 
inquiry.  As they experiment, they teach us about societies based on linking, leading the way to a learning society.  
As Bolton’s service organization illustrates, real people in real organizations and communities are already 
experiencing a learning community.  Yet their success is so counter-intuitive for most of us: can letting go of 
control, embracing chaos, using the power of love really work?  I submit that no other form has a better chance of 
creating peaceful, sustainable, personally satisfying life on this planet.   
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Deprogramming Through Dialogue 
Anand Dwivedi 

 
Imagine a space of shared meaning.  Where each individual of a community has a separate identity and awareness of 
his/her self that is deeply connected with the awareness of others about him/her.  Where an understanding of each 
other is enhanced by shared bonds of vulnerability, realization and support, of love and a sense of connectedness.  
Where communication is not necessarily verbal, but perhaps intuitive, instant, spontaneous.  Where egos and empty 
rhetoric have been dropped in the search for truth, a search for the meanings of universe, life, death, existence, 
nature, etc. Where the emphasis is on relationships, an enhanced understanding of the connection between the self 
and the other (whoever/whatever that may be).  Where learning is constant and shared, always in relation to the 
realizations of others.  Where evolution of meaning is a way of life.  Where there is a constant search for the new.  
Where such shared understanding then spurs action for collective living.  Where modes of organization would then 
evolve 43naturally, without plans, without perhaps even sitting together to confer or control.  Where organization 
would occur because each individual would know and be complete in thought, place and action natural to that self.   
 
In such spaces, thoughts and actions would emerge not from the tiny parts of the mind we use today — so dependent 
on incomplete memory and past knowledge often external to our selves — but rather from an expanded 
consciousness, born out of dialogue. The creation and re-creation of such spaces of shared meaning is, for me, the 
essence of a learning society.  
 
The above, sadly, is perhaps everything that does not happen in the spaces that we currently live and die in. Today, 
we exist in spaces of somebody else’s meaning. Meanings we happen to share, not because we believe in or 
understand them, but because we know no other and have not bothered to engage in ways to question/contest the 
validity and truth of these meanings. We exist in spaces that control us externally, that manipulate our processes of 
making meaning in order to continue to enslave us. The problems facing the world today may be described in terms 
of oppressive systemic relationships which are grounded in weapons of mass-destruction, exploitation of the poor, 
and violence against the environment.  
 
Then there are not-so-obvious deeper problems that emerge from institutions of thought-control, such as the 
education system and the mass media. Such institutions try to control what people think and feel. For example, my 
own experiences in various schools and colleges throughout India has led me to believe that our modern education 
system is designed to program children’s minds. By the time most children reach puberty, they have been 
successfully ‘educated’ to accept and perpetuate current problems. Our education system succeeds in destroying 
children’s capacity to think on their own and programs them to believe that there is only one right way to think. 
Schooling also trains children to be selfish and competitive, to be concerned with only their own individual success, 
to ‘pass’ by any means necessary (even if it means everybody else fails/loses), and to try to be superior to others. As 
the child grows into adulthood, he or she has already internalized a particular meaning of the world; i.e., the world is 
a place where everybody has to compete to get what one wants, where one has to accumulate/consume more than 
others in order to be successful, where success means money/power/titles, where every country needs bombs and 
armies to defend itself, and so on. This is the dominant meaning of life and the world that people carry within their 
minds today and it is this meaning which manifests into their thoughts, feelings, and behaviour. In this meaning of 
life, there is no place for creativity, responsibility, or loving relationships. Knowledge is something that has been 
already discovered by others. It is fixed and unchangeable. As a result of this programming, people’s minds have 
become industrialized, urbanized, consumerized, and more recently, globalized.  
 
What Is a Program? 
We know what a computer program behaves like. It functions only from the memory it has been given and it 
recognizes only the commands that it has been taught. Similarly, the way we generally think is programmed — our 
values, lifestyles, how we look at life and the world, how we want to live, what things we want to have and so on. 
Somebody else (the System, traditions, past knowledge) has determined the codes and we have accepted them, 
without really questioning or understanding them. We follow a set pattern of codes. And we do most of this quite 
unconsciously.  
 
At the Systemic Level…  



A program is a series of codes that are accepted without dispute, and are acceptable only because they are popular 
and seem to fit into the existing systemic framework. For example, the belief that competition is necessary for 
progress fits into a systemic framework of a market economy being the ONLY way to achieve a desired standard of 
living (which is also limited to purely material needs).  
 
At the Individual Level… 
Programming begins from birth, from living collective memories of the past. Since its birth, a child is exposed 
constantly to certain patterns of thinking and functioning. Socialization then becomes a process of internalizing 
meta-narratives that are passed from generation to generation, as accepted modes of living and organizing.  
 
At the individual level, the program runs very deep. The conscious part of us subscribes to the dominant systemic 
program. But at subconscious levels, we ourselves reinforce the program. We are caught in a vicious cycle of 
habitual thinking. We can all see how our ordinary consciousness is busy all of the time, thinking random thoughts. 
While cooking, bathing, brushing our teeth, or walking, there is no need to think of anything outside of these 
immediate actions. Yet, if we stop to observe, we are always busy thinking thoughts that are irrelevant to the 
specific activity we are involved in. Thinking, therefore, is a compulsive habit for most of us. We seem to have no 
control over our random thinking; instead, our random thinking interferes with our perceptions and behaviours. 
 
As we grow older, because of habitual ways of forming our perceptions, we lose our sense of the new, of 
wonderment about the world.  Meanings become jaded and fixed.  For example, when we meet people, we are 
seldom sensitive to who the individual is, at that particular point in time and space.  Our perceptions get clouded by 
past experiences and pre-determined ideas and expectations because we do not exercise our innate abilities to 
perceive in varied ways.  Similarly, our understanding of the world and its problems is framed by past knowledge; 
we do not know how to look at and interact with the world otherwise. If we cannot see clearly, how can we hope to 
address the roots of systemic challenges? 
 
The habitual mode of functioning is invisible to most of us.  This is problematic because that is how a program 
survives and grows.  Because a program works invisibly, we do not see that we are programmed.  We will not 
believe that what we think and feel actually grows from our program. When I say, “this is what I think” or “this is 
what I feel”, there is an assumption that my feelings and thoughts come from my freedom to feel and think. But if I 
have the energy to explore myself deeply (which few of us do), I may discover that, in fact, my feelings and 
thoughts are no more mine. Rather, I have been programmed to think and feel what I think and feel. In other words, 
I am a slave always obeying the commands that I have been taught to obey. Thus, we continue to maintain our 
program second by second without knowing it.  
 
How the Individual Connects to the Systemic… 
By falling into a habitual mode of living and thinking, we negate very significant parts of our potential as human 
beings, as well as of the universal reality.  Systemic meanings and relationships control people, instead of the other 
way around.  The meanings of death and life, of God and Nature, have already been pre-determined, so we do not 
make any effort to explore these anew — neither at the individual level or collectively as communities.  Any such 
effort is looked on with skepticism and ridicule, because people think that it is quite unnecessary, a waste of time.  
 
The Problem with a Program 
It is through this program that we maintain the problems of the world.  Though it seems like the systems of the 
world are creating problems, it is we who allow these systems to exist. Even though people may say that they want a 
society without the existing problems, their thoughts, feelings, attitudes, behavior, actions — all being habitual and 
programmed in a certain mode — contribute every second to the maintenance of the existing systems. The strength 
of the System comes from the program that people carry in their minds. 
 
So we can see that the problems of the world are not going to be wiped away unless our ways of thinking and 
functioning also change. We need two-edged action; we need to challenge the existing systems, while also 
deprogramming ourselves. I believe if we are really able to de-program ourselves, the systems will automatically 
begin to dismantle, since our programmed minds fuel the System.   
 
Therefore, we need to find ways of helping ourselves (and others) to see the program and to step out of it. All of us 
have the energy to step out of the program. In fact, we do step out of it many times; these are times when we are 



exceptionally creative, compassionate, carefree, energetic and happy. But this stepping out is accidental, so the 
program recaptures us again and again. We maintain the program every second; but at every second, we also have 
the choice to refuse to maintain it. Once we have learnt to deprogram ourselves, then all we need is constant 
awareness to prevent the return of the program.   
 
To Deprogram Oneself  
Accepting that I am programmed and need to be continuously deprogrammed does not suit the ego, because it 
threatens the very existence of the ego.  I would not like to be told that I am programmed, that my thinking is 
enslaved.  I prefer to believe that my mind is free and it is other people who are programmed.  In fact, most people 
would be totally lost if they came to the realization that all of the things with which they associate their “I” 
(knowledge, values, experiences, beliefs, etc.) need to be put aside if they really want to know their true selves.  
Deprogramming starts with admitting that one does not know oneself. 
 
Being deprogrammed means that: 
* People question and explore the meaning and potential of their minds and spirits.  
* Individuals and collectives delve into a search for meaning; and seek to evolve themselves into conscious, alert 

human beings in tune with reality. (Reality here is defined as a continually evolving state of being and 
realization towards increasing clarity in perception.)  

* Past knowledge, experience and memories do not define present reality but, instead, are usable as resources for 
the expression and communication of perception. (Perception here means the ability to use our senses, not only 
physical — taste, touch, smell, sound and sight — but also other natural senses like intuition, non-rational 
mental states of realization and connection with the other, etc.) 

* Relationships and connections naturally evolve.  
 
To find ways of stepping out of the program, we need to understand the nature of the program very thoroughly. A 
program is like an addiction, controlling our behaviour without our realizing it. Even if we are consciously aware of 
our habitual patterns of thinking and functioning, and realize that these are harmful for ourselves as well as for 
others, we cannot get out of them easily. For instance, an alcoholic knows the dangers of alcoholism and desires to 
be free of it. Yet, s/he often feels powerless to get rid of the drinking habit. Similarly, information about the nature 
of the program does not change the programming in its entirety. I need to come to the realization that as long as I am 
looking outside for guidance, I cannot get rid of my programming.  In essence, if I am programmed, then I can not 
trust my ordinary consciousness to do the deprogramming. What I need are ways of bypassing my ordinary 
consciousness so that I can access my expanded consciousness. This means seeing beyond the program and allowing 
for space for something new to emerge instead.   
 
Getting in touch with expanded consciousness does not imply that the ordinary consciousness comes to an end. 
What it means is that the ordinary consciousness is no longer busy with itself, and the program alive through the 
cycle of habit is broken. Once our consciousness gets expanded, we can easily see our random thinking and drop it; 
as we do this, our ordinary consciousness is expanded beyond its known limits. Through this expanded awareness, 
the world looks very different from the way our ordinary consciousness perceives it. Now we can see the immensity 
and beauty of the world and its problems in a larger context. This expanded awareness is much more intelligent than 
our ordinary awareness. As a result, we are now able to act much more meaningfully. 
 
This does not mean that we can learn nothing from past knowledge. The question is who uses this knowledge. If it is 
used by my ordinary consciousness (i.e. my program), then it is bound to be confused and misleading. But if it is 
used by my expanded consciousness, then some of the past knowledge may be put to intelligent use in the present 
moment. Expanded consciousness looks at past knowledge in a new light; it changes its nature — it is no more the 
same knowledge which ordinary consciousness knew it to be. In other words expanded consciousness is creative 
because it meets every new moment with fresh perception and is able to create new techniques, tools, directions, and 
answers. 
 
If more and more people were able to live through expanded consciousness, they would be able to deal with the 
present moment more intelligently. As a result, the problems of the world would begin to disappear and the lives of 
people would be happy and creative. The good news is that ordinary people like us can do something in this 
direction right now. What we need to do is to create environments that enable us to transcend our ordinary 
consciousness and connect us with our expanded awareness. 



 
Deprogramming is a journey that one can begin individually or collectively. Here we will focus on collective 
deprogramming. When such a journey is embarked in a collective, it is easier to break down each other’s programs, 
because there are multiple voices for cracking the codes. One way to collective deprogramming is through dialogue. 
 
What Is Dialogue? 
From my experiences of working with different kinds of groups, I came to learn that dialogue has immense potential 
of enabling us to transcend our ordinary consciousness. Dialogue is a kind of social meditation in the sense that it 
enables one to be simultaneously aware of oneself and others. Most people take meditation to mean sitting quietly 
all alone and trying to concentrate on one’s thoughts. Social meditation however is totally different in the sense that 
although one is aware of one’s thoughts, one is also interacting with the world. 
 
A dialogue is fundamentally different from a discussion, debate or conversation. When we are conversing, debating, 
or discussing, we are relying on our old knowledge, on our egos, and on our programmed consciousness. So, there is 
no possibility of anything new emerging from it. In a dialogue, however, the participants do not rely on the 
knowledge they already have; nor do they depend on their ordinary consciousness.  
 
In a dialogue, there is no authority, no guru, no leader, no hierarchy, and no predetermined course.  If the dialogue is 
taking place for the first time, or if there are too many new participants, it helps to have one or two facilitators.  The 
role of the facilitators is to see that the participants do not forget to be self-aware while talking and listening. The 
facilitators, however, do not control the process or the content of the dialogue.  
 
A dialogue can take place anywhere, so long as the same participants remain for the entire length of the dialogue, 
which can range from a few hours to a few days. Slowly, dialogue can become a way of life for a community. (What 
I mean by a community is two or more people who are together anywhere and want to consciously engage in a 
dialogue.) I have participated in dialogues where there were up to 70 people; however, in order to gain depth and 
intensity, a dialogue should have fewer number of participants, preferably not more than 30.  
 
There is no ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ in a dialogue; every participant is free to contribute his or her perceptions. Although 
every participant needs to be aware that the dialogue is a process of self-transcendence, a journey beyond our 
illusory separateness into the collective whole, however this awareness need not be a pre-condition to begin a 
dialogue. To arrive at this awareness is part of the process of dialogue.  
 
The Possibilities of a Dialogue 
For a dialogue to be possible, every participant has to learn to be self-aware second by second. This level of self-
awareness can be reached via some group activities, which help each of us become highly aware of his or her bodily 
sensations, breathing, thoughts, feelings, and imagination. Creative group activities like dancing, singing or playing 
games are especially helpful if the participants do not know one another before.  Another kind of exercise that helps 
people to quickly step out of their individual egos and work collectively as one single mind is to put them in a totally 
new situation. The novelty of the situation compels them to think together in new ways. In such a situation, all the 
knowledge that the individuals may have in their minds is not only rendered useless, but it also appears to be an 
obstacle to seeing new possibilities. And when people do see new possibilities, then they also learn that knowledge 
can never lead to fresh perception.  This exercise can be done with people of all ages and all backgrounds. The new 
situation may be a riddle to be solved, a strange machine to be repaired, a play to be staged spontaneously or finding 
food and shelter in a place where nobody knows you and you have no money. We could also practice using our 
senses with more attention. Gradually, it is possible to be self-aware and, at the same time, be aware of the other 
participants — their feelings, thoughts, attitudes and attention levels. Once we achieve this level of awareness, the 
dialogue begins to take shape.  
 
I began to learn about the power of dialogue, a few years ago, when living together with some friends. We were all 
looking for new meanings in our lives and new ways of relating to society. We were all from different socio-
economic-educational backgrounds and often discussed a wide range of topics. However, our most recurrent topic 
was ourselves. Over time we learnt to be aware of our thoughts while listening and talking. We discovered ways of 
reminding each one of us to be constantly aware of his body and mind as well as of others’ thoughts. ‘Awareness’ 
became our code word, and we began to be aware while walking, eating, talking, reading, writing, shopping, almost 
all the time and everywhere. 



 
We realized that each time we had a dialogue, we touched rare levels of insight.  It became a common practice for us 
not to depend on our ordinary consciousness with all of its collection of old knowledge.  We began to share our 
hidden desires, impulses, dreams and perceptions with one another.  One morning, one of my friends came to me 
and said, “I have come to say sorry to you.”  When I asked him why he was apologizing, he said, “Last night, I had a 
dream in which I was asking you to leave this city and go somewhere else. And I was a bit aggressive.”  I said, “But 
that was in the dream.”  He said, “I know, but I wanted to tell you so that if I had anything against you, it is now 
resolved.”  From that day on, along with our conscious thoughts we began to be aware of our dreams and their 
relevance to interpersonal relationships. 
 
When participants in a dialogue begin talking with each other, there need not be a predetermined subject to begin 
with.  The participants may, instead, begin to unfold their hidden urges, emotions, dreams, obsessions and so on.  In 
the light of the heightened awareness, the participants begin to look at themselves very clearly and deeply.  As their 
ordinary consciousness slows down, so does their obsession with thinking.  They can begin to see their thoughts 
very clearly.  It is easier to see thoughts while listening rather than while talking.  The more we can see our thoughts, 
the more we can see the gaps between one thought and the next.  These gaps make it possible for our ordinary 
consciousness to access the expanded consciousness.  
 
Through the journey from the ordinary consciousness into the expanded consciousness, the participants will come 
across all the blocks that clog our minds and maintain our egos.  Their beliefs, attachments and the way they define 
themselves are the blocks.  It is not easy for people to transcend these blocks when they encounter them clearly for 
the first time.  These blocks give security and a sense of power to ordinary consciousness; therefore, dissolving them 
means standing unprotected and vulnerable, without power or security.  As the dialogue gains depth, however, it 
generates a collective field of togetherness, a field of collective intelligence, and the energy that this field generates 
is so powerful that there is no more the need of the old blocks for protection.  Once people move beyond their 
blocks, they have freed themselves from programs for the time being.  (In the process, people also learn how the 
problems of our society are created and maintained by the accumulated strength of these blocks, and gain insight 
into how these blocks can be dissolved.)  
 
When the participants begin to function through expanded consciousness, a remarkable phenomenon takes place — 
the ‘I’ drops. The definition of myself that I carry in my mind is no more valid; I am no more a ‘Hindu’ or ‘Indian’ 
or ‘educated man’ and so on. Instead, participants learn to relate to each other at the super-conscious level. Now past 
knowledge and past experiences cease to have any power over them, and they reach a position where they can 
honestly say, “I do not know and I am not going to accept what others say unless I feel it myself.” There is an 
unmistakable feeling that their separateness is not as real as their togetherness and that deep down humanity is one.  
This feeling of oneness is not a logical conclusion; it is rather a deep experience in which logic is absent.  
 
It seems that the state of collective intelligence is common to all humanity. This level is variously termed as  

“collective intelligence”, “nature’s intelligence”, “universal mind”, “the mind of humanity”1  and so on. All of these 
terms indicate that if we are able to go deep enough, we become one with an infinite field of intelligence. Through 
this feeling of oneness, shared meanings emerge, which generate coordinated action.  Although a great variety of 
ideas and activities may unfold, they do not contradict each other, but rather create a harmonious, meaningful 
pattern.  
 
When I say shared meanings, I do not mean same meanings. Different participants may perceive different meanings, 
but they realize that all of these meanings emerge from the same collective source. So there is no outside authority 
organizing, imposing and controlling one’s meanings and reality. The life of a community with shared meanings 
will be self-organizing. Such a community will be free from any external or internal authority. It will be free from 
the authority of past knowledge and the dominant trends and values of society.  And it will also be free from the 
control of blocks/program/ordinary consciousness. 
 
Dialogue as a Microcosm of a Learning Society 
My experience with dialogues initially began with five friends.  Within a couple of years, we had a large community 
of dozens of friends.  Unknown people began to contact us.  Some of them just wanted our company; others came 
with problems.  There were drug-addicts, people with relationship problems, mentally disturbed people, people who 
were on a spiritual quest, and people who wanted to help us in one way or the other.  We were amazed how these 



people came to know about us.  They were all total strangers to us, and we thought that nobody knew us in this city.  
Gradually we became convinced that nature has her own ways of communication, which are probably too 
mysterious for any of us to understand.  
 
The people who came did not look at us as experts of any kind.  They were attracted because they felt some kind of 
rare energy in the dialogues.  These dialogues turned us into an intelligent learning community.  We realized that 
dialogue is a surprisingly effective way to create a learning community.  Many people then began to engage in 
similar and diverse forms of dialogues in their own communities.  
 
A community engaged in a dialogue is a microcosm of the larger culture and society. It is a community in a state of 
transformation, examining its present state and going beyond it by unfolding its hitherto unknown, unexperienced, 
unrealized potential. By examining ourselves and our relationships with other participants, we see the cultural codes 
that govern our behavior and gain insight into the relational and material equations that govern our society at all 
levels.  By transcending our ordinary consciousness through dialogue, we understand the processes of social 
transformation and changes in relationships.  This gives us a clear insight into the existing systems and problems of 
the world, the relationships of people to property, power, position, nature, and other human beings. We see how both 
we and the world are rooted in the past knowledge (or ordinary consciousness) and how we and it can get out of it.  
 
This knowing leads to coordinated action at different levels — the personal, community and trans-community.  
Actions not guided by past knowledge but by expanded consciousness.  At the local level, several new activities 
may take place, which reorganize the community in a more intelligent way.  In other words, the community reaches 
a high level of self-organization where meanings and actions emerge spontaneously without external control.  
People will have a feeling of connectedness with one another and with nature.  Because of this feeling, the 
individual will look at the community as an extension of him/herself.  Similarly, the world and the entire universe 
will be seen as an inseparable part of human life.  Through dialogue, every individual begins to take responsibility of 
and for the community.  Therefore the actions that emerge from dialogue will be socially and environmentally 
sensitive.  
 
Creating learning spaces that nurture expanded consciousness is a critical step towards addressing the problems of 
the world and unfolding the hidden intelligence of humanity. Yet reading about dialogue is not the same as having a 
dialogue.  So whatever meanings one derives rationally about dialogue will never be able to capture the essence of a 
dialogue.  Nor is it possible to express a real experience in words.  Words serve their purpose if they lead to action, 
in this case, to dialogue.  Based on my limited experiences I humbly offer the following suggestions: 
 
1. When you are having a meeting (formal or informal) with other people, try to remain  self-aware, at least 

intermittently, if not constantly. Learn to be aware of what is going on in your mind while listening to what 
others are saying. Continue this awareness while talking. This will bring about a remarkable change in the way 
you talk, the words you choose, and the things you say. This change in you will affect others also in a tacit way. 
Slowly, you will gain enough energy to change the course of a discussion/debate into a dialogue without 
knowing it.  

 
2. With experience you can help any community to start the process of dialogue consciously. Dialogue happens in 

most communities but it happens accidentally; in these accidental dialogues, people are not self-aware, 
therefore, they cannot maintain the process of dialogue. That is why it is important to help people engage in 
dialogue consciously. Any meeting, workshop, training, interaction can be used as an opportunity to introduce 
the process of dialogue.  You do not require any special ‘course’ or ‘certificate’. You should only be extremely 
careful not to control the content or the process of dialogue. 

 
The above suggestions should not be seen as principles about “How To Start the Process of a Dialogue”! They are 
just suggestions, which may or may not help you depending on your context.  Once you gain your own experience 
of dialogue, you may realize that these suggestions are extremely inadequate. 
 
This article is based on personal experiences of the writer and the people he has worked with. To understand his 
views rationally will be of little use. What may be useful is to really engage oneself in dialogue and see what 
happens.  
 



Endnote 
1 These terms have been used by J. Krishnamurti, Rabindranath Tagore, Frijtof Capra, David Bohm, R. L. Wing and 
a number of other mystics. 
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The Challenge of Walking Without a Road Map, Yet Finding One’s Way 
Jan Visser1 

The Idea of a Learning Society 
A learning society cannot be built. It grows. It evolves. The conditions that foster the evolutionary process are, like 
for any other such process, multiple and diverse. In a learning society learning occurs everywhere. It pervades all 
aspects of life. It is not restricted to individuals but also extends to groups of people. Groups of people can learn, not 
just in the sense that the different individuals who are part of the group learn, but in the sense that the group as a 
whole behaves in a way that shows that it, as a group, learns. Further on in this article I shall use the term ‘learning 
entity’ to designate anything that learns, whether an individual or a socially organized group of people. So, some 
learning entities are individual people, others are small groups of people, such as families, yet others may be very 
large and complex, such as a city or a network of people – which may span the entire globe – involved in trying to 
tackle a particular problem or respond to a specific opportunity.  Larger learning entities may, in fact, be made up of 
smaller ones, and those smaller ones may be made up of yet smaller ones, down to the level of individual people.  
 
All those learning entities are in different ways interconnected. The boundaries between them are not rigid. Many 
things get exchanged between them, including what they know and their capabilities to respond to the things that 
constantly change around them. Learning thus manifests itself at different levels of social organization, ranging from 
the individual to society at large. It is by nature something of which the overall behavior is, in a complex way, 
dependent on the interactions of the different entities that constitute the whole. In my view it is important to 
understand learning in the complex way I have just indicated. Because this is not entirely easy, and may even look 
somewhat abstract, I shall explain a couple of key terms used in the above paragraphs – particularly the notions 
‘learning’, ‘complex’, ‘entity’, and “whole,’ – in more detail. 
 

Learning 
There is much confusion about learning. For many people the word is closely, if not exclusively, related to what 
goes on in the school or similar planned instructional settings. In the perception of many people, learning also has to 
do predominantly with acquiring some skill or a specific pattern of behavior, or with getting acquainted with 
particular pieces of knowledge. So, one learns to swim; ride a bicycle; read and write in the mother tongue; speak a 
foreign language; become well-behaved according to the prevailing norms; and interpret one’s environment and the 
operations that occur in it (e.g. commercial ones) in quantitative terms and relate them mathematically. Such things 
are useful and often even essential in today’s world. Yet, this is not all there is to say about learning. A learning 
society is not simply a society in which everyone is able to take courses, attend educational institutions, or acquire 
the skills one likes. 
 

LEARNING UNDEFINED 
“Human learning is the disposition of human 
beings, and of the social entities to which 
they pertain, to engage in continuous 
dialogue with the human, social, biological 
and physical environment, so as to generate 
intelligent behavior to interact constructively 
with change.” 
From: Visser (2001). (Emphasis added.) 

 
Another misconception about learning is that its most important dimension relates to what happens inside us, 
particularly what happens inside the brain and more specifically the neocortex. Some of the excitement about the 
recent findings in the field of neuroscience seems to contribute to such a bias in our thinking. No doubt, our brains 
are important, but they are not the only part of our bodies that gets engaged when we learn. School-based 
pedagogical practices often assume that what is really important about human beings is not the integrity of their 
selves, but rather the superiority of those parts of their nervous system that came last in the evolution2. If such 
practices still have some success, then it is despite this emphasis and not because of it. It is particularly frightening 
to see how such a narrow view of learning almost totally separates the concern with people’s reasoning power from 
their emotions. 
 



In several publications (e.g. J. Visser, 2000; J. Visser, 2001), I have referred to learning as a disposition, more 
specifically, as a disposition to dialogue.3 That dialogue is the essential means through which we become an 
integrated part of everything that surrounds us, through which we are able to recognize our place in the universe. 
Unlike other life forms, humans have a highly developed capability of consciousness. They do not merely act and 
react to what happens around them, they also observe themselves doing so – leading them to reflect on what they do 
and on its consequences, pondering questions it raises in them. The reductionist tendency in the tradition of 
disciplined inquiry has largely ignored investigating such a complex phenomenon as consciousness. I believe it is 
necessary to correct this and to bring to bear on this area emerging insights into the validity and relevance of 
transdisciplinary approaches, expressed, among other fields, in the study of complexity.  
 

Complexity 
Like in the case of learning, there is also quite some confusion surrounding the term complexity. This is partly 
caused by the difficulty of the concept itself. We use the word ‘complex’ in everyday language and think we have a 
fair idea of what it means. The idea we have of it is indeed probably sufficient for our everyday communication 
about situations we perceive as complex. There are similar problems with such concepts as ‘heat’ and ‘energy.’ 
These, too, are everyday words with everyday meanings that create a lot of confusion when one starts to deal with 
those same notions in the context of the physical sciences. The literature that popularizes concepts such as 
complexity can do a lot of good in enhancing understanding. Sometimes, however, such literature ends up in the 
hands of sloppy readers. In such cases no great harm occurs as long as those readers are not at the same time 
authors.4 
 

“For us . . .complexity indicates that the system 
consists of parts which interact in ways that 
heavily influence the probabilities of later 
events. Complexity often results in features, 
called emergent properties, which are 
properties of the system that the separate parts 
do not have.” 
From:  Axelrod and Cohen (1999, p. 15) 

 
The scope of this article does not allow exploring the issue of complexity in great depth. I refer to other sources5 for 
such an exploration. What matters here, for the discussion of the learning society as a complex adaptive system, is 
the distinction between randomness and complexity. Gell-Mann (1994) argues that the way in which complex 
adaptive systems – and for that matter we, as individuals, and the various communal and societal frameworks we 
generate – learn and evolve, requires, among other things, “the ability to distinguish, to some extent, the random 
from the regular” (p. 50). To understand this better, consider that a learning society is typically made up of all kinds 
of complex subsystems (human individuals represent but one level of such subsystems). All those subsystems are 
themselves complex adaptive systems in their own right. They interact with each other and interpret each other in 
terms of what is regular in them and what is random. A very simple example is when an infant first discovers that a 
particular action on her part, for instance smiling or crying, results in non-random behavior on the part of particular 
people (parents and siblings) in her environment. Not only does the infant establish that there is regularity in how 
certain causes are linked to effects, it also starts distinguishing different kinds of people in the process. Some people 
are indifferent and respond in all manner of different ways; others, though, respond distinctly and in a regular, more 
or less predictable, fashion.  
 
At the level of the above example, regularities can still be relatively easily described. However, most patterns of 
interaction that humans develop are much more difficult to describe, both from the perspective of the learning entity 
and from the perspective of the environment with which that entity interacts. At the heart of the issue of effective 
complexity is, according to Gell-Mann (1994), the difficulty to describe “the regularities of a system by a complex 
adaptive system that is observing it” (p. 50). Or, as Axelrod and Cohen (1999) emphasize with reference to Gell-
Mann’s position: “A system should be called complex when it is hard to predict not because it is random but rather 
because the regularities it does have cannot be briefly described” (p. 16). 
 



The recognition that we, as humans, are complex adaptive systems among many other such systems – each of them 
exploring randomness and regularity among all the others with which they interact – is reason to be modest. It shows 
our own importance as relative to our environment. It gives us a sense that what we are, what we seem to know, is as 
much a function of our capacity to undertake these explorations in the random and the regular as that it depends on 
the affordances of the environment of complex adaptive systems that surrounds us and of which we become part 
through our interactions with it. 
 
The above notion challenges our ability to understand the world in ways that we have grown used to thanks to 
centuries of scientific inquiry that was based on taking the world apart, looking at and understanding some of its 
detail, but never being able to take account of phenomena that emerge when things are put together again and the 
whole becomes more than the collection of its isolated parts. A crucial aspect of complex adaptive systems is that 
they are composed of entities, usually called agents, which interact with each other. The system is not complex 
because there are many such agents in it. Rather, its complexity has to do with the nature of interactivity in the 
system as a whole. That interactivity is such that “current events heavily influence the probabilities of many kinds of 
later events” (Axelrod & Cohen, 1999, p. 7, my emphasis). This allows properties of the system as a whole to 
emerge that cannot be explained in a simple manner on the basis of its constituting entities considered in isolation.  
 

Entities and Wholes 
I take the terms “entity” and “whole” deliberately together, because they belong together. We cannot speak of a part, 
an entity, without implying that there is a whole. Similarly, it makes no sense to introduce the concept ‘whole’ 
without, at the same time defining it in relation to its constituting parts. As mentioned before, complex adaptive 
systems are often made up of smaller complex adaptive systems (aggregates of agents, or, as Holland [1995] calls 
them, meta-agents). What, from the perspective of the larger complex adaptive system, is one of its parts, may, from 
its own perspective, be complete, an autonomous entity that functions within context. That same entity may, in turn, 
serve as the context for all kinds of other smaller entities, perceived as complete in their own right, yet 
interdependent in ways that give rise to the larger entity, equally displaying the properties of a complex adaptive 
system, but at a higher level. Interdependence, then, is what gives sense to the dialectic relationship between parts 
and wholes, between entities and their contexts. Such interdependence generates flows of all manner of things 
among entities at a particular level of organizational complexity as well as between different levels of organizational 
complexity. In the case of the learning society, seen as a huge conglomerate of people and social entities that are in 
continuous dialogue with each other, one of those flows is clearly a flow of information. However, it is important to 
consider that such information flow is a function of the developing interaction and not a predetermined feature of its 
overall design. 
 

“There is no unique way to describe an 
ecosystem.... Meta-agents are aggregates of 
agents and of smaller meta-agents, and 
themselves may be bundled into even larger 
mega-meta-agents. Any system is a mess of 
overlapping hierarchies of aggregations, limited 
in any particular description only for the 
convenience of the observer. For any such 
simplification of a system’s overwhelming 
complexity, however, there will be flows among 
meta-agents, as well as flows within.” 

From: Levin  (1999, p. 14) 
 
The Learning Ecology 
Learning – as a disposition to dialogue for constructive interaction with change – is an ecological phenomenon.  
Entities, from human individuals to the world at large, interact with change at different levels of organizational 
complexity.  They do so, not in accordance with some sort of grand design. Rather, each entity, at its specific level 
of organizational complexity, is responsive to its immediate environment and follows often relatively simple rules of 
interaction. 
 



As holds true for any complex adaptive system, the learning society will thrive on diversity. Learning and growth 
(growth is what constructive interaction with change results in) belong together in an evolutionary sense, the essence 
of evolution being that “chance and choice, given enough time, make a powerful combination for change” (Levin 
1999). Diversity is essential to allow what Axelrod and Cohen (1999) call “the three key processes in a Complex 

Adaptive System,” namely variation, interaction and selection,6  to effectively do their job and contribute to growth. 
It is therefore important to ensure that the conditions of learning created by a society foster diversity and thus 
evolution.  
 

“Walk upstairs, open the door gently, and look 
in the crib. What do you see? Most of us see a 
picture of innocence and helplessness, a 
clean slate. But, in fact, what we see in the 
crib is the greatest mind that has ever existed, 
the most powerful learning machine in the 
universe.” 
From: Gopnik, Meltzoff and Kuhl (1999,  p. 1) 

 
 
Factors that Foster the Evolution of a Learning Society 
Multiple factors7 promote and maintain the disposition to dialogue for constructive interaction with change and 
allow it to develop throughout society. Some of them are relevant at the level of individual human beings, other 
factors are relevant for learning that takes place at higher levels of organizational complexity, and yet other factors 
have to do with how people and social entities interact and fit together organizationally. The prevailing culture of 
schooling tends to direct societal resources – creative, intellectual, and financial ones – towards hard and soft 
infrastructure that emphasizes the kind of learning we engage in while being part of organized instructional contexts. 
It also tends to bias the allocation of resources to the age group commonly referred to as that of the school age. Such 
a bias is counter to the previously discussed need to foster diversity. A true learning society, therefore, must have a 
much broader concern with the conditions of learning. It must also recognize that establishing such conditions 
involves society as a whole and not merely the government entities that have been made responsible for running the 
school system. In other words, the citizenry at large, their communities, the media, corporate entities, and 
government ministries, to name but a few, they all play a role and they must play their various roles together and 
often at different levels.  
 
Shifting the emphasis away from an almost exclusive focus on centralized control and intervention is part of the 
process to broaden society’s shared focus on the conditions of learning. However, decentralization is not a panacea. 
“Decentralization is both promising and problematic” (Axelrod & Cohen, 1999, p. xiv) and self-organization, 
however much needed as a means to overcome some of the ills of centrally directed societal organization of the past, 
is not the only thing that makes human society tick.  
 
Keeping the above observations in mind, here are some areas where I believe important factors reside that give rise 
to a learning landscape that is more harmonious and beautiful than the one we know now. 
 
The Family 
At the individual level, learning begins nine months before we are born and it continues until we die. To the extent 
that we are all part of the social and historical processes that contribute to the continual development of an 
increasingly complex body of human knowledge, learning also extends beyond our physical existence. At the time 
we come into the world, much is already there, embodied in the cultures we are born into, but embodied also in what 
evolution has equipped us with, our capacity to develop the brain structures that will remain with us as long as we 
live and that we may further develop in the course of our lives. It so happens that the most important phase of our 
neural development takes place shortly after birth. The way it happens is highly dependent on the circumstances we 
encounter during that period. Those circumstances relate to important physical health factors, including nutrition, as 
well as to how infants are able to interact with their environment. Infants who remain deprived of human interaction 
at those early stages seriously suffer, on a prolonged basis – indeed, for a lifetime – of such lack of attention. The 
family is the foremost environment in which we learn to learn, part of a socio-cultural landscape in which we 



encounter other human beings in interaction with whom we get to know ourselves in relation to the world around us 
(see e.g. Gopnim, Meltzoff & Kuhl, 1999 and Bransford, Brown & Cocking, Eds., 1999 [particularly Chapter 4]). 

Here’s how Murray Gell-Mann, Nobel Prize 
winning physicist, begins a description of how he 
is indebted for what he learnt to his family, his 
city, and nature: 
“I owe most of my early education to my brother 
Ben, who is nine years older. It was he who 
taught me to read when I was three (from a 
Sunshine cracker box) and who introduced me 
to bird and mammal watching, botanizing and 
insect collecting. We lived in New York City, 
principally in Manhattan, but nature study was 
possible even there. I thought of New York as a 
hemlock forest that had been logged too 
heavily...” 
From: Gell-Mann, 1995, p. 12 

 
In this area, responsibility for creating the factors that foster learning, and by extension to help building the learning 
society, resides undoubtedly in the first place with the parents to whom a child is born and the immediate 
community of which those parents are a part. However, families don’t stand on their own. The extent to which they 
are able to function well and serve as the starting point for any newborn’s learning life, depends on all manner of 
circumstances, e.g. economical, social, and cultural, that surround the family. This is where we can see that even the 
establishment of such apparently individual factors is very much the result of the collaborative exercise of 
responsibility at many different levels in society. 
 
The family is, obviously, a beautiful example of a self-organizing system. Its position at the very beginning of any 
individual’s learning life, as well as the role it can continue to play throughout life, thus constitute an important basis 
for the continued regeneration of diversity. That capacity to regenerate diversity is at risk when forces that tend 
towards uniform patterns of interaction interfere with family life. We are all familiar with such forces that result 
from models presented by the mass media or advertising campaigns.8 Other such forces may come into play when 
children reach the school age and families start to become overly responsive to rigid demands of the school system.  
 
Instructional Settings 
The idea that human beings should dedicate a specific period, relatively at the beginning of their life, to preparing 
themselves for the remainder of it by engaging predominantly in learning during most of that period, has been with 
us for a long time.9 It wasn’t a particularly bad idea as long as it was still possible to cope with life’s challenges and 
respond to life’s opportunities with the basic set of skills, attitudes, and knowledge that was supposed to result from 
this preparatory learning experience. However, that time is over.10  
 

“In the education of scientists, one is 
accustomed to the need to develop the 
ability to function in entirely unpredictable 
situations, for such is the nature of scientific 
exploration.  This points to a search for 
educational processes that will strive for the 
capability of adapting, and even thriving in 
areas of new problems and new opportunities.  
Schools must look across all disciplines, across 
the knowledge base of the sciences, across 
the wisdom of the humanities, the verities and 
explorations of the arts, for the ingredients that 



will enable our students to continually interact 
with a world in change, with the imminence of 
changes bringing essentially unforeseeable 
consequences.  Obviously, a vital component 
of such education is the habit of life-long 
learning.” 
From: Lederman (1999) 

 
Naturally, during the era of industrialization, the way in which that initial preparatory learning experience was being 
facilitated and taken care of, became modeled after similar processes as those by which, for instance, cars could be 
produced. The positive side of this was that, in principle – and provided the system was managed adequately – large 
groups of young people could receive the same opportunities to learn, resulting in a more equitable and just 
participation of individual citizens in society. The downsides of the system are also well known and have been the 
object of fundamental critique for probably as long as the schooling system has been in place.11 
 
At the current juncture in time, our focus should no longer be, in the first place, on what is wrong with the practice 
of schooling and how its ills could be repaired. Rather, the question is whether anything like industrial-age schooling 
is relevant at all. And the answer is ‘No.’ In a world that abounds with change, anyone’s future has become 
unpredictable, accept for the certainty that one will always have to be prepared for the unpredictable. This 
realization squarely points away from the predominant pedagogical paradigms towards the direction of processes 
that recognize people’s particular individuality, including as it relates to their emotional and intelligence make-up 
and their preferred styles of learning and thinking. It also points towards the ability to learn and to develop one’s 
prowess at learning as one of the most important factors to live a fulfilled life.  
 
In addition, and due to the much greater interdependence in today’s world among human beings, the concept of 
individuality has been greatly enhanced as it now more strongly relates to individuals’ social integration. 
Consequently, the emphasis in traditional pedagogical practice on the individual in isolation must make place for 
ways of facilitating learning that recognize the essential importance of human collaboration. In other words, the 
design of structured instructional contexts must as much be based on considerations of the learning needs of 
individuals per se as it must take account of learning needs that can only be conceptualized in the framework of the 
learning community. 
 
Another important way in which instructional settings must adapt to today’s reality has to do with our changing 
views of cognition. We live in a complex world of potentially multiple consequences. To effectively interact with 
that world we must be able to apprehend its inherent complexity, we must know and appreciate it as a complex 
world. This is difficult, if not outright impossible, as long as we continue to emphasize specialized knowledge in 
isolated disciplinary areas. The practice to do so is strongly present in many schools around the globe. It ignores the 
concern with learning processes that are based on people’s interaction with problems. A shift of emphasis is thus 
required, away from what sometimes looks like an obsession with the content of disciplines, towards a focus on 
problems. By their very nature, problems are not only related to people’s rationality. They have equally to do with 
their emotionality, i.e. with their dreams and interests. 
 

“The ability to monitor one’s approach to 
problem solving – to be metacognitive – is an 
important aspect of the expert’s competence. 
Experts step back from their first, oversimplistic 
interpretation of a problem or situation and 
question their own knowledge that is relevant. 
People’s mental models of what it means to be 
an expert can affect the degree to which they 
learn throughout their lifetimes. A model that 
assumes that experts know all the answers is very 
different from a model of the accomplished 
novice, who is proud of his or her achievements 



and yet also realizes that there is much more to 
learn.” 
From: Bransford, Brown and Cocking, 1999, p. 38 

 
This is not, though, an area for either/or choices. Being able to argue in a disciplined fashion is very important. 
However it is at risk of becoming irrelevant, or even dangerous, if not at the same time the capacity is developed to 
deal with real problems and to appreciate the fact that no vision of the whole can be obtained by adding up the views 
generated by individual disciplines. Structured instructional processes must focus on creating expertise, rather than 
specialization.12 
 
The state of technology as well as of our knowledge of multiple ways to facilitate people’s learning through 
instruction is such that structured instructional settings are no longer bound by physical parameters. The reality of 
distance education is but one expression of the multi-modal nature of instruction. Unfortunately, when such 
alternatives as distance education, or the current forms of digital technology-enabled learning, now frequently 
referred to – with an astounding lack of imagination – as ‘e-learning’, become available, it often happens that past 
practices are simply recast in new molds, sadly, missing the opportunity to explore the inherent prospects for 
fundamental change. Current discourse, inspired by undoubtedly well-intended maxims such as ‘Education for All,’ 
reinforces the tendency to look in narrow ways at the challenges of building the instructional landscape – a sub-
landscape of the learning landscape – of the future. Problems get defined in terms of means – such as lack of schools 
or teachers – and no questions are asked about the ends that those means are supposed to serve. A radical change of 
rhetoric is required if one wants to avoid, like has happened so often, that new opportunities are wasted because they 
are merely exploited to reinforce and consolidate bad practice. 
 
I round this section off by saying two things. First of all, I believe that there should be ample opportunity for young 
people to dedicate a large part of their life – say to somewhere around the age of 20 – to learning. As part of that 
vision, I believe that the existence of structured instructional settings is an important factor to make such learning 
possible. However, I also believe that it would be very bad if those structured instructional settings would not be 
radically different from what goes on in most of our current schools. Moreover, important opportunities would be 
missed if, during that early phase in a human being’s life, learning were left entirely or predominantly to those 
structured instructional settings. Important as they are, they are not sufficient. Alternative learning space abound. 
The family was already mentioned. Other complementary learning settings are afforded by, for instance, the city or 
village in which people live; the popular culture of which they are part; the grief and humor they share; the media to 
which they expose themselves; the libraries and museums they visit; the games they play and toys with which they 
interact; the music they make and the dances they perform; the stories they tell; the flea markets, waste dumps, and 
places of industrial, agricultural, or commercial activity they explore; the Internet-enabled interactive environments 
they become involved in; or their shared amazement at the wonders of Nature. 
 
The second thing I want to say is that structured instructional settings are not only important for young people to 
enrich their lives; they are relevant at any age, considering that learning is an unending process. As a factor to foster 
the evolution of the learning society, it is thus important to contemplate individual instructional settings as part of a 
comprehensive instructional landscape, in which they harmoniously fit together. Such an instructional landscape is 
inherently something very pluralistic. It provides a habitat for people of all ages whose circumstances, needs, and 
desires may widely vary. Thanks to a now well-developed instructional design tradition, much is known about how 
such individual instructional settings can best be shaped. The same tradition, however, is less well prepared to face 
the challenges imposed by the need to look at the instructional landscape in a comprehensive fashion and as one that 
is shaped by both external and internal agents. 
 
The Media 
In singling out the media as an important factor in fostering the evolution of a learning society, I do not in the first 
place think of their role in creating specific intended learning opportunities in instructional settings, such as when 
radio, print, TV, or the Internet are used in support of school-based learning or in the context of distance education 
alternatives. That role is well known and of recognized importance.13 Here, however, I want to concentrate on other 
aspects of the role of media that impact on the evolution of a learning society.  
 



Media have a powerful presence in today’s world. To the extent that individuals interact with them directly, by 
listening to the radio, watching TV, reading the output of the printing presses, or using the Internet, the immediate 
impact of those media depends on whether, and how effectively, they reach people in particular regions of the world. 
While their coverage may be extensive, it is, with the exception perhaps of radio, far from worldwide. Nonetheless, 
media coverage around the globe is gradually expanding. Though large parts of the world currently remain out of 
reach of such media as the Internet or TV, or even the press, this does not mean that the lives of individuals in those 
areas remain untouched by them. In such cases, the impact of media is indirect. There are few countries, if any, 
where the leadership would not be profoundly influenced, positively or negatively, by their exposure to worldwide 
satellite broadcasts or their ability to access the Internet and to read books and newspapers. Through them, others are 
affected as well. 
 
Media play an important role in positioning issues and spawning debate around issues. Debate generates discourse 
and discourse shapes thought processes. Established discourse influences people in their perceptions of what is and 
what is not important. Media therefore have an impact on the social dialogue and thus on the broad context in which 
learning takes place. Many of the instructional settings referred to above interact with and become influenced by the 
media.14 Another important setting for learning mentioned earlier, the family, may, in some cultures, be profoundly 
affected by the media as well. 
 
The influence of the media should not be seen as a boundary condition for the learning environment, something like 
a given that no one can change, except the media themselves. In fact, Allen and Otto (1996) refer to media as “lived 
environments” (pp. 199-225). Media are a dynamic component of the larger learning landscape. At least, that’s what 
they could be and should be, even though in many cases their management and programming are strongly dominated 
by external forces (often of either a political or a commercial nature, and sometimes a combination of both). It is 
therefore important that the attitude of the public vis-à-vis the media change from that of passive consumers to that 
of critical users whose constructive interaction with the media should increasingly start determining what the media 
landscape will look like and how it develops. Only then can the media truly play a role in elevating cognition to a 
level that transcends what goes on inside the heads of individual people, emphasizing the cognitive resources that 
reside in the socio-cultural milieu (see also Cole & Engeström, 1993), i.e. in the ways in which people interact and 
collaborate.  
 
Critical engagement of the public with the media is necessary to mitigate the otherwise unidirectional influence of 
what may sometimes look like an onslaught of the global media on local cultures and knowledge systems – 
considering their tendency to impose the language, patterns of reasoning, values and icons prevailing in one part of 
the world on the rest of it. For such critical engagement to work well, it is important that there be a well-developed 
ecological integration in the media landscape, meaning that global systems organically interact with systems that 
organize themselves at more localized levels such as countries, regions and communities. (A similar argument holds 
true for the instructional landscape, in which more and more players start operating on a global scale, as well as in 
the socio-cultural landscape.) Without critical engagement of the public and without sound ecological flows between 
media operations at different levels of organizational complexity, there is the considerable risk that global media 
will result in increased uniformity and in the gradual disappearance of diversity among the cognitive resources of the 
socio-cultural milieu. 
 
Thus, the development of local media, such as community radio, village video, local press and community libraries, 
is important. Current technology has made it possible for local initiatives in this area to be developed on a shoestring 
basis. The World Wide Web is an interesting case in its own right. The spread of the Internet around the globe 
positions it clearly as an environment potentially suited for worldwide communication. However, nothing, least of 
all the cost of running a Web site, determines that it can only be used on a global scale. Quite to the contrary, many 
Web-based operations are deliberately designed to serve a small group of people only. They thus allow community 
building around local and specific interests. On the other hand, the ability to create hypertext links among Web 
pages, allows local activity to become visible and organically integrated in larger networks. The Web is therefore an 
interesting environment to contribute to the goal of organic integration of the media landscape. 
 
Towards Developing and Integrating the Learning Landscape 
In the previous sections the emphasis has been on three key areas whose development can have a considerable 
impact on how the learning society evolves. That impact can be both positive and negative, depending on how those 
factors develop. The scope of this article does not allow exploring multiple other factors. In this final section, I will 



raise the question of what broad issues should receive particular attention in the development of the larger learning 
landscape and what that attention implies. 
 

The following text is adapted, by way of 
example, from the learning story of Rodolfo, a 

Mexican boy, 
the one who took the world apart 

 
From a very early age onward, Rodolfo had the 
habit to dismantle anything mechanical he 
could lay his hands on. Mechanical things 
looked like they had some life in them. He 
dismantled them even though he knew that his 
behavior would almost certainly result in severe 
punishment from his parents. Rodolfo took 
things apart to find out why and how they 
worked. At the same time it allowed him to 
construct ideas that pertained to his world of 
fantasy. Thus he was able, for instance, using 
the parts of things he had previously 
dismantled, to build a ‘movie’ projector using 
an old shoebox. In the process he became 
aware of physical principles, not realizing that 
those things would normally only be taught at 
the bachelor level. 

 
Punishment did not deter Rodolfo. His curiosity 
and interest only increased the more 
sophisticated the things he continued to take 
apart. They included, when he had reached 
the age of 12, those new radio receivers with 
‘bulbs’ on them. In trying to understand how 
they worked he experienced electric shocks 
and could see sparks flashing when connecting 
different points with pieces of metal. He also 
discovered that generally, when a radio didn’t 
work, it was because one of those bulbs was 
somehow damaged and did not glow the way 
it should. This became the key to turning 
punishment into reward. Henceforth, Rodolfo 
would repair radios and all kinds of other things, 
making a little profit. 
 
Taking things apart has remained Rodolfo’s 
preferred way of learning. Had it not been for 
the poverty and the scarcity of the 
environment in which he grew up, his creativity 
and sense of exploration might never have 
been challenged so much and he might never 
have discovered his secret to learning. 

 
For almost a year now, the Learning Development Institute (LDI) has been asking people to tell their learning 
stories. Prospective authors were approached with three simple questions: “What is your most meaningful learning 
experience?” Why should that particular learning experience be considered meaningful?” “What were the key 
conditions that allowed that learning experience to occur?” 
 
Results of research carried out on these learning stories were recently presented at the International Conference of 
the Association for Educational Communications and Technology in Denver, Colorado (Y. L. Visser & J. Visser, 
2000, October). Several universities have since joined LDI to expand the effort and improve the database. The 
research results reveal that people perceive their learning as meaningful when any or more of the following things 
happen: 



* Learning results in ownership of knowledge (i.e., it involves autonomous processes of making decisions, 
choices, guesses, mistakes and discoveries, and developing the various emotions that accompany those 
processes). 
* Learning is maintained across the lifespan (i.e., any particular learning experience is seen as an integral part of 
one’s lifelong involvement in learning). 
* Learning lays the path for continued growth (i.e., learning is generative). 
* Learning has implications in the real-life context (i.e., it is seen as inherently relevant). 
* Learning results from the active involvement in facilitating someone else’s learning (such as when a teacher 
discovers that his or her efforts to share experience with someone else are rewarded by a deepening of his or her 
own understanding). 
* Learning changes negative self-perceptions into positive ones. (The formulation of this finding is to be 
interpreted against the backdrop of the initially negative experience many of the contributors to the learning 
stories project have had with the self-perceptions imposed on them by the traditional school system.) 
* Learning results in the discovery of persistence as a strategy to manage life’s challenges (indicating the 
importance of situating learning in the context of serious long-term pursuits). 

 
Such learning was found to be particularly facilitated when (1) an initially negative condition could be transformed 
into a positive challenge; (2) a role model was present or emotionally significant support was available in the 
environment of the learner; (3) there were opportunities for independent exploration of one’s learning as well as 
metacognition, i.e. for finding one’s own ways to learn and reflecting on them. 
 
Very few of the learning stories made any direct reference to the school context. Among those that did, only a small 
proportion reported positively about the school. The larger proportion represented stories of survival, i.e., stories of 
people who had been able to overcome the negative impact of the school environment on them and therefore, as 
mentioned above, to turn this initially negative condition into a positive challenge. 
 
While the research effort continues and a more detailed and complete picture emerges, current results point in the 
direction of issues that get surprisingly little attention from the community of people who purport to advance the 
cause of learning. The perspective of such people is normally that of the formal contexts and procedures through 
which we help people to learn, or so we think. The learning processes they deal with tend to emphasize the 
immediate over the long-term and evolutionary; the definable over the exploratory; and the individual over the 
social. Does it mean that what they do is all wrong? Well, probably not, but their efforts are likely to be too focused. 
While there may be lots of things they do correctly, those things would only really start making sense and give 
meaning to people’s lives if they became integrated in a more comprehensive set of conditions. The more overriding 
dimensions of that set of conditions relate to the integral nature of how the different factors fit together and how they 
situate learning, at different levels of human and social organization, within the context of an ongoing pattern of 
activity. That set of conditions should not just focus on the here and now but also reflect the historical and 
evolutionary context of which we are part.  
 
It has always been the premise of educators, educational planners, instructional designers, educational technologists, 
educational communicators and the like that it is possible to consciously influence people’s learning. Research on 
the effectiveness of instructional events, communication procedures, and technological interventions does indeed 
support that premise. The bulk of such research, however, has focused on narrowly defined learning tasks rather 
than the more comprehensive behaviors that the authors of our learning stories emphasize. Emphasis has been on the 
bricks, making it difficult to see what kind of building resulted from our disconnected actions to add brick to brick. 
No wonder, then, that the evolution of a learning society has been hampered. 
 
Clearly, the research initiated through the Learning Stories Project focuses on a unit of analysis whose order of 
magnitude is distinct from that of the more traditional research. Such studies, in combination with comprehensive 
reviews – like the one undertaken by the National Research Council (Bransford, Brown & Cocking, 1999), that 
summarize research in the framework of broad themes, i.e. bringing the separate pieces of the puzzle together so that 
they start making sense – are important. They help create visions of the whole – visions that have long remained 
obscured by our overriding obsession with detail but that are nevertheless essential to appreciate the beauty and 
harmony of the evolving learning landscape. 
 



Moreover, the research described above was not an isolated activity. Collecting the learning stories has often been 
part of workshop activities. Thus, research, creating dialogue, building new learning communities, and inspiring new 
ways of thinking and experiencing were – and continue to be – inseparably parts of an overall strategy to contribute 
to a more beautiful learning landscape. 
 
Endnotes 
1 The author is founder and president of the Learning Development Institute (LDI). He is also the former director for 
Learning Without Frontiers (LWF) at UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization). 
Information about LDI and LWF is available online at http://www.learndev.org and 
http://www.unesco.org/education/lwf/, respectively. Any opinions expressed in this chapter are entirely those of the 
author and do not necessarily reflect official policy of UNESCO or the Learning Development Institute. 
2 I am referring here to the various theories about how the structure and function of the nervous system evolved 
in the animal kingdom. The human nervous system reflects that evolutionary history. One way of dividing 
the nervous system up is by differentiating between the slowly reacting limbic system, responsible in the 
first place for regulating our bodily functions, and the thalamocortical system, consisting of the thalamus 
and the cortex, which allows us to respond intelligently to signals from the outside world. The 
thalamocortical system came later in the evolution than the limbic system. But also the cortical system 
itself evolved. There is also a classical theory, the so-called theory of the triune brain, which refers to 
three stages in evolutionary development of the brain structure, namely the reptilian brain, the old 
mammalian brain and the new mammalian brain. Again, they are believed to have developed sequentially 
in that order as the evolution progressed. Human intellectual development is often treated as having 
solely to do with the parts of our brain structure that are typical for us, humans, and nothing with those 
other parts that we have in common with other animals. This leads, for instance, to the neglect of 
emotional needs and potential in much of the school pedagogy. 
3 See also the forthcoming International Handbook of Lifelong Learning (J. Visser, 2001). 
4 Another problem, of course, is that researchers in the area of complex adaptive systems, in their zeal to be precise, 
and often reluctant to retreat from previous formulations, sometimes adopt different terminologies to say the same 
thing or say different things using the same words. Gell-Mann (1995) explains the all too human background of this 
tendency, referring to the old saying that “a scientist would rather use someone else’s toothbrush than another 
scientist’s nomenclature” (p. 18). 
5 Some excellent sources for further reading are Gell-Mann’s (1994) “The quark and the jaguar: Aventures in the 
simple and the complex” and Axelrod and Cohen’s (1999) “Harnessing complexity: Organizational implications of a 
scientific frontier.” 
6 The reader will be familiar with how, in the biological world, variation within forms of life, interaction between 
organisms, and processes of (self-)selection within living systems hang together. 
7 In this section of the paper I use the terms “factor” and “condition” interchangeably. The phrase “conditions of 
learning” is more specifically referenced to the instructional design field, particularly the work of Gagné 
(1970/1985). While I recognize the great contributions of that work, my critique focuses on the narrowness with 
which the instructional design field tends to look upon itself. I contend that more conditions play a role than just the 
ones defined within the instructional context, referring to that wider range of conditions as “factors.” According to 
the dictionary, a factor is “any of the circumstances, conditions, etc. that bring about a result.” 
Alternatively, it is described as “element or constituent that makes a thing what it is” (McKechnie, Ed., 
1983). I use the term in both senses. I also use the term “area.” An area, such as the family or the media, 
represents a large collection of factors. However, all those factors that make up a particular area taken 
together, the area itself can also be seen as a factor in the larger context. I therefore also refer 
occasionally to “area” as a “factor.” 
8 The literature in this area is vast (e.g. Thussu, 2000). The problem has, among other things, to do with how 
messages are being framed and how the voice of some of the big players in the world gets magnified due to the 
processes of globalization. There are currently different opinions concerning how serious and unavoidable a problem 
this is, some authors suggesting that there are counteracting forces that will lead to greater heterogenization 
(e.g.Appadurai, 1990). 
9 The schooling practice is but one expression of that idea. One can equally find it reflected in the preparatory 
learning practices and accompanying rites of societies and communities where the school has not penetrated. 
10 Even when that time wasn’t yet over, it has, of course, always been a problematic notion. 



11 Regarding the need to rethink the idea of schooling, reference is made to a concept paper (available at 
http://www.learndev.org/dl/RethinkingSchool.PDF) for an intended series of international symposia on this 
issue. 
12 While these concepts are often confused, I refer readers to Bransford, Brown and Cocking (1999), particularly 
Chapter 2, for further elucidation on this issue. All people are experts in some areas. For instance, we are all expert 
users of our mother tongue and most of us are able to expertly navigate in our local traffic environment. In fact, we 
may lack such expertise when placed a different environment. An important dimension of expertise is that we are 
able to recognize and work with meaningful patterns of information. Learning to do so requires that we operate with 
relevant chunks of knowledge and are able to see the whole in which such chunks of knowledge fit like pieces of a 
puzzle. Specialization works counter to developing this ability. 
13 The instructional role of media should be contemplated within the overall context of instructional settings 
mentioned in this paper. Its value in that context, as well as the critique of media use, should be discussed with 
reference to the same standards that apply to judging such instructional settings if they were of a more conventional 
nature. In other words, there is much in such media use that shows the same flaws that can also be found in the 
traditional school context, such as emphasis on rote learning of unconnected pieces of knowledge through 
instructional procedures that emphasize information transfer over deep learning. On the other hand, there are also 
excellent examples of media use for deliberately designed instructional purposes that result, for instance, in the 
development of critical attitudes and skills to deal autonomously, within a community context, with real-life 
problems. 
14 One need but think of the uniformization of behavior among school kids as their tastes and desires are being 
shaped by their exposure to a limited number of cultural and commercial products, often packaged together. 
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Nurturing: An Alternative Learning Cosmology 
Cole D. Genge 

 
In the Andean world1  of South America, where “everything is alive and everything speaks, …where all are 
relatives, [and] all are important and necessary, […] Nature speaks to the farmer, just as the farmer speaks to 

nature.”2  From this symbiotic relationship — that itself grew from the sweat and soil of the Andes — wisdom is 
understood as nurturing and allowing oneself to be nurtured. In this sense, nurturing “connotes a caring relationship 
that lets the nurtured one come forth freely,” where the “very act of nurturing, of caring for, nurtures oneself” and 

“allows for the nurturer to participate in the unfolding and growth” process.3   This nurturing process is one of 
constant interaction, of continual, creative and diversified trial and error. It is a lifelong endeavor that is sharpened 
by doing, by hearing, by seeing, by caring and by being supportive of others in their midst.  In this way, a larger 
social network is shaped by collective altruistic behavior.   
 
Studies in recent years in various fields — from psychology to quantum physics, from biology to education — 
allude to what native peoples around the world have known for centuries: that the greatest potential for learning 
occurs, when nurturing social support networks are functional and well-established. The traditional elements of the 
Andean world could very well be understood as learning societies, for they have social support networks for 
meaningful learning both at individual and societal levels.  
 
In the pages that follow, I will look at some of the foundational characteristics of learning within an Andean 

cosmology,4  one that is fundamentally based on the concept of nurturing. The basis for this article stems from my 
interactions with personnel from Cai Pacha/PRATEC (an indigenously initiated non-governmental organization that 
advocates a return to the roots of pre-conquest Andean values, beliefs and lifestyle, which centers around agriculture 
and a deep connection to nature). In the first section, I will focus on some of the attributes of nurturing as they relate 
to learning. In the second section, I will examine the following three areas: a) the nature of Andean wisdom; b) the 
experimental nature of traditional knowledge; c) learning from childhood. In the final section, I will look at 
challenges nurturing faces as an approach to learning.    
 
Attributes of Andean Nurturing 
The concept of learning as a nurturing process is at the very root of Andean cosmology.  As such, far from being 
theoretical, it is a strongly ‘lived’ experience.  The senses (sight, smell, and taste) are used as a window for direct 
dialogue with the world, and the nurturing of Nature is alive and personified.  That is, Nature converses with those 
who are willing to converse with it.  It is a wordless dialogue, one that is reflected in the prediction of the coming of 
rains, by the color of the sky, or by the taste of the winds.   
 
In this sense, everyone and everything ‘knows,’ and everyone and everything has culture (as understood by the Latin 
root for culture, i.e. cultus, “to cultivate or to nurture”). In the Andean world, cultivate and nurture are used 
interchangeably.  The capacity to nurture is inseparably linked to the capacity of letting oneself be nurtured. This 
allows the nurturing process to flow through oneself.   In this way, nurturing is embedded in the self, but it is also 
porous and open to “other knowledges” in the world. Thus, the emphasis is placed on those who establish a 
nurturing relationship. It is therefore not merely an individual act; it embodies the whole – both human and non-
human.  
 
But for nurturing to occur, establishing a simple relationship is not sufficient. Rather, nurturing involves a 
communal or collective participation in building a relationship of empathy. It is not a conscious act of agreeing upon 



external pressures, but rather a sensitive and caring one that opens the spaces and breaks down the boundaries, 
allowing for wisdom to flow in a symbiotic relationship of life and knowledge.  
 
Nurturing is the caring relationship that forms between members of an in-group.  In the Andes, this group is the 
ayllu. Ayllu is a loaded term; it has multiple meanings for the campesinos (peasant farmers generally of indigenous 
origin). One of its most common meanings “refers to the relations of kinship and decent which exists among a 

human group related consanguineously [blood kin] and living in a particular territory.”5  Ayllu is thus commonly 
associated with the social unit of several families, both related and non-related, but goes beyond that to encompass 
the relationship between members of a community and their natural/mythical environment (the sun, moon, stars, 
mountains, lakes, plants and animals, among others). There are many more interpretations of this concept; however, 
for the purposes of this discussion, these two are sufficient.  
 
In the Andean cosmology, knowledge is not at the margins of a nurturing process, as much as it is nurturing itself. 
The space where knowledge is expressed is the chacra, the center of the Andean universe. Chacra is a space of 

“growing plants, of raising animals and making a cultivated field.”6  To make chacra, “is to converse with nature. 
[…] The human chacra is not only made [or nurtured] by humans; [but] all, in one way or another, participate in the 

creation/nurturance of the human chacra.”7  I was told by a Peruvian intellectual, of campesino origins, that the 
chacra is our place of work, a space devoted to what we want, where we feel capable to nurture and give with 
passion, where one can place all that is worthy of oneself, and where one feels s/he is contributing to the betterment 
of others.  It is the place of nurturing, where one is raised as a child, where sustenance comes from, and where the 

natural and the divine are manifested. In this way, knowledge is agro-centric.8  Moreover, because knowledge is 

rooted in the ayllu and the chacra, it is in a state of continual and creative flux.9  Innovation passes through trial 
periods and is re-created in accordance with the rhythms of nature.  In a sense, campesinos and nature are 
continually learning from each other.  
 
Reflections on Andean Learning 
a) The Nature of Andean Wisdom 
Knowledge is gained from interacting with nature over time and selecting what is most useful and appropriate. The 
fruits of this interaction are not merely a sum of ‘knowledge units’ (where a learned skill, such as the capacity to 
identify nutrient poor soils, is understood as equivalent to a knowledge unit).  Rather, the web-like connections 
formed between ‘knowledge units,’ as a result of daily practice over time, result in wisdom. Indeed, wisdom is 
shared in this Andean learning society, to the extent that knowledge and wisdom become one and the same.  For 
example, the nature of knowledge and wisdom among the Andean campesinos has many dimensions, including 
linguistics, zoology, agriculture and craftsmanship. But all of these are borne of the strong linkages formed between 
humans and nature. 
 
b) The Experiential Nature of Traditional Knowledge 
With its dense and rich ecology, the central Andean range has been characterized as one of the great wonders of 
ecological diversity in the world. This wealth of diversity emerged out of continual exchanges among the climatic 
niches that formed in relative proximity to each other, as a result of wide variations in elevations. For example, in 
modern day Peru and Bolivia, one finds that over 2000 varieties of potatoes (Solanum spp.) flourish under all kinds 

of climatic and soil conditions.10   
 
Human intervention has played a key role in the multiplicity of species found in these countries. The conditions 
inherent to the Andean landscape fostered an experimental and inquisitive nature among early inhabitants, and 
successful cultivation choices were kept and socialized into the community from generation to generation through 

oral history and practice.11  Andean experimentalism stands in sharp contrast to experimentalism in modern post-
industrial societies.  The former was small-scale, affected small eco-regions, and did not adopt a new practice until 
after it had been tested for a long time — sometimes even over one or two generations. In contrast, modern-day 
experimentalism is short-term, implemented on a large scale, affects vast geographical regions and large numbers of 
people, and is assumed to be appropriate for all regions (for example, DDT or high-input agriculture).  
 
The virtue of campesino wisdom is not based solely on minute and exhaustive observation of the environment. It 
also involves an experimental and practical application of the observations.  Seed selection is one example of this 



fluid conversation between the campesino and the land. The campesino is able to know what maize seeds are most 
adapted or most productive on specific soil types. This kind of skill is born of years of observation and practice.  
 
c) Learning from Childhood  
Learning in an Andean nurturing society is a lifelong process that begins at a tender age. Children in the Andes are 
not viewed as a pest or a burden to family and society; on the contrary, they are an inherent part of the survival — 
economic and otherwise — of the community. The Andean child learns by continually observing and doing and by 
asking the council of older people. S/he participates in the activities of daily life. There is no technical or abstract 
training; nurturing is purely based on the senses, while being in tune with nature, and is often manifested in play. 
Octavio Meza, a six-year-old boy of a campesino community in the highlands of Peru, relates the following learning 
experience: 
 

I like to do chacra. When my father lets me at home, I do my chacrita.12   On the side of my 
garden, I sow potato, I put maize, oca [Andean tuber], manzanilla [sweet-smelling herb], and 
other things too. I like very much to do chacra. First I grab my queshi [traditional planting 
instrument] and I go with my queshi to my little garden. On my way, like my father, I start 

chewing coca,13  but I don’t chew coca I chew cancha [fragrant Andean brush], that’s what I 
chew.  After [chewing] like my father, I start doing the sign of the cross in front of my chacra, and 
I ask at that moment that he [God] help me make my chacrita, so that I myself can have my own 
crop that I can eat. Then I begin to turn the land over little by little. When I finish turning the land 
over, I go steal potatoes from my mother to sow in my chacra. Then later I begin to make furrows 
with my queshi. Then after finishing I begin sowing like my mother. When my mother sows, she 
steps on the potato, so then I do the same. And at midday I eat my lunch, my micarpa [traditional 
food] that my mother left for me. As I finish sowing, then I begin making the fence [around the 
chacra] like my father does. So that’s how I do it and I’m learning how to sow alone for when I 

grow up.14   
 
Challenges to Nurturing as a Learning Approach  
‘Nurturing,’ as an approach to learning, is a natural way of learning. It is a seed germinated by exchanges between 
humans and nature over time. It is contextual, area-specific, culturally appropriate, and probably, most importantly, 
it is meaningful to the learner. Nurturing as a learning approach is possible and desirable within an Andean-centered 
view of the world, one that revolves around the chacra, in which the ayllu are the key stakeholders. This vision has 
been enriched and strengthened, both in ideology and in practice, over the centuries. Yet a nurturing that is solely 
grounded in an agrarian sense of the world is faced with many challenges in today’s world, particularly the threats of 
modern development, agriculture, education, and the market economy. 
 
The Damage of Development and Education 
Development is a human construct in the same way ‘knowledge’ is, but it is a construct foreign to the Andes — at 
least as it has been implemented. Development has meant that knowledge originates outside one’s community, that 
this outside knowledge (such as the use of herbicides) can be taught to a community, and that, once taught, the 
application of this knowledge can be exchanged for something desirable to communities (often money-related).  
Without such Development, it is expected that communities will suffer some consequences. Inherent to this notion 
of Development are images of subjectification, whereby the Developer inherently feels superior to the subject and is 
‘moved’ to improve the subject’s conditions of ‘deprivation’.  
 
Since the late 1950s, with the start of the Green Revolution in the Andean region, huge investments have been made 
(and continue to be made) in the form of equipment and infrastructure to further ‘human development’ in the Andes.  
They are based on the assumption that knowledge in the Andean region is lacking and that such Development 
projects will strengthen, instruct and provide assistance to its ‘needy’ and ‘poor’ people.  As a result, none of the 
Development interventions were/are born of the area-specific realities and knowledges of Andean communities. 
Instead, they were/are generated far away, in foreign contexts with their own set of assumptions about reality. 
“These trainings are impositions of one culture over another; on the same token, it is worth noting that what is not 

born will not grow.”15   Therefore, it is not surprising that, for the most part, Development projects have come and 
gone with few lasting successes. 



 
For example, the Green Revolution was introduced by western governments, via the Bolivian and Peruvian 
governments.  It was originally a sociopolitical move to counter socialist tendencies that were emerging among the 

farming masses (whose crop sizes were shrinking due to unequal land distribution).16   However, the result of the 
Green Revolution — i.e., greater mechanization, synthetically-based pesticides, fertilizers and ‘improved’ seed — is 
a leeching away of traditional campesino wisdom.  
 
In the same vein, after the agrarian revolution of 1952, the campesinos were given an education that devalued and 
demeaned their own Andean culture and traditions and simultaneously served more as western-culture indoctrination 
camps than as institutions of learning. In fact, the schooling of indigenous people has been one of the most important 
avenues for breaking down native cultural heritage and pride and inserting in its place a ‘western-friendly’ outlook 
to the world. Such an outlook is what teaches schooled campesinos to accept petrochemicals if they remain in the 
rural areas.  However, it is more likely that ‘educated’ campesinos will end up in cities, often at the edge of the 
market economy, where they are continually bombarded by a media and surroundings that say, “the ‘real life’ is in 
the city” — just beyond their reach. This ‘educated’ view lies in stark contrast to their roots in the Andean 
countryside.  Even more paradoxically, the nurturing societies of yesteryear (that were once banned from learning 
how to read and write for government fear of ‘peasant uprisings’) have today become part of schooling societies. All 
campesino children are required to go to primary school by law, though it is clear that such education has little (if 
anything) to do with learning and much more to do with social containment.  
 
Engulfed by the Market Economy 

Ironically, Andean cultures survived the Spanish conquest of the 16th century, and even the exploitative period of 

the republics in the 19th century, in part, because of indigenous people’s condition of quasi-slavery.  As long as the 
huge estates and mining companies existed, community life (the ayllu) was kept vibrant and strong for its own 
mutual protection and survival.  Yet, with limited land distribution after 1952, the trend was set for breaking up the 
once-shared responsibilities of working the ‘boss’ land.  Thus, even more ironically, as slavery was being 
dismantled under the great land and mining barons, the very core of the campesinos’ social support system — the 
ayllu — was slowly eroding away.  This erosion over time increased in part, because the campesinos became 
increasingly immersed in the market economy.  Such immersion was required of them first in order to purchase land 
deeds, and then to keep their land by paying taxes, and later through an education system that promoted western 
values at the cost of their own.  
 
The assimilation of campesinos into a market economy has made them vulnerable to national and international 
issues.  The global economic downturns and oil crisis of the 1970s, the external debt servicing of the 1980s, and the 
implementation of orthodox neoliberal policies in the 1990s, have together contributed to increased poverty all 

across Latin America.17  The Andean people were among the first to bear the brunt of economic recession in the 
form of massive layoffs; miners, the single largest formal labor force, almost exclusively made up by Quechua and 
Aymara people, were especially affected. Stifling trade, in addition to a series of bad crop years in the early 1980s, 
compounded existing issues for campesinos and city folk alike.  
 
Among the effects was a growing trend of country-city migration. Demographic trends for Latin America indicate 

that roughly 77% of the population now live in cities and of these, half are poor.18  In 1960, 39% of the total 
Bolivian population lived in urban areas. By 2015, this figure has been estimated to grow to nearly 74%, with a 

staggering rate of migration at nearly 4% annually for the 1990s.19   Such figures point to the fact that the rural 
areas are rapidly losing their traditional inhabitants as they swarm to the cities, thus marking a further disintegration 
of the ayllu.  
 
Though the trend towards urban migration has been taking shape over decades due to a number of factors (Green 
Revolution, education, land reform, etc.), access to radio and increasing access to TV in the rural areas has also had 
a tremendous influence on the choices people make.  In effect, in the last two decades, campesinos are 
demonstrating a heightened preference for a market worldview.  By and large, the ‘choices’ they have made have 
tended to transform them into consumers, willing to risk their heritage for economic prosperity.  Demographic and 
(arguably) attitudinal changes among growing numbers of campesinos stand counter to their sense of living in 
harmony with nature, and to their notion of nurturing and allowing oneself to be nurtured.  



 
The exponential spread of certain economic and political trends (unfettered neo-liberalism and unchecked global 

market capitalism) in the last quarter of the 20th century have undermined social cohesiveness and the welfare of 
millions of individuals, who find themselves disenfranchised from a world intent on making a profit.  As a 
consequence, social support networks grounded on nurturing and caring have diminished significantly in scope and 
spread. Yet, the potential for social cohesion, grounded in moral and spiritual principles, lay the foundations for 
nurturing societies, which are important stepping stone towards learning societies. Putting such principles and 
practices (learning by observation and practice, dialogue, respect and empathy) at the forefront of learning societies 
would lead to greater appreciation, nurturing and caring for one another, as well as to a transformation of the nature 
and scope of current educational systems. 
  
Nurturing, as a learning approach, grounded on the chacra and its relationship to the ayllu is helpful to the extent 
that it provides essential tools for social cohesion to take place on a local scale. However, though the ayllu can 
provide a counter example to rampant individualistic materialism, its survival hinges on the Andean culture’s ability 
to navigate through the globalizing winds sweeping across its landscape. Having spent time with different ayllus, I 
see that those which remain today have strong convictions about their heritage and deeply long to pass their 
worldview on to new generations. Their conviction is often fueled by something greater than themselves. I believe it 
is faith. In other words, a firm moral and spiritual grounding that lays the foundation for the conviction and strength 
to persevere, even in the face of adversity, will ultimately ensure the survival and integrity of ayllus in the future.  
 
However, while retaining the key principles of nurturing and caring, different ayllus may have to open their doors to 
include non-Andean people into their folds. Ultimately, it is not its ‘Andean-ness’ that contributes to the discussion 
on learning societies. Rather, the nurturing principles that have allowed the Andean people to survive centuries of 

exploitation and hardships, in what was already an austere physical environment,20  are what are important. 
Principles such as mutual respect, cooperation, unity, and a healthy sense of pride in their work, their culture, and 
themselves are all values that are essential to the maintenance, well-being and longevity of learning societies, 
regardless of language, culture or creed.  
 
Endnotes 
1 The Andean world is a vast region that follows the Andean range, from southern Colombia to central Chile. It 
spans the area of what used to be the Inca empire. The inhabitants of this region are the proud ancestors of 
indigenous people who lived in very close harmony with the land, the “pacha” or sacred land parcel that sustained 
them and was the connection between themselves and mother earth. For map and great images of the Andes and 
different peoples living there today refer to “In the Shadow of the Andes: A Personal Journey,” in the Feb. 2001 
issue of National Geographic Magazine or their web site at 
<www.nationalgeographic.com/ngm/0102/feature1/index.html> 
2 Rengifo V., p.168-69. 
3 Apffel-Marglin with PRATEC, p.32. 
4 Andean cosmology refers to the overarching philosophical worldviews that govern Quechua and Aymara cultures. 
It is a web of intrinsic relationships between the economy, technology, mythology, religion and ethics among others. 
Rather than relying on the western world “causality paradigm” the Andean world is guided by a seminal notion 
based on a biological model. The origins of life (plants, animals, water, stars) is the pachamama — the vital and 
generating force of a mythical universe — and is interrelated with intangible concepts such as health and family. 
5 Rengifo V. in Apffel-Marglin with PRATEC, p.90. 
6 Apffel-Marglin with PRATEC, p.32. 
7 Grillo in Apffel-Marglin with PRATEC, p.24. 
8 The term “agro-centric” is used here to refer to a whole social construct (Andean society) that is inspired and 
driven by their interactions with nature. Contrast this term to Euro-centric, where a whole social construct was 
formed around a sense of “European-ness,” “whiteness” and “superiority” that inspired activities such as domination 
and exploitation of large areas of the world. 
9 This constant and creative flux is not unlike the principles underlying “complex adaptive systems.” The heart of 
complex adaptive systems is the study of the process of learning, “how systems detect patterns in the environment, 



interpret and respond to those patterns, and change their roles for detection, interpretation and response based on 
experience. […] “It is nature’s way of designing for learning” (Cleveland, 1994). 
10 Grillo, et al., 1994. 
11 PRATEC, 1998. 
12 The “ita” ending on a word is a diminutive for small. In this case “chacrita” means small (and dear to one’s 
heart) chacra. 
13 Coca (Erythroxylon coca) is a shrub that grows in the intermountain valleys along the Andean range. The Incas 
considered its leaves to be holy, a belief still deeply held by Andean campesinos today. It is also chewed and kept as 
a wad to the side of the mouth as a mild stimulant that helps fend off cold and hunger over the course of the field 
working hours. Coca leaves make living in the highlands (3,000 to 4,500 meters above sea level) bearable. Their 
stimulant effect can be likened to that of strong coffee or tea.  
14 Meza in Urpichallay, p.x; translation by Genge. 
15 Ventura & Ventura in PRATEC, p.42; emphasis added. 
16 One can trace the introduction of the Green Revolution back to centuries of slavery imposed upon campesinos.  
This slavery first started under the Spanish conquistadors in 1534 and continued well into the 20th century, until the 
agrarian revolution of 1952, when campesinos were allowed to legally own land for the first time.  Additional details 
can be found in Mesa, et al., 1999. 
17 Boron & Torres, p.102. 
18 Coraggio, 1997. 
19  UNDP, 1996, 1999. 
20 The highland plateau region of Bolivia and Peru, is a cold and windswept semiarid steppe. Etching out a 
livelihood from the land at 4,000 meters above sea level is no easy task and yet the Quechua and Aymara people 
have historically managed to flourish and prosper in this environment. The ayllu, their social support network, was 
essential to their survival. 
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An echo that turns itself into many voices, into a network of voices that, before the deafness of 
Power,  

opts to speak to itself, knowing itself to be one and many, 
acknowledging itself to be equal in its desire to listen and be listened to, 
recognizing itself as diverse in the tones and levels of voices forming it. 

— the Zapatistas 
2nd Declaration of La Realidad 

 
 

Section Four: Growing Hope for the Future 
 
 
 

Restoring Hope to the Future Through Critical Education of Leaders 
Margaret Wheatley 

 
This is a dark age, when everything must justify its existence in terms of how it benefits the economy. The economy 
is no longer seen as the means to create just and good societies; it has become the end in itself.  Nowhere is this 
clearer than in the field of education. We educate students so they can get jobs; we collect statistics that demonstrate 
the monetary benefits of education to the individual; we increasingly focus schools and higher education on training, 
teaching those subjects defined as important by the workplace.  As with all other aspects of modern life in the era of 
globalization, education has become just one sector of the economy. 
 
But stretching back over millennia, education has always been the means to change society, to create new ideas and 

practices, and therefore new futures.  And in the 20th century, the practice and theory of Critical Education 
demonstrated how learning can lead to revolutions without excessive violence. Paulo Freire demonstrated this in his 
work with people who couldn’t read, who allegedly were incapable of analytic thinking.  People in the poorest 
communities in South and North America quickly became skilled thinkers once they saw how reading and analysis 
gave them the means to fight back against their poverty.  Freire’s work teaches the power of people learning in 
community in order to change their world.   
 
This is my vision of a learning society — places where people, in their natural communities (geographic and/or by 
interests), have the skill and means to understand the dynamics that are creating their current state, and also use that 
learning to act on their world to change it.  
 
During the past year, as I’ve been increasingly distressed over how most human endeavor is being usurped by the 
economy, I returned to the work of Paulo Freire, Cesar Chavez, and other Latin American revolutionaries.  They 
have helped me determine what I can do to try and reverse the destructive and dehumanizing trajectory created by 
the New Economy. I now believe we can change the direction of the future by developing critical thinking in 
communities around the world. Critical thinking is what’s required, and this is a skill easily developed in all people. 
Wherever we live, we need to create local learning societies where people can think together, perceive and feel 
what’s going on, and then decide what actions they will take to change current realities. This skill needs to be 
developed in thousands of communities simultaneously, and then we need to weave their learnings together into a 
collective global intelligence. 
 
I would like to describe how my colleagues and I are working with this approach, to change the values and practices 
of most organizations. 
 
When I feel brave enough to say it (which I do now) my new work is to create a grass-roots revolution among local 
leaders everywhere.  Along with many exceedingly dedicated colleagues around the world, I am working to 
establish leadership circles in local communities everywhere.  We believe that if leaders can meet regularly and talk 
about their practices, their concerns, their hopes, that they will develop enough clarity and courage to stand up to the 
pressures of globalization and act as leaders who know how to support and nourish the human spirit and all of life. 



 
It’s important for me to state at the outset that we have a rather revolutionary definition of ‘leader’.  We believe that 
a leader is “anyone who wants to help at this time.”  These are not do-gooders, saviours, or those who simply write 
a check to solve someone else’s problems.  These are local people, in their communities, who want to help change 
things.  We meet these people everywhere — of all ages and in all communities and professions.  It can be a mother 
who wants her children’s school to change; a local nurse who wants clean water in the many villages she serves; a 
teen-ager who refuses to wear the clothing of a corporation that uses sweat shops; a corporate executive who wants 
to stop unethical practices or the day-to-day disregard of employees’ needs ; a farmer who wants to preserve 
traditional farming methods.   
 
These new leaders are appearing at an increasing rate in local communities around the world.  They are motivated 
not by ego but by a desire to improve some aspect of their world.  They are not motivated by self-interest or greed.  
They want to help others.  They do not want power, they want better conditions for those they care about.  They are 
not interested in devoted followers; they want devoted companions who work together to make change. 
 
Although many more of these new leaders are now stepping forward, they often don’t know that there are many 
others like them.  They feel isolated and alone.  Few of them realize that their concerns and generosity are shared by 
an increasing number of people.  And it is difficult to act with courage when you feel you are the only one, or when 
those around you tell you that you’re strange. 
 
Isolation is one barrier to courageous action.  Time is a second one.  In most countries, time is evaporating.  
Technology has played a large role in this, speeding up human interactions to the speed of light, even though we 
can’t, as living beings, work any faster than the speed of life.  In highly technological societies, leisure time and 
private life are fast eroding by the ever-invading demands of cell phones, e-mail, and the assumption that workers 
should be available 24/7 (twenty-four hours, seven days a week).  In societies where technology is not yet so 
invasive, the very complexity and multiplicity of problems that confront leaders is destroying their time to deal well 
with any one issue. 
 
Under the relentless pressure of time vanishing, we are losing many essential capacities of being human: the time to 
think and reflect; the time to be in relationships; the time to develop trust and commitment.  In essence, we are 
forfeiting our unique human qualities in exchange for speed. 
 
There is at least one other great destructive force at work globally, and that is the American management model.  
Leaders everywhere, no matter what their culture or tradition, are pressured to focus on numeric measures of 
efficiency and narrow measures of success, i.e. growth and profit-making.  These practices are not sufficient to 
create a healthy and robust workplace or planet.  American businesses that only focus on these narrow goals fail as 
well.   As these too-narrow measures roll out around the world, they create the conditions for large-scale destruction 
of cultures, habitats, and the human spirit.  Yet few local leaders can withstand the pressure to be ‘modern’ and so 
they forfeit their own experience and wisdom about what works best within their own traditions and practices.  It 
isn’t just pop culture and fast food that is creating a monoculture across the planet; it’s also the spread of one 
management model, a model that is inherently destructive to life. 
 
Paulo Freire said that “reality doesn’t change itself.”  If this is an accurate portrait of today’s reality, then we — 
people everywhere — must be the agents of change.  We need to create learning communities where we can think, 
where we can perceive and feel what’s going on, and where we develop companions for the work that is required.  It 
is the opportunity to develop these conditions for critical education and action that energizes me now.  Our initiative 
is called: “From the Four Directions: People Everywhere Leading the Way.”  And this is what we do. 
 
In local communities everywhere, leaders are invited (by a small group of local hosts) to meet regularly to think 
together, develop clarity about their practices and values that work to affirm and sustain people, and to support each 
other’s courageous acts.  Each circle is a site for critical education.  People become more knowledgeable about what 
is going on in their world, and they develop new strategies for how to influence their world.  They teach one 
another, relying on their experience and compassion. Over time, these local circles become good communities of 
practice — leaders emerge with greater skills to affect change in their world, wherever they are called to be leaders. 
Working locally, we act as a global leadership development effort, raising the standards of effective leadership in 
thousands of communities and changing the global definition of what good leadership means. 



 
For these circles to give birth to new ideas, new courage, and new companions for the journey, we use the simple 
and ancient practice of good human conversation.  We provide support for how to create the conditions for 
meaningful and deepening conversation.  We also insist that these leader circles include as diverse a mix of people 
(age, gender, organizational type) as is possible in that community.  A core value of From the Four Directions is 
that “we depend on diversity.”  We know that people need to be talking to one another again, across all the 
boundaries and hurts that have been created.  And we know also that new solutions are only available when new 
people are in the conversation. Most communities in the world struggle with diversity — be it ethnic, religious, 
gender or age-based. In every circle, in every country, we strive to gently open the boundaries and extend welcome 
to those formerly excluded. We want to help reweave the broken bonds that are a major dilemma of all societies. 
 
Our second core value is: “We rely on human goodness.”  We believe that the solutions needed at this time are not at 
all technical, but profoundly human.  We will find the answers to complex issues, and we will find the courage to 
push back against the destructive practices of globalism, only if we find each other.  In this time when there is 
growing evidence for human badness, there is the growing need to rely on the fact that most people, no matter their 
culture or physical conditions, have goodness in them.  They (we) want to live with other people in more 
harmonious and humane ways.  We develop greater clarity in leaders everywhere about human potential and the 
positive impulses that motivate people — the search for meaning, the need for good relationships, the opportunity to 
grow and contribute with others. 
 
The focus of conversation in a From the Four Directions circle is leadership — those values and practices that are 
life-affirming rather than life-destroying. We aspire to support changes in the leadership of local communities 
everywhere, developing leadership practices at the local level that can restore hope to the future.  But we also aspire 
to change the direction of our global future.  We want to create a global voice on behalf of those practices and values 
that nourish and sustain the human spirit and all life.  To achieve this, we are relying on a change theory taught to us 
by other living systems. 
 
In nature, change doesn’t happen from a top-down, strategic approach.  There is never a boss in a living system.  
Change happens from within, from many local actions occurring simultaneously.  These local actions are diverse; 
each is free to do things in their own way.  They do not need to be the same; they are linked to others by a similar 
issue, idea, or problem. When these local actions learn about each other, their own individual activity is 
strengthened.  But much more is available.  As local groups network together, they can suddenly, and always 
surprisingly, emerge into a global power.  This global force is far stronger than the sum of the parts, and it is also 
different than the local actions that gave birth to it.  These global forces are the result of emergence, and they are 
known as emergent phenomena.  Always they possess new capacity, and always they are a surprise.   
 
All habitats and ecosystems are a result of emergence.  Before the system emerges, individual species act in 
isolation, each adapting in order to survive.  This is a time of many local changes, and few relationships. But 
gradually, relationships develop among the different species; competition is replaced by collaboration.  From this 
web of relationships, an ecosystem emerges.  This larger system has capabilities that none of the individual species 
possessed. The system even moderates the weather so that conditions within that ecology are more stable and less 
disruptive to individuals.  
 
All living systems result from emergence.  However, that only describes the process by which life creates systems. It 
says nothing about the values used to organize any particular system.  Here is where man-made and other living 
systems diverge in ways that are essential to notice.  Living systems, excluding human systems, always self-organize 
as collaborative networks of relation.   This often shocks people, accustomed as we are to TV images of predators 
stalking their kill.  But the biological record is exceedingly clear – it is cooperation that increases over time. 
Ruthless species enter a system, wreak havoc, and then either die off or learn how to be good neighbors. 
 
We are living in a time of many emergent phenomena that are man-made and rarely based on nature’s value of 
collaboration.  The Internet is an emergent phenomenon that has grown from values of local activities and 
cooperation—local inventions, freely shared, gave rise to the worldwide web.  But Global warming has emerged 
also, a result of many local decisions based on selfishness, where no one thought their actions could possibly link 
with other actions to emerge as atmospheric catastrophe.   
 



All systems develop from the process of emergence.  But when we humans organize around greed, self-interest, or 
short-term advantage, we create systems that are distinctly un-natural.  We create systems that are, because of these 
values, life-threatening. 
 
Globalization is an emergent phenomenon.  No one planned it. It emerged from many local actions on the part of 
corporations and nation states, actions based on destructive values and the absence of any useful regulatory laws and 
policies.  And suddenly, we live in the midst of its powerful pressures, organizing societies and organizations in 
ways that few people want, and that only a very few are benefiting from. 
 
Those who have lived under colonialism and imperialism for centuries may wonder why I use the word “suddenly” 
to describe the emergence of globalization.  Is it any different from long-standing systems of oppression? 
Imperialism, colonialism, and globalization share a core of values: domination, coercion, dehumanization, the use of 
power by the few over many.  But I believe that globalism is not just a continuation of the past; its scale and power 
represent a break with history. Never before has any power been able to dissolve all borders, severely impede the 
power of most nation states, and enforce only one law, the rules of the economy. 
 
Currently the world is organizing using one economic value — profit. The entire planet is organizing as a 
monoculture.  The sheer scale of globalisation makes it different than the past.  Never have all cultures and peoples 
been asked to march to one drumbeat. 
 
The other critical distinction is that the values of this monoculture are inherently destructive of life. By valuing 
short-term goals, unrestricted growth, and relentless accumulation of garbage, in using the planet as an economic 
resource rather than as home, we face the ahistoric possibility that we may destroy the planet, or at least the 
conditions that support human life. 
 
Just these two characteristics of globalism — its global scale and the implications of its values and practices — 
make it more fearsome than any of the megalomaniac dreams of past conquerors. 
 
There is one more thing to say about all emergent phenomena, not just globalization. Once an emergent 
phenomenon has appeared, it can’t be changed by working backwards, by changing the local parts that gave birth to 
it. You can only change an emergent phenomenon by creating a countervailing force of greater strength.  This means 
that the work of change is to start over, to organize new local efforts, connect them to each other, and know that 
their values and practices can emerge as something even stronger. 
 
From the Four Directions seeks to use emergence intentionally.  Once many local circles are up and running, we 
will network them together, using electronic means.  When a leader circle in Montevideo, Chile learns that they are 
discussing the same issue as a circle in New Delhi, or when a Zimbabwean circle talks with a Danish circle about 
their experience with citizen democracy — we know that such connections will have a powerful impact on personal 
leadership behavior. 
 
We also believe that as people realize that the problems they face are shared by others in different parts of the globe, 
they instantly recognize these as systemic issues.  There is no better way for people to become skilled systems 
thinkers than to realize their problem is not unique to them, but is affecting many others in diverse parts of the 
global system.  One outcome of From the Four Directions is to create thoughtful and practical systems thinkers 
around the world. 
 
We have only just begun organizing circles.  By the time you read this, there may be fifty circles going in various 
parts of the globe.  This is just the beginning.  But already, enough things have occurred to both delight and motivate 
those of us working on this initiative.  For example, having worked in South Africa for years, I personally was 
moved to tears when a circle host from Uganda thanked us “for inviting Africa to the table first.”  We did begin in 
Africa, partly because there was so much enthusiasm there, and we knew that most African tribal traditions use 
circle or council as a common family and community practice.  But we had no idea what it signaled to our African 
colleagues.  Instead of playing catch up, they are leading the way, teaching us many things that will make this 
initiative successful in Africa and elsewhere. 
 



I have also seen that many leaders don’t know there is any other way to lead except through bureaucracy and 
hierarchy.  I watched the eyes light up of circle hosts from Russia, Hungary, Zimbabwe, and Colombia as they 
realized that there were simple council processes they could use to lead their organizations.  It wasn’t that they liked 
being bureaucrats; they just hadn’t known they had a choice. Now that they are learning a participative and inclusive 
process for meeting and thinking together, they are more hopeful.  They already see how to be more effective 
leaders on behalf of the issues of concern in their communities. 
 
Our biggest intent is to create a global voice for change in the practices and values used in all types of organizations 
everywhere.  This voice will not come from well-crafted mission statements issued from some central authority.  It 
will emerge from thousands of local circles as they are networked together. To create such an emergent 
phenomenon, we will consciously connect circles to one another, publicize our efforts, host regional, in-person 
conferences, and engage in any other means of developing good, meaningful connections. But like all emergent 
phenomenon, the global voice of this initiative will appear suddenly, and I’m sure it will surprise us! 
 
Using the great goodness of many, and actively developing the critical thinking and relational skills that make us 
human, we intend to astonish the world with what becomes possible when we nourish and sustain the human spirit. 

 
                                                * * * 

As of this writing, From the Four Directions circles have begun in: Cameroon, Colombia, Croatia, Denmark, 
England, Gabon, Hungary, the Netherlands, Norway, Senegal, Slovenia, South Africa, Sweden, Uganda, the U.S., 
the Ukraine, Zimbabwe.  Circles will begin shortly in several more African countries, Eastern and Central Europe, 
Mexico, Canada, the United States and Latin America.  We are exploring relationships in India, Asia, and Australia 
to begin circles there by the end of 2001.  For more information on this initiative, and if you’d like to join us, please 
go to <www.fromthefourdirections.org> or phone The Berkana Institute at 001-801-377-2996. 
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‘Education for All’ or Education for Wisdom? 
Jennifer Gidley 

 
Mass Education as the Handmaiden of Globalization 
One of the greatest obstacles to creating learning societies for the future is the model of western culture (and by 
default, the model of education) being promoted by globalization.  Sometimes called ‘Americanization’ of the ‘rest 
of the world’, the processes of globalization have amplified the modernity project manifold, supported by mass 

education and communication technologies, particularly the Internet and the mass media (“virtual colonization”1 ).  
Its promoters argue that globalization is creating an improved economic climate, within which educational, health 
and other cultural improvements will thrive.  However, the economic and cultural standards, by which such 
‘improvement’ is measured, mask a deeper, more far-reaching and profound cultural transgression that is emerging 
in the literature on the impact of globalization. It is increasingly perceived by many non-western academics and 
researchers as “a form of western ethnocentrism and patronizing cultural imperialism, which invades local cultures 
and lifestyles, deepens the insecurities of indigenous identities, and contributes to the erosion of national cultures 

and historical traditions.”2   
 
It is well known that education is the most powerful method of enculturating (even ‘brainwashing’) a people.  Mass 
education, which transplants an educational model from one cultural system (such as Euro-American) into another 
very different culture, while retaining the original standards and categories of knowledge, is tantamount to cultural 

genocide.3   In a critique of the model of education put forward a decade ago at the Education for All (EFA) meeting 
in Jomtien, Thailand, a number of educationists and social activists cite this model as being a further attempt to 

assert the values and culture of the western materialist paradigm.4  
    
With regards to the goal of increasing literacy levels, the concept of literacy itself has never been contested by the 

World Bank.5  And yet, in the West itself, the narrow conceptualisation of literacy as the ‘new supreme force’ has 
been undergoing serious critique from some educationists and futures researchers for decades.  Overvaluing ‘textual 
literacy’ (reading and writing text), as compared with broader categories of human expression (“social literacy”, 
“oral literacy”, “emotional literacy”), reflects a narrowly-defined conceptualisation of human intelligence.  Although 
the literature on multiple intelligences, cognitive holism, the value of artistic education and oral literacy has been 

growing in the West for decades,6  it seems that the World Bank programs have overlooked their impact.   
 
Educational and youth futures researchers, aware of the failure of the western educational model to provide young 
people with confidence, hope, a sense of meaning and a love of life-long learning, are engaged in exploring 
alternative educational processes which transcend the narrow bounds of the three R’s (reading, ‘riting and 

‘rithmetic).7  Perhaps it is time for the West to learn something from the 90% of the world’s oral cultures, who 

primarily use symbolic systems of meaning making transfer, such as story-telling, myth and dance8 (while these 

peoples still remember how it is done).  The later part of this chapter will discuss alternative educational processes, 

which arose in the West but which maximize such processes.9  
                   
A Monoculture in Decline: Challenges from Within 

Underpinned by scientific positivism10  and materialist epistemology,11  and, in recent decades, amplified by 
information technologies and the economic rationalist paradigm of commodification, the West has claimed cultural 
superiority since the Enlightenment.  With this self-imposed authority (at first European, now American), it has 
sought to ‘develop’ the ‘underdeveloped world’, using the paradigms of “deficit” and “disadvantage” rather than 

“diversity” as its justification.12   Yet ironically, the ‘over-developed’ western culture has been showing signs of 
decay for decades.   
 
The litany of symptoms exhibited by many young people of the ‘most developed’ nations, exemplify this fact with 
great poignancy.  Research shows that many youth of the West are increasingly manifesting high rates of depression, 

eating disorders and other forms of mental illness.13   In Australia, there have been increases in youth homelessness, 
and school truancy which have created an underclass of ‘street kids’, disenfranchised by society, yet often by choice.  



Increasing numbers are committing suicide and other violent crimes at an alarming rate, and are expressing a general 

malaise, loss of meaning and hopelessness about the future.14   Sohail Inayatullah refers to this as “post-industrial 

fatigue.”15   Most of the research on suicide and suicidal ideation also show strong links with depression and also 

hopelessness about the future.16  Western culture has recently been described by film director Peter Weir as a “toxic 
culture”, after a spate of violent school shootings of students, by their fellow students, in the United States.   
 
There are several major factors inherent in the western materialist cultural paradigm, which have contributed to a 
failure of healthy enculturation of young people.  These include the triumph of egoism over community, the 

manipulation of imagination, the secularisation of culture and the degradation of environment.17  
 
Individualism versus Community 
The current age of the ‘I’ which celebrates self-centred egoism, began in the 60s and 70s with the recognition of 
(and rebellion against) the injustices involved in the long-term cultural dominance of the ‘wealthy white male’.  The 
various movements for liberation and human rights (feminism, gay, black and indigenous rights movements) set in 
motion a process where rights began to dominate responsibilities.  While not wanting to undermine the gains that 
have been made in terms of equity and human rights, I feel that, in the process of unmediated individualism, the 
needs of family and community have often been compromised.  As a result of the ensuing breakdown of families 
and other social structures (linked also to the shift in male-female power relationships), we are seeing an 
unprecedented fragmentation of the social glue, without which young people are rudderless in their social 
orientation.          
 
The Colonization of Imagination  
Over roughly the same period of time, the imaginations of children and youth have changed; once nourished by oral 
folk and fairy tales, today they are poisoned by electronic nightmares.  Since the advent of TV and video game 
parlors, followed by the use of computer games (originally designed to train and desensitize soldiers before sending 
them off to the killing fields), western children and youth have been consistently and exponentially exposed to 
violent images. Globalization has made this ‘entertainment’ ubiquitous, thus allowing for the subsequent 
colonization of youth culture and imagination, globally.  
 
The Secularization of Culture 
The triumph of secular over spiritual values, coinciding with the widespread crisis of values reflected in post-
modernism as a ‘belief’ system, has resulted in a dominant world culture which — although ostensibly Christian — 
is in practice amoral. Egoism that brings greed in its wake; economic rationalism stripped of principles of social 
justice; the secularisation of education; the death of churches as inspiring community organizations; and, ultimately, 
cultural fascism and religious fundamentalism that lead to ethnic cleansing, are all symptoms of societies that have 
lost connections with moral, ethical and spiritual values.  
 
The Degradation of the Environment 
Finally, the culture dominating the global environmental agenda, which values private and corporate profit over 
community and planet, has been responsible for the systematic and pervasive pollution of our earth, air and water.  

What message, we might wonder, has this given to our youth?18   
 
Emancipatory Potential of Globalization  
Even whilst the globalization project threatens to be more damaging in its colonising and homogenising power than 
the original Modernity project (colonialism), it also holds the potential for emancipation.  It is suggested by 
Bhandari that what is needed is to be able to distinguish between the hegemonic and emancipatory potential of the 

diverse strands of modernity.19   I feel several emerging opportunities can be harnessed.  Some of these, 
paradoxically, co-exist within the western model itself:  
 
- The inherent focus on individualism in the western paradigm, as discussed above, can be transformational if 

used selflessly, for the greater good.  Individual human agency then becomes a powerful force to counter the 
homogenizing effects of a dominant monoculture. 



- Anti-materialist, humanist, alternative streams within the western educational and cultural paradigm (that have 
developed in parallel with mainstream culture) are becoming even more active, particularly as materialist 
culture becomes stronger (such as the educational alternative discussed below).        

- The potential of free human beings to use global networks for the common good is beginning to be harnessed.  
For example, it has enabled many of the above authors to publish and circulate their book on the Internet, 

thereby sharing their concerns about globalization globally!20   
 

Policy, research and practical processes, like those suggested by Jan Visser,21  need to be put in place to foster the 
emancipatory potential of globalization, to increase these opportunities, and to encourage diversity.  
 
Reclaiming Wisdom as the Goal of Education 
The industrial model of education, which underpins mainstream education in the West, and thereby the World 
Bank’s EFA agenda, has not only been critiqued by educationists in the developing world.  Over the past decade, 
much of the youth futures research has demonstrated that many young people in the industrialised world have 

become fearful of the future, disempowered and disenchanted by the education system.22   These futures researchers 
recommend more holistic, integrated teaching methods, using imagination (to be elaborated on later), pro-active 
social skills (such as conflict resolution, cooperative learning methods) and specific futures methodologies (such as 
creating scenarios, visualising preferred futures, action plans).  
 
It has been strongly argued by some educational futurists that the limitations of the instrumental rationality of 

western scientific positivism, has rendered it as being well past its ‘use-by date’23  as a viable dominant 

epistemology for the future.  The ‘global problematique’24  has become so complex that the rational paradigm, with 
its fragmented disciplines and specialisations, is completely unable to cope with finding solutions.  What is needed 
is integrated education systems, at both the school and tertiary levels, which are underpinned by higher order 

knowledge systems and inclusive cosmologies.25  These include the traditional, indigenous knowledge systems of 
many cultures, as well as such spiritually based cosmologies, or ‘perennial philosophies’ as are found in the West 
(for example, the underpinning philosophy of Steiner education, discussed below).  Such systems reclaim wisdom as 
the goal of learning and transformation as the goal of a learning society.   
 
While it is becoming increasingly vital that school and university education are underpinned by such higher order 
knowledge systems and inclusive cosmologies, this is by no means to suggest that education (and learning) are 
confined to schools, colleges and universities.  The industrial model of education as schooling, confined to factory-
like buildings for persons between the ages of four and twenty-something, must urgently be regenerated by spatial 
and temporal expansion into life-long learning in physical, architectural and social spaces that breathe with the 
community.  The creative imagination required to foster such transformations has been for too long impeded by the 
limitations of the reductionist school education model as we know it.  It will be shown later in this article that 
cultivation of imagination in education enables young people to have more positive, creative and empowered visions 
of the future.  This would seem to be an important step in creating learning societies with wisdom as their vision. 
 
Visions of a Transformed Society 
First and foremost, there would be no one ideal society. As a first premise, my vision of a transformed society would 
be far removed from the monoculture that globalisation is attempting to impose.  The critical value of cultural 
diversity, to the survival of human society as a whole, would be paramount.  This diversity would be found between 
cultures; for example, Chinese and Ayurvedic medicines would be equally valued with western allopathic medicine, 
so that genuine dialogue between practitioners could actually discover which approach best suited which situation.  
In addition, the diversity would be found within cultures, whereby the plurality of possible ways of knowing would 
be encouraged at all levels of education, including university learning.  Revaluing the arts, practical skills and 
contemplative processes, as being of equal value with the rational, would contribute to a holistic knowledge 
paradigm for the future.   
 
However, such a vision could not be implemented without great struggle.  Powerful vested interests maintain the 
status quo, whereby the few play monopoly with the vast majority of the world’s power and wealth.  They cling 
desperately to their monocultural myth of globalisation, which commodifies and homogenizes all values into the 
economic ‘bottom line’.  In the vision presented here, the economic bottom line would be superseded by what has 



become known as the “triple bottom line”, where the impacts of any enterprise/policy on the environment and on the 
social/human/spiritual ecology, are equally valued with economic impact.  But just as it has taken decades for the 
world’s scientists to admit that disregard for the environment had resulted in global warming, it may take more 
decades before the grassroots visions suggested here, will develop the critical mass needed for transformation into a 
learning (rather than consuming) society. 
 

To summarize, this vision of a transformed society would no longer represent a hegemonic,26  linear and 
hierarchical, global monoculture based on the endless acquisition of fragmented ‘bytes’ of information; but rather, a 
pluralistic, multi-layered network of cultures within societies, committed to nurturing diverse, meaning-centered, 
integrated, wisdom based cultures.           
 
An Initiative that Fosters Education for Wisdom 
While trekking in some reasonably remote Himalayan villages in Nepal a few years ago, I was taken by the hand by 
some children, when they discovered that I was (at that time) a teacher.  They excitedly ran with me, to show off 
with pride their new school.  It was a dark little square room with straight rows of seats, a blackboard, and some 
white chalk, and each child had a little piece of black slate so they could “learn to write”.  I tried to look happy for 
them, while inwardly wondering, how is it that only the driest crumbs of the western educational model — which is 
already failing our own children in droves — is being offered to these lively Nepalese children.  I now wonder if this 
is what is meant by ‘education for all’.  And I’m certainly not suggesting that this could be improved by giving these 
little schools a couple of computers.   
 
Having been involved for 10 years in founding, pioneering and teaching in a Rudolf Steiner school in rural 
Australia, I have guided numerous children from age six or seven to puberty.  As a responsible participant in their 
(and my) joyous learning of every imaginable subject through stories, drawing, painting, singing, movement, drama, 
music, poetry, mythology and play, I knew learning could be otherwise.  And surprise, surprise!  The children also 
became literate in the process, but not just literate in the narrow sense mentioned in the introduction.  They 
developed what I would call broad literacies: to ‘read’ for meaning, to write creatively, to share, to respect nature, to 
imagine world’s beyond their immediate one, to have social confidence and to love learning.          
 
The educational processes described here are not new, but they were reactivated for their perennial significance in a 
child’s education by Rudolf Steiner (1861-1924), in Europe in the 1920s.  With great foresight, Steiner, already a 
century ago, was decrying the limitations of the western materialist cultural model.  In the mode of a ‘Renaissance 
man’ Steiner was a scientist, philosopher and artist who contributed significantly to the fields of education, 
agriculture (biodynamics), medicine and the arts, lecturing and writing extensively on all imaginable subjects in the 
first quarter of last century.  A futurist and grand theorist, he called for science to be reunited with art and 
metaphysics through ‘spiritual science’.  In addition to valuing the conceptual/rational development of the child and 
the practical, real life context of education (also recommended by Dewey), Steiner strongly emphasized the 
cultivation of the imagination through aesthetic, artistic processes and highly valued the use of oral language 

through poetry, drama and story telling.27   
 
The educational movement, which has grown out of Steiner’s initiative, has resulted in the establishment of 
hundreds of schools worldwide.  Considered by many of its proponents to be an educational ‘model’, this 
problematic belief has become one of its weaknesses, as some interpreters of Steiner’s approach can be quite 
dogmatic about processes.  In fact, Steiner repeatedly stated that he was not laying down dogma, but rather 
elucidating knowledge of the wisdom of humanity (anthroposophy).  I believe that he intended educators, who were 
working out of his teachings, to be creative themselves and to reinvent the processes for different contexts (temporal 

and geographic).  There is still great untapped potential in this area, as many are still tempted to transplant a 19th 
century German educational ‘model’ of schooling into every context.     
 
The conceptual approach of Steiner education is an integrated approach to the development of the child as a whole.  
In particular, the cultivation of the student’s vivid and healthy imagination (compared with just the dry intellect) is 
considered to be extremely important.   The foremost tool for this in Steiner schools is the use of storytelling as a 
pre-eminent medium of teaching.  Stories and pictures are used with small children to introduce the letters and 
numbers; with older ones, they are used to teach anything from sewing to complex mathematical and scientific 
concepts.  The content, where possible, is presented thematically and the individual subjects, where possible, are 



integrated rather than segregated. For example, geometry may be integrated with biology through studying flower 
and leaf patterns; mathematics may be woven into music lessons; and important social and moral lessons can easily 
be integrated with stories of great characters from history.  
 
In addition, the recognition of the fundamental interconnectedness of all things, as a way of knowing and learning, 
aligns this approach with many indigenous and other non-western epistemologies.  This integrated approach is 
supported today by recent literature on the importance of contextualizing knowledge and proponents of situated 
learning.  The creative arts are also widely used to promote intrinsic motivation, encourage self-esteem and help to 
give meaning to the subject matter.       
 
Contemporary research that supports the use of imagination, metaphor and visually artistic approaches to education 
is historically rooted in the Platonic stream of philosophical thought, which values aesthetic education.  More 
broadly, the social, cultural and psychological context for using image, myth and metaphor is supported by the 
psychological and literary works of Carl Jung, Joseph Campbell, and Ken Wilbur.  Essentially, these writers critique 

the Euro-centric Cartesian28  position, which gives importance solely to rational modes of thinking at the expense of 
other forms of human expression, and instead emphasize modes such as symbological, contemplative, depictive and 

mythogenetic.29   
 
In terms of learning theory, Harry Broudy argues for the crucial role of imagery and imagination in forming part of 
what he calls the allusionary base of learning.  Here, he refers to the conglomerate of concepts, images, and 
memories available to us to provide meaning in what we hear or read.  Relating more to the connotative 
(aesthetic/symbolic) rather than the denotative (scientific/functional) use of words, Broudy explains that this context 
of meaning may be richly developed through poetry, literature, mythology and the arts; these are essentially the 

stock of meaning with which we think and feel.30   Could it be that the lack of meaning experienced by many 
western youth today is related to an education that lacks imagination and other non-discursive ways of knowing?    
 
To test my hunch that Steiner-educated students may have a different take on the future from their mainstream 
educated cohorts, I undertook some research on views and visions of the future with the senior secondary students of 

the three largest Steiner schools in Australia.31   The findings demonstrated that these young people are more 
positive and hopeful about the future and more empowered that they can effect change, than their mainstream 
educated counterparts.  In spite of having been exposed to similar negative images of the future of the world, they 
appear to have emerged from this ‘hidden curriculum’ with their idealism and social activism intact.  Unlike many 
young people who have difficulty imagining a very different future (other than the standard ‘techno-fix’ solutions to 
problems), the Steiner students’ visions of their preferred futures were very richly developed and also strongly 
focused on improved social futures.  In this research, it was also found that the Steiner educated students also placed 
human agency at the center of the change that needs to happen if we are to prevent global catastrophe.  They listed 
qualities such as personal development, activism, changes in values (less greed, more spirituality), and caring about 

the future, as some of the ways that humans, including themselves, need to change.32  
 
I propose here that, in any given situation, at least two layers of education are taking place: (1) the formal 
curriculum provided by the school/schooling system; and (2) the meta-layer of education, or the ‘hidden 
curriculum’.  The latter is provided by the tacit messages of society/culture, in particular through the mass media, 
much of which provides negative, fearful images of the future.  These messages are of course rapidly colonizing the 

imaginations of youth globally, as discussed in the beginning of this chapter.33  
  
With mainstream educated youth, there is a consistency between the two layers of education, in that the style and 
operation of most mainstream schooling reinforces and supports many of the tacit, negative messages of society.  
These messages are also embedded in the educational models implanted through the EFA agenda.  This consistency 
between the messages of school and society may leave students with insufficient opportunity to create alternative 
images of the future, either consciously or tacitly.  By contrast, Steiner education has the potential to provide artistic, 
imaginative, values-based, meaningful educational experiences and processes, which can counter balance the often 
fragmented, abstract, violent, meaningless and pessimistic messages of our culture provided through the mass 
media.  This raises the question:  “How are mainstream schools today, in the West and their carbon copies in the 
‘non-West’, balancing these destructive societal messages about the future for our young people?”   



 
Strengths and Weaknesses of Steiner Education 
It may appear that I have biased, overly positive views of Steiner education; however, I am critical of its application 
in some settings.  Overall, from my experience, I see as its strengths that Steiner students develop: a strong, intrinsic 
motivation for learning; a balanced repertoire of practical, artistic, and social as well as academic skills; a positive 
self-esteem, regardless of whether they are academically ‘bright’ or not; and a love of, and respect for, nature.  As 
my research shows, Steiner-educated students also have a sense of confidence and empowerment that they can 
create a more positive, equitable and just future, and a sense of responsibility that humans (indeed they, themselves) 
are the key to the future health of society and the planet. 
 
On the other hand, I have seen children who, for whatever reason, did not thrive in this approach, and I have seen 
teachers and even whole schools, which became too narrow, dogmatic and even ‘cultish’ in their interpretation of 
Steiner’s ideas.  Many of the Steiner schools worldwide, even in Australia and South East Asia, continue to use 
primarily Euro-centric content rather than local, culture specific material, at best, severely limiting the richness of 
educational experience, and at worst, contributing to cultural colonization.  Many Steiner teachers, through a 
combination of ‘over zealousness’ and pedagogical arrogance, have become too out-of-touch with contemporary 
educational thought and have missed some of the pockets of positive change occurring globally, which may help to 
keep them ‘current’.  Finally, some aspects of the overall ‘hidden curriculum’ of schooling, generally, also occur in 
Steiner schools.  In particular, these schools seem to fall prey to the institutional mentality of teachers (i.e., the 
school becomes their world), the hierarchical posturing and politics that can occur between individuals, and last but 
not least, the lack of meta-questioning about whether schools, per se, need to exist at all.             
 
Wisdom Education for Paradigm Transformation 
The research described above should not be interpreted in any way to suggest that all students ought to be attending 
Steiner schools. Rather, it is shared to suggest that a real dialogue of pedagogies, such as that occurring in this 
collection, might open general education (and EFA) to additional processes that may empower students to create a 
wiser and more positive future world.  If organizations such as the World Bank are serious about developing 
educational processes ‘for all’ that will underpin healthier outcomes for young people and for societies in general, 
the current emphasis on narrow literacy and ‘head knowledge’ would need to be balanced by ‘heart and hand’ 
processes through: 
 
* the cultivation of the imagination through storytelling and the arts (already well-developed in most of the 

cultures targeted for ‘education’); 
* a reinvention of human values to include positive social activism, spirituality, concern for future generations 

and regard for the “triple bottom line”. 
 
If we seek to foster the conditions in which learning societies might flourish, educational processes for the future 
would need to be more holistic, artistic, imaginative and proactive, enabling the students (of all ages) to feel more 
committed and empowered to create cooperative, diverse, wise futures for all.  An integrated ‘head, heart and hands’ 
approach is ideally suited for a much broader implementation, beyond schools as a catalyst for a learning society.   
Such integrated educational processes, based on a perennial philosophy with an inclusive cosmology, spiritually-

based ontology34  and integrated epistemology (regardless of its cultural origins), can provide a source of endless 
material for life-long learning, which is inclusive of all cultural and ethnic content and diverse processes of 
implementation.  This is, of course, providing that the tendencies, inherent in any such philosophy, towards spiritual 
arrogance, cultural hegemony and ‘cultism’ can be overcome in human nature.  And that begins with each one of us.      
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From the Soils of Culture: 
The Qalb El-Umour Project in the Arab World 

Munir Fasheh 
 
Every human being lives in and from a natural and cultural environment; i.e., from the soil of earth and the soil of 
culture, which s/he grew up in, lives in, and tries to make sense of.  These two ‘soils’ are what sustain life and 
human communities, and also where real learning is embedded and takes place. After almost 40 years of working in 
education, it is very hard for me to talk about learning detached from these two soils. From this stems the 
importance and relevance of talking about learning spaces/environments/societies. 
 
The soil of culture includes both a language/vernacular (which is usually very rich in history and meanings) as well 
as nonverbal modes of expression.  In general, the current dominant language in education, knowledge, 
development, the professions, and mass media (which, unfortunately, is infiltrating even our everyday languages and 
lives) ignores these soils and their accompanying aspects.  It is often divorced from history, life and ethics. Under 
claims of objectivity and universality, this dominant language often robs knowledge and understanding of the layers 
of experience through which people express what is human and real. It is usually handicapped in its ability to 
express and reflect the richness and complexity in life and cultural traditions, the diversity in human experiences, 
and the multiplicity of ways of living and making sense. 
 
Although I did not use any of the above terms then, it was in 1971 that I started experimenting with learning as a life 
activity, separate and distinct from education. The expressions I used then included learning within context and how 
education confiscated learning, but I feel both of these expressions lacked the roots that the term “soil” has.   
 
It was the ‘discovery’ of my illiterate mother’s math and knowledge, around the year 1976, that first turned things 
around in my head.  Her math and knowledge were so embedded in her soil of culture that it is almost impossible to 
teach her type of math and her type of knowledge, using the means, methods, concepts, and structures of what we 
refer to as education — no matter how much we improve education!  Her type of math and knowledge can only be 
learned and acquired through life itself; through living and doing in real settings and with real people.  It would have 
been impossible for me to do what she was able to do, even if I spent another 20 years of study in the ‘best’ schools 
and universities and in the most prestigious math departments!  Another significant aspect of my mother’s type of 
knowledge is the fact that she was able to make a living with her knowledge, in almost any setting, while my 

knowledge was ‘meaningful’ and earned money only in particular (mainly artificial and hegemonic) settings.1   
 
That ‘discovery’ made me realize that the problem with education is not only with what it offers but also, and more 
importantly, with what it conceals, marginalizes, makes invisible or renders worthless.  The problem is with the 
values that education embodies in its assumptions and practices (which are very different from what it espouses in 
public).   
 
The first Palestinian intifada, which started in 1987, provided the opportunity to work with these convictions at a 
community level.  The intifada was a spontaneous collective popular way of saying “no more” [or bas in Arabic, or 
basta in the way the Zapatistas express it] to Israeli occupation and oppression.  That response embodied values, 
relationships, attitudes, convictions and perceptions that sprang more from the two soils I referred to above.  People, 
for example, depended more on what the earth soil produces and on what the cultural soil has.  The first took forms 
such as boycotting Israeli goods and communal farming (which was banned by Israel through a military order in 
August 1988).  However, what the intifada regenerated within the cultural/social soil is of greater significance, and 
thus is worth elaborating. 
 
It was the first time in my life, during that first intifada, that I lived in a community where all social structures were 
closed down or banned, and completely stopped functioning, except the family structure and the jaame’ (the 
mosque), both of which Israel could not close.  (There are two words in Arabic, with two different meanings and 
functions, for what is referred to in English as mosque: masjid where people pray, and jaame’ where people 
assemble to talk, discuss and act, i.e. to run their affairs — which to me represents the real meaning of what is 
referred to today as democracy.)  These two structures (the family and the jaame’) were the basic elements that kept 
the Palestinian community surviving and functioning during that period.  They are basic elements in the cultural soil 
in which people live and are nurtured by. 



 
Due to the closure of all institutions (for example, all Palestinian schools and universities were closed by Israel for 
more than four years), the jaame’ was the only place where people of all ages, walks of life, and backgrounds, could 
meet.  After an attack by the army on a village, for example, medical groups would establish a temporary clinic in 
the jaame’ and start attending to the wounded.  The jaame’ was the place where food was distributed to the needy.  
It was the natural medium, with its minaret and loudspeakers, to inform people about what was happening in the 
community and about approaching dangers.  It was one place where popular education took place in the 
neighborhoods (which also was banned through an Israeli military order in August 1988).  The other ‘cultural 
structure’ that Israel could not close down, was the family structure with the tremendous resourcefulness that that 
institution has: human warmth, hospitality, generosity, mutual support and the spirit of giving and sharing. 
 
In 1989, in response to and as an inspiration from the intifada, I established Tamer Institute for Community 
Education in Palestine, whose philosophy and work revolved around creating learning environments and community 
building.  A basic principle we worked with was to build on what is available and abundant in the community.  This 
includes: working in small groups (formed by people’s own initiative), reading, reflecting on and expressing 
experiences and life as people live it, telling stories, writing, acting/ performing, singing, and working with the 
elderly.  The Reading Campaign within Palestinian society has been the most comprehensive project within Tamer 
Institute.  It embodied the spirit of the intifada in the sense that people felt the responsibility and took the initiative 
to do what they felt needed to be done and which they could do.  The Reading Campaign embodied learning and 
building community by stressing the basic elements of the learning environments that the Institute was working 
with: reflection, expression, discussion, and small groups formed in various places that directly interacted with one 
another.  Such environments also embodied working within a vision and seeing interrelationships within the bigger 
picture.  Vision here refers to seeking to know the reality in which we live, our place in and interactions with it, and 
the direction we want to go – including the values we choose to be governed by.  It does not include goals, in the 

sense of controlling the outcome, because that is incompatible with learning.2  
 
It is also worth making a distinction here between reflection and analysis (which is one form of reflection that is 
usually stressed in academia).  The difference is basically related to assumptions and values.  In reflection, for 
example, we start with real people and situations, rather than with abstract theories; we start with the natural and 
cultural/social soils, rather than with decontextualized concepts.  We seek meaning, truth, harmony, simplicity, 
goodness, diversity and interactions and interrelationships among the various elements, rather than seek control, 
winning, consuming, progressing along a linear path that usually stresses technical aspects and verbal and 
ideological complexity.  In reflection, happiness is not generated at the expense of others, where between 10-20% of 
the people ‘win’ and the rest are labeled failures. In reflection, the basis is what nurtures life.  Obviously, analysis 
sometimes is needed in reflection.  We need it, for example, to avoid what pollutes our bodies (such as the nicely 
packaged foods and drinks), our minds (such as the concept of progress and the belief in one right ready answer), 
our hearts (such as feeling superior to others,); and our souls (such as getting value through measures that are 
symbolic, external and built on comparison with others). The main difference between reflection and analysis is thus 
related to where we start: do we start with life, i.e. with our experiences and interactions with people and nature, or 
do we start with some theories, concepts or abstractions?  Do we start with living that could lead to change, or do we 
start with the changes that we desire in life?   
 
The above were the roots and elements of two projects which I worked on as a visiting scholar at Harvard 
University’s Center for Middle Eastern Studies, in 1997-98: the Arab Education Forum and Qalb El-Umour.  In the 
following I will describe the Qalb El-Umour (QU) project.  It may, however, be helpful to say a brief word about the 
Arab Education Forum (AEF), of which QU is one manifestation. 
 
AEF is an Arab initiative which, in September 1998, came under the sponsorship of the Contemporary Arab Studies 
Program at Harvard University’s Center for Middle Eastern Studies.  It is an initiative to develop a shared vision 
related to education and learning in the Arab world; a vision that springs out of authentic initiatives in the Arab 
world, which start with and build on what people do and what culture has.  AEF differentiates very clearly between 
education and learning and strives to end the equation of the two as well as to end the confiscation of learning by 
education.  It strives to regain learning into people’s lives and communities. It starts with the premise that people are 
builders of meaning, understanding, knowledge, cultural expressions and social groups.  It is worth stressing that 
learning as used here embodies constructing the ‘inner world’ of persons (through reflection and expression); 
stitching the social-cultural-intellectual-spiritual-economic fabric of communities (mainly through small groups 



involved in actions, interactions, dialogue and production — especially of knowledge and cultural products); and 
constructing a shared vision. 
 
In short, AEF tries to give value, visibility and legitimacy to initiatives that embody learning and that go beyond 
education — initiatives that can contribute to the building of learning environments and learning societies in the 
Arab world. Another basic conviction of AEF is that, since learning is almost synonymous to living, then the issue 
of learning is everybody’s business: teachers, educators, students, parents, governments, peasants, workers, artists, 
business people…  The issue of learning cannot be monopolized by any one group or one view or one path.  It can 
only be dealt with as a ‘harmonious collaboration’ among all. 
 
AEF, including QU, is one way of reconnecting with one’s cultural soil and of contributing to the construction of a 
shared vision concerning learning in the Arab world.  Such reconnection and construction can only come from 
deepening our understanding of our own human experience, including people’s histories and the history of ideas.  
They come from regaining the layers of experience through which we express what is human and real, from the 
various means of making sense of life, as well as from regaining the historical, the ethical and the contextual in our 
thinking and work. 
 
Qalb El-Umour 
QU provides spaces and opportunities for people, especially young people, to reflect, express, interact, learn, build 
and network.  The ‘raw material’ in the project is people’s lives and experiences.  The terms learning and building 
here refer to what I mentioned above, concerning building the inner world of individuals and the social-cultural 
fabric in society.  We consider reflecting on one’s life and experience and expressing that to be the most important 
elements in learning and in building the inner world of individuals.  Developing meanings of words, and agreeing on 
measures in accordance with people’s lives and experiences, form the most crucial elements/aspects in building the 
inner world.  The formation of small groups at their own initiatives and doing things in the real world of their own 
choice, and reflecting and expressing and discussing and sharing, form the most crucial aspects in stitching the 
fabric in society.  QU can take various forms through which people express and share their lives: magazines, videos, 
photographs, drawings, songs, dancing, music, drama.   
 
In fact, QU can be in any form, as long as it is sincere and authentic, as long as it reflects honestly the lives of 
people, and as long as the expressions are in harmony with the principles and values that people have agreed to be 
governed by. These of course can always be debated and reformulated.  Moreover, there are no copyrights for the 
magazine, no editor-in-chief, and no higher authority to tell people what is allowed and what is not.  Those in charge 
of a particular issue decide.  The only two requirements they have to abide by are the values and that the subject of 
the magazine is life itself.  There are no sections and no fragmentation; each contribution is a ‘whole’ in itself, 
reflecting an aspect of the life of the contributor.  The design of the project does away with the values of control, 
winning, defining things unilaterally, uniformity, universality, hierarchy, progress along a linear path, and 
comparing and judging according to some one external measure.  Thus, there is no voice that can be suppressed and 
no experience that can be ignored.  And there is no meaning for words such as right or wrong experience, nor for 
success and failure.  Every experience is an opportunity for learning; what is needed is to reflect on it, express it, 
communicate and discuss it, and build on it. 
 
The Various Meanings of “Qalb el-Umour” in Arabic 
It is instructive to mention here the various meanings that underlie the choice of the name of the project.  The first 
meaning is “the heart or essence of matters.”  There is so much junk going on in almost all aspects of modern life, 
and we often forget the essence of what we do or talk about.  This meaning also includes the function of the heart in 
the human body: it treats all parts of the body as important.  It knows that if it ignores one part, say the small finger, 
and does not pump blood into it, then the whole body suffers.  The same with society: any person or experience that 
is ignored will affect the whole society negatively.  Second, the name of the project means turning things around, so 
that we see them from as many angles and perspectives as possible; in other words, stressing the wholeness in 
knowledge.  Third, qalb el-umour means looking into the consequences of things, of what we say, do and think.  If 
things seem attractive, that is not enough.  We should ask how they affect other aspects in life as well as future 
generations.  And, fourth, the name of the magazine embodies the meaning of ploughing the soil.  Whether it is the 
soil of earth or the soil of culture that we are talking about, without turning it around, it won’t be able to give.  If we 
ignore the soil of earth or the soil of culture, they would be hardened and become suffocating.  And, if we try to 



replace them with foreign soil, they would lack the ability to nurture the way natural soil does.  In addition, in 
turning the soil around, we ‘clean’ it from what could be stifling in it to the growth of plants or human beings. 
 
While still on the subject of soil, I would like to comment on the concept of identity, which many today try to tackle 
and clarify.  I don’t like the term identity when it means purity of belonging to a particular group.  I would rather 
talk about belonging to a cultural soil, which nurtures all that belong to it.  If a tree belongs to a certain orchard, that 
orchard obviously nurtures all the trees that belong to it, and not only one type of trees.  There are no ‘super’ trees or 
‘chosen’ trees.  In fact, the beauty of a certain orchard is linked to how much diversity it contains.  In this sense, I 
belong to the Arab-Islamic cultural soil, with all its diversity that has always been part of it (Christian, Jewish, 
Kurdish, Persian, Assyrian, Berber, Amazigh…).  This was interrupted at times, especially in modern times, and 
replaced with harmful and artificial concepts, such as that of nationalism and the nation-state, and the ideologies 
associated with them. The difference between nations and soils of culture is worth clarifying.  The first is an 
abstraction that we fell into through the influence of western domination and hegemony.  The second is all that real 
people do, their knowledges, their ways of living.  The first stresses uniformity, which is false and impossible.  The 
second is as diverse as people make sense of life.  The first bolsters systems of control.  The second nurtures 
people…The first is like a soil in which only one type of trees can grow.  The second is the soil of earth we know 
where many and different kinds of trees and plants grow. 
 
Principles, Convictions and Values that Govern the Thinking and Work of Qalb el-Umour:  
(which appear on the back cover page of every issue that carries the name of QU) 
- My life is the object of my reflections and expressions…and my reflections and expressions are the basis 

of my learning. 
- Every person owns his/her experience and every experience is valuable.  Life is made of people’s stories and 

not atoms.  Life and experience are the basic elements in learning. 
- People’s lives and experiences are transformed into “stories” and understanding through contemplation, 

reflection, expression and dialogue.  Reflection is crucial in learning, because it necessarily connects thought to 
action and context. 

- Human beings are builders of meanings, expressions, knowledges and social groups.  Such building is crucial 
in learning. 

- The building we aspire to happens at two complementary and intertwined levels: 
- building the “inner world” of the individual (reflection is fundamental), and 
- stitching the social-cultural-intellectual-economic fabric of society (working in small groups is 

fundamental).   
Thus, we try to avoid any thing that tears the inner self of human beings or the social fabric in society. 

- Learning, like breathing, can only happen inside and outside human beings as parts of one holistic process, i.e., 
learning cannot take place solely inside the person nor solely outside her/him. 

- Starting the building process with what exists and what is inspiring (and not with needs and what is negative 
and lacking, nor with ready answers, models or solutions). 

� Knowledge is constructed collectively, through interaction with the natural-social-political-economic-cultural 
environment in which people live, and through conversation, reading and dialogue. 

- Life is one whole, society is interrelated, and knowledge is integrated.  The diversity in people’s experiences, 
expressions, and knowledges is a fundamental manifestation of this unity. 

- Respecting the human body and Nature, and acting with responsibility towards oneself, others and Nature in 
the sense of protecting them all, as much as possible, from avoidable harm. 

- Sharing in all aspects of the work. 
- Reclaiming our senses in the learning process, and seeking truth, wisdom, simplicity and happiness in life, 

and avoiding monopoly in opinion or interpretation. 
- Although the main language in the magazine is modern standard Arabic, contributions could be in local 

languages spoken in Arab countries as well as languages of countries where the magazine is produced. 
- Arabs are known for their hospitality and generosity.  Reading is a form of hospitality: it is inviting ideas, 

perspectives and experiences of others into your innermost home — yourself.  At the same time, reflecting on 
and expressing one’s experiences is a form of generosity: it is giving the dearest thing you have — your 
innermost self.  QU is a forum for reflective reading and writing: a place where our greatest treasures — our 
lives and experiences — can be made visible, shared, and built upon. 

 



One expression mentioned in these principles which probably needs some elaboration is what I mentioned about 
learning is like breathing.  Breathing cannot consist only of inhaling or only exhaling.  Similarly, learning cannot 
only happen inside the person by figuring things out in his/her head, nor can it only happen outside the person in the 
form of involvement in activities. It happens when actions and experiences are intermingled with reflections and 
expressions and seeing interrelations. 
 
The Story of the First Issues 
The first issue came out in September 2000.  Five students from four different schools in Beirut, Lebanon, produced 
it.  I met with two of them in June and told them about the idea.  They spoke with some friends and started writing 
themselves and asking others to write.  They were frustrated at times and even thought of quitting.  In the process of 
producing the issue, several questions came up.  “Who is going to decide what is accepted and what is not?” was the 
first question.  I said, “You.  We are governed by shared values and not arbitrarily by an editor-in-chief or whoever.”  
The second question was, “Some can’t express themselves in Arabic, what shall we do?”  I said, “We want honest 
expressions of people’s lives.  People can choose whatever means they feel comfortable with.”  Then came the 
question, “In whose name should we produce it?” to which I replied, “Your group’s name; you choose whatever 
name you like.”  They chose leash la [why not].  Lastly, they said, “We have all the articles ready, but no money.  
What shall we do?”  I said, “This is part of the challenge.  If all what you have is enough for making five copies, 
then make five copies.  Send us one or two.”  Each of the five students contributed what is equivalent to $13 and 
altogether made 100 copies.  They sent two copies to some Arabs who were preparing for a conference for all Arab 
students in the universities in the Boston area, and who made 300 copies and distributed them to participants.  Other 
copies were made in Jordan, Palestine, Yemen, Tunis, Morocco, Egypt, Kuwait, and Germany, among other places.  
In all, so far, more than 1,500 copies were made.  Expenses, thus, were shared, and copies were distributed as 
“seeds” in fertile soil.  In addition, the magazine will be put on the Internet once the web site is ready (in the early 
part of 2001.) 
 
The second issue was produced in October 2000, by a group of young people in Jordan, from different geographical 
locations and various settings. At least five other groups (that I know of) in various Arab countries are working on 
their own issues.  In a conference, organized by UNICEF in Amman, at the end of October for youth from 15 Arab 
countries and Iran, I spoke about the idea, and several groups (including Iran) are working on producing issues of 
their own.  In addition, Manish and Vidhi Jain, from Shikshantar in Udaipur, India, whom I met in Germany, saw 
relevance of the idea in their own setting and mentioned it to some Indian youth they work with. Their young friends 
have already produced three issues in Hindi, two of which are about how globalization is affecting their daily lives.   
 
In a very true sense, the magazine is already taking a life of its own. What seems to make it attractive, especially for 
youth, is that, first, the design is very simple (any group can produce it); second, it is totally devoid of any form of 
control (other than being about life and guided by shared values and principles); third, its production depends on 
what is available (if all what is available is the stories of four people and the ability to produce only five copies, that 
constitutes an issue); and, fourth, the fact that every issue is an authentic creation of a group of friends.  A gathering 
in the summer of 2001 is planned for groups that produce, by that time, at least one issue.  They will reflect on and 
discuss their experiences and ideas concerning all aspects related to the magazine, including design, values, and 
various ways into the future. 
 
Originally, the idea was to produce an Arab QU in conjunction with the local ones. However, after the two issues in 
Lebanon and Jordan were published, we thought that we better wait until several more issues are produced in 
various locations and countries.  The Arab QU then would be an expression of what is taking place at the various 
locations, rather than just an additional issue.  The local issues, then, are like springs and streams, which feed into 
the Arab issues, which would be like a river formed from the various springs/streams.  And, just like rivers, the Arab 
issues will not be ‘above’ the local ones, but ‘below’ them.  The local ones are the sources, the real thing.  Without 
them, there is no meaning to the collective Arab issue. 
 
The first two issues that were produced capture the values mentioned earlier.  They embodied, for example, new 
meanings for words, including the word magazine itself, editor, value, learning, vision, etc.  They did away with 
other words, such as copyrights. People throughout the ages shared their stories freely; the concept of copyright is 
disgraceful to the social majorities of the world.  Moreover, the two issues that were produced in Lebanon and 
Jordan helped in building the inner world of each participant (in the sense that most of them — according to what 
they said — started reflecting on and expressing life more regularly. For some, almost daily).  The issues also helped 



in building a convivial spirit among the members of each group.  The absence of control and of labeling, measuring, 
and judging led to the absence of bad feelings, jealousies, humiliation, defensive behavior, verbal accusations, lying 
and dishonesty.  The spirit that grew within the groups was one of conviviality, of friendship, of joy, of freedom, and 
of creation (including creation of meanings). 
 
Another value, which the project adheres to, is the value of responsibility towards self, others and nature in the sense 
of avoiding doing harm to them knowingly.  In practice, this means that if a cola company, for example, offers to 
support financially a certain issue in lieu of an advertisement, the response will be a big NO because it violates the 
above mentioned value: cola is simply harmful to the body, especially for children, some of whom drink it several 
times a day!  Moreover, in addition to robbing people their health, cola robs them their money (a barrel of raw cola 
is $100 compared to $36 for a barrel of oil at its peak!), and robs them a good deal of clean fresh water which is 
desperately needed in many countries — as is the case in most Arab countries. 
 
In addition, the two issues were built on what people have and what is abundant in every community: experiences, 
reflections, expressions, communication, reading, dialogue, etc.  They are built on giving and not only taking: each 
person gave part of him/her self.  There are no sections in the magazine; every story is part of a ‘whole’ which is the 
contributor’s life.  In this sense, each contribution reflects both the unity and diversity in life.  In addition, the 
magazine is a beautiful and honest way of reflecting the sense of belonging of people to their respective soils of 
cultures. 
  
There is one last comment that is worth mentioning here.  People may have noticed that we did not include 
democracy, human rights (as expressed in the universal declaration), development… among the values we adhere to 
in the project.  We don’t play the game of democracy.  Participation in the project does not take the form of voting 
or choosing a person to be in charge.  No one represents another.  No voice is suppressed.  Every person, with no 
exception, can get together with one, two or ten friends and start an issue of the magazine by starting to write their 
stories, in addition to stories from others.  In this sense, any one can be an ‘editor-in-chief’!  Moreover, they all 
share in the various aspects of the work.  The project is built on the belief that there is no experience that is 
valueless, and there is no honest expression which is worthless.  We don’t play the game of comparing, judging and 
giving prizes.  Moreover, we don’t play the game of one of the greatest hypocritical creations of modern times: the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  It was declared in the name of all people without discussing it with any!  
One of the most obvious and fundamental rights, anywhere and at any time, is to ask people before you declare 
something in their name.  The Universal Declaration didn’t bother to do that.  What is worse is that most advocates 
of human rights don’t even notice this hypocrisy and try to justify it if they do.   
 
The Universal Declaration represents neither the perspectives nor the interests of the social majorities of the world.  
In this sense, it is also understandable why the Declaration stresses the right to education rather than the right to 
learning.  Education, in the form of schools, curricula, etc, has acted as the Trojan horse, conquering many 
communities around the world, effectively defeating them from the inside.  It is also understandable why the rights 
of children do not include the right to be protected from the junk created mainly by western countries (including 
foods, drinks, entertainment, and education as well as development experts.)  Children and youth need to be 
protected from labels, such as failures, which educational systems, all over the world, are ‘generous’ to give to 
students at an early age!  In this sense, QU project is one attempt to bring out the diversity in human experience, 
including the diversity in conceptions and practices of the meaning framework of rights themselves, so that they are 
more in harmony with people’s experiences. 
 
One issue which is related to the above discussion is the slogan, free expression and free thought, which the 
ideologues of the dominant ideology parrot every time they have the chance, and which ‘experts’ on democracy and 
human rights constantly preach.  The main issue in today’s world is not so much free expression and free thought, as 
it is freeing both (our thoughts and our expressions) from the junk ideas and ‘plastic’ words that fill current thoughts 
and expressions in academia, mass media, and infiltrating everyday language.  This pollution of minds and 
expressions rots us from the inside and obstructs learning.  Free thought and free expression, in the forms they are 
practiced, are like telling people that they have the full freedom to choose what they want to eat from a table that has 
nothing but junk food!   
 
The example which I usually give to illustrate the difference between free thought and freeing thought, between free 
expression and freeing expression, is what happened when Israel closed all schools and universities in the West 



Bank and Gaza for four years during the first intifada.  Israel didn’t mind Palestinians shouting and demanding the 
opening of schools.  It even allowed conferences to be held in Jerusalem to criticize the order of closure and demand 
the opening of schools and universities.  That was a manifestation of free thought and expression that does not 
usually bother oppressors. In fact, if anything, it beautifies the oppressor’s image by demonstrating that such 
expressions are allowed.  In contrast, when some people freed their thinking from demanding to doing, from 
blaming to creating, from reacting to acting, and started teaching children at homes and in the neighborhoods, Israel 
issued (in August 1988) one of the most notorious military orders in its history.  Any one caught teaching children at 
his/her home or in the neighborhood would have faced the possibility of demolishing his/her home and up to ten 
years of imprisonment!   
 
Referring to the cheating of others as a ‘science’ taught in the most ‘prestigious’ universities under the name 
marketing is another example of free expression/enslaving thought.  Similarly, calling cola ‘soft drinks’ is an 
example of enslaved thought, while calling it ‘polluted water’ is an example of freeing both expression and thought 
at the same time. Freeing one’s mind from the confines of where and how learning can take place (i.e. ‘breaking the 
conditioning’ process, in the words which my 22 year-old son reminded me of) is a totally different and much more 
fundamental act, and a meaningful manifestation of freeing thought and expression. 
 
For learning societies to grow, we need to spend more time in conversations face-to-face with one another, in doing 
things together, in dreaming beautiful dreams, and in building shared visions.  We need to reclaim our lives and 
regain our cultural soils and spaces.  QU is one attempt at this.  The basic topic in learning is life and people living 
in its midst – not outside it and not above it, but in its midst. The basic social unit for learning is small groups 
engaged in actions (of their choice) in real life.  The basic act of learning at the individual level is to reflect on one’s 
life, express it and communicate and discuss it with others. Today, to regain our cultural soils and spaces, we must 
dismantle certain myths and affirm certain realities: 
* We need to dismantle the claim that learning can only take place in schools. 
* We need to dismantle the practice of separating students from life for at least 12 years, but then still claiming 

that learning is taking place. 
* We need to dismantle the myth that teachers can teach what they don’t do. 
* We need to dismantle the myth that education can be improved by professionals/experts. 
* We need to dismantle the hegemony of words like education, development, progress, excellence and rights, and 

reclaim instead words like wisdom, faith, generosity, conviviality, friendship, hope, learning, living, joy and 
duties. 

* We need to affirm that the vast majority of people go to school not to learn but to get diplomas.  We need to 
create diverse environments of learning. 

* We need to affirm our capacity for doing and learning, not for getting degrees. 
* We need to affirm and regain the concept and practice of learning from the world, not only about the world. 
* We need to affirm that people are the real solution, not the obstacle and not ignorant. 
 
Endnotes 
1 For details, see my article “Community Education: To Reclaim and Transform What Has Been Made Invisible,” in 
Harvard Educational Review, Vol. 60, No.1, February 1990. 
2 For more details, see my article “The Reading Campaign Experience within Palestinian Society: Innovative 
Strategies for Learning and Building Community,” in Harvard Educational Review, Vol.65, No.1, 1995. 
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From School Societies to Learning Societies 
D. James MacNeil 

 
Should society be our school or should schools be run as microcosms of society? These two positions form the 

parameters of education debates during the 20th century, a century that witnessed the rise, transformation and 
decline of competing worldviews of state communism and corporate capitalism. Both of these worldviews shared an 
emphasis on industrial modes of production and association, and their demands for industrial efficiency engendered 
schools that were run as efficiently as factories. Modes of production became physically removed from the local 
environment, and schools became disengaged from the communities they were serving. Classrooms were 
characterized by drill instruction and regimented daily routines. Mainstream educational thinkers held this industrial 
model of learning to be the most efficient way to yield productive workers. Progressive thinkers, such as Dewey, 
eschewed drill instruction in factory style classrooms and argued that schools should become simulated societies 
where students would learn real-life skills in an experiential manner. Further to the left, Mao Zedong argued that 
society should be the school – that students should return to the countryside and learn from the farmers.  In all 
arguments, the underlying point of agreement is that society and school are separate and different things. The 
disengagement of learning from society became and remains the distinguishing hallmark of modern education. It is 
also uncanny that throughout the world - north and south, post-colonial and post-industrial – that schools and 
classrooms have become so similar. Learning everywhere is equated with schooling - an edifice with a flagpole out 
front, textbooks and rows of desks, professional teachers lecturing to pupils.  
 
A new era of globalization, the spread of information technology, and transformations in the post-industrial 
workplace are demanding new ways of learning and associating. The industrial-age emphasized the efficiency of 
production, but the post-industrial era demands creativity and innovation. Industrial age schooling promoted 
learning by instilling in children the desire for material gain and threatening them with punishment if they failed. 
But post-industrial societies will be built by intrinsically motivated, self-directed citizens. For a variety of social, 
political and economic reasons, the industrial age separation of school and community simply is no longer tenable. I 
believe that the re-engagement of community with learning is a precondition of the further advancement of human 
societies. This re-engagement will break down the modern constructs of school and community. What will emerge 
are learning societies where the space for learning and living is one, where young learners are immersed in 
constructive learning activities with adults and are no longer institutionally bound within school walls. 
 
To support these claims I will outline a conceptual framework for the re-engagement of schools and communities, 
and then I will illustrate with examples of how the barriers that separate schools and communities are starting to 
dissolve. This dissolution will not come about through Draconian social engineering of societies, but rather through 
an accelerated evolution that builds on the momentum and synergizes the approaches that are currently unfolding in 

myriad experiments around the world.1   
 
Engaging Communities with Schools  
The benefits of community involvement in schools are well documented, and such involvement is becoming de 

rigeur for education planners and practitioners.2  Community participation in its simplest form amounts to the 
contribution of funds and labor (for school construction and maintenance, e.g.). Beyond this, communities can also 
participate in school governance through involvement in parent associations or parent teacher associations. More 
sophisticated parents associations might take on important roles in management and planning. If conditions are 
conducive, community members, whether formally certified or not, enter the schools and provide direct instruction 
to students. 
 
Active Parental Involvement in Schools in West Africa 
Initial efforts at community participation in formal education structures can benefit from outside support, especially 
in rigid formal school systems that are governed from distant political centers. One example is that of the NGO 
World Education (WE) that currently supports efforts at involving communities in schools in Mali, Benin, and 
Guinea. These programs support and strengthen the role of Parents’ Associations (PAs) in managing primary 
education. The PAs are government recognized bodies consisting of 15-20 parents who are charged with the co-
management of schools. World Education (in partnership with local NGOs) supports these PAs with training and 
technical assistance in organization building and management, measuring educational quality and working with the 



education system, and also providing foundational skills (where needed) such as literacy and numeracy. As of June 
2000, these programs had trained and assisted 2,142 PAs in management and organizational skills. An evaluation in 
June 2000 concluded that 1,450 of these PAs had achieved the status of “effective partners in school co-

management”. In Mali 600 community schools were created and are fully managed by PAs.3  Increased 
involvement of the community in schools has resulted in increased educational access (50,000 additional places for 
boys and girls in Mali alone) and improved performance in the classroom. There is a concomitant increase in 
demand for education as a result of the presence of new schools in the neighborhood and also due to enhanced 
sensitization to education among community members.  
 
What is most significant about these programs is the degree of community control over the community schools. 
These schools are public schools that are created by community initiative. They are fully financed by the 
community, and through the PAs, the community hires and manages the staff for the schools. The curriculum, 
however, is the national curriculum and the teachers are officially certified. I can imagine these community schools 
evolving to a more complete, demand-driven educational system where the community not only has control over the 
resources, but also designs its own education programs. Such communities may still arrange for and/or hire the 
service providers, some of whom may be professional teachers. Such programs might consist of a combination of 
formal and nonformal learning activities, most likely with some sort of edifice to serve as a learning center. They 
will probably choose to adopt a mixture of nationally prescribed and locally developed curricula. Locally developed 
curricula will emerge from consultations among teachers, community leaders, parents and local employers. These 
schools will go beyond sole reliance on certified teachers and integrate the participation of unorthodox instructors - 
indigenous teachers, peer mentors, reading partners. There are already examples from these projects of highly 
motivated and knowledgeable, yet uncertified, instructors who perform as well, if not better, than officially trained 
and certified teachers.  
 
The establishment of the PAs and community-managed schools could represent a key step in the evolution of 
learning societies in rural West Africa. By communitizing their schools they have more space to develop learning 
programs that meet their own needs and not merely conform to the demands of technocrats and top-down 
bureaucracies. Currently, however, the community schools are still schools – institutional spaces where children 
must go to study. In order to further evolve a communitized model - and integrate the community schools into the 
community - it is essential that the PAs maintain their relative autonomy, and that the State does not co-opt this 
model as its own. They need to demonstrate to the State that the community schools provide an education of equal 

or superior quality to what the State schools can do.4  While the PAs may need to be conversant in the language of 
State education bureaucrats, it is important that they not become preoccupied with standard education indicators 
such as mathematics and language arts scores. In fact, WE’s program is focusing increasing energy with the PAs on 
developing a more sophisticated understanding of learning quality and devising creative and qualitative means of 
assessing it. To prevent co-optation, the PAs also need to build their capacity to collaborate with the State as 
legitimate and equal partners in the development of community schools. Opportunities for such collaboration will be 
ample as governance systems continue to decentralize in West Africa.  
 
PAs are increasingly becoming a potent force for change in their communities. Parents who are engaged in the 
internal affairs of their parent associations and in school management are learning the arts of democratic practice 
and effective governance. These skills should equip them to engage in public debates about the development and 
control over community schools. PAs are also organizing federations of PAs that advocate at higher levels for better 
learning. In Mali, federations have been involved in the current reform issue pedagogie convergente, which 
addresses local languages versus French language instruction. In Benin, federations are getting involved in debates 
about the increased inclusion of girls and the development of more relevant curriculum for all students. 
  
Unschooling in America  
As African parents become more involved in managing community schools and more savvy in assessing quality 
learning, they may start to realize that formal schools are not the most effective way for every child to learn. If the 
legal environment is conducive and resources are available they might start to seek alternatives. This general 
movement has been unfolding in the United States since the 1970’s. Originally known as “unschooling”, the 

movement has recently been referred to as “homeschooling”.5  Homeschooling replaces classroom learning in 
formal schools with semi-structured learning activities that are facilitated by parents. In its most basic form, children 
learn at home with their families and/or with neighborhood groups in their communities. Learning takes place not 



only at home, but also in museums, libraries, music theatres, businesses and parks. Many states have homeschooling 
associations that provide guidance and materials for homeschoolers. Homeschooling is often done in combination 
with formal schooling, and most homeschooled children spend only a portion of their learning career in 
homeschooling (estimates range from 2 to 5 years).  
 
Most of the 50 states legally permit homeschooling as meeting compulsory education requirements.  Only one state, 
Michigan, requires that certified teachers play some supervisory role in the process.  Several states require 
submission of proposed curricula and set educational requirements for parents.  Homeschooling has generated much 
excitement as well as considerable controversy.  Its supporters claim that learning activities can be tailored to meet 
individual learning styles and multiple intelligences, the learning environment is safe and accommodating, and the 
students benefit from intergenerational interaction.  The detractors maintain that children’s education lacks rigor and 
that they are not being properly socialized.  To them,  homeschooling violates the spirit of the United States’ 150 

year-old compulsory education laws.6  
 
One fact is clear – the homeschooling movement has gained tremendous momentum. There were around 10-15,000 
homeschooled children in the US in the early 1970’s. By 1990 there were between 250-350,000. This figure 

doubled, or possibly tripled, by 1995, to 700-750,000, and reached 1 million learners by 1997.7  Other studies claim 
that the number has grown by 15 to 20% each year for the past 15 years, and they put the current estimate at about 2 

million.8  One must bear in mind that each individual is homeschooled for only 2 to 5 years. Therefore the total 
number of individual learners who receive some homeschooling during their career is much higher than the amount 
being homeschooled in any one year. If we assumed a turnover rate of 2 years, for example, the number of children 
with some homeschooling experience, by age 18, would be between 6-12% of the school-aged population in the 

US.9  We are witnessing an emergent phenomenon that has potential to change the way people conceive of and 

construct the role of community in learning and human development.10  Homeschooling movements are emerging 
and growing not only in the US but also in Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Japan, and the UK.  
 
Engaging Schools with Communities 
The immersion of learners in complex, real life situations can be an effective way to realize experiential, learner-
centered education. Community-service learning, practical apprenticeships, and field studies are known examples of 
how this occurs in the current context of disengaged schools and communities. In the future these approaches may 
become the norm as the barriers between learning and community fade away. 
 
Realigning the Needs of Workplace with Schooling in the United States 
A recent study in the state of Massachusetts in the United States highlights the disconnect between industrial modes 
of schooling and the present needs of society. The study found that 1.1 million of the state’s 3.2 million workers are 
inadequately prepared for the New (knowledge and information) Economy. What is particularly alarming about this 
survey is that 58% of these 1.1 million workers are high school graduates. Despite their credential and 12 years of 

schooling, their participation in the new economy is restricted by their limited reading, math and analytical skills.11  
 
The TEAM (Teachers and Employers Actively Meeting) project is one initiative that seeks to address this 

disconnect in Massachusetts.12  The project facilitates the formation of working teams of local employers and 
schoolteachers who together with students design and carry out learning activities that meet the curricular needs of 
the schools and are appropriate to the business milieu as well. One TEAM, for example, comprised machine shop 
teachers and students from a vocational technical school with machine workers and a manager from a nearby 
precision metal working company. The company worked with the students and teachers to draw up a business 
agreement for the company to purchase machine shop carts from the school. The students sought assistance from the 
teachers to design and construct these carts, as well as manage the project and the budget. The company staff met 
with students and teachers regularly - both in the school and at the company - to assess progress, monitor quality, 
and offer guidance from their perspective. The students were engaged in a business agreement that required their 
active participation in every step of the process from blueprint to delivery of final product. The shop teacher, 
delighted with the quality of learning, commented that, “In the past, the students saw me as their adversary and I 
spent most of my time disciplining them. But when we entered into a working relationship with the outside 
company, they saw me as their mentor and actively sought my advice.” 
 



The learning in this TEAM prepares vocational students for participation in the economy, a subject of critical 
concern to students and parents. But the quality of the learning, rather than the content, is the important point. A 
business agreement with an outside company challenges students to apply their accumulated knowledge and 
expertise to solve a complex, real problem, and to do this they enter into an apprenticeship-like relationship with 
their teacher. This contrasts sharply with traditional didactic methods in which the teacher imparts bits of knowledge 
to students and threatens them with failure should they be unable to master the bits. This learning approach accords 
with recent research on the human brain and the nature of learning. When a student is forced under threat to learn 
disjointed, uninteresting facts, the brain disengages its creative faculties and learning is stunted. But when a learner 
is challenged with a complex problem of interest, their brain’s creative and reasoning faculties perform at high 
levels. Brain-based learning is founded on this insight into the brain’s functioning. In brain-based learning, the job 
of the teacher is to design and guide students through ‘orchestrated immersions’, that is facilitate students’ 

engagement in compelling experiences. In the TEAM example, the teacher and the business people did just that.13   
 
There are also TEAM projects whose content is not vocational, but rather community service oriented. One group of 
students and teachers in the city of Brockton, Massachusetts, for example, teamed up with local businesses to design 
and construct a small park in a city center that was strongly in need of urban renewal. The students raised funds and 
sponsorships for the project, and with the teachers’ assistance, they guided their proposal through the city 
government apparatus. They then collaborated with professionals from a local architect firm and a construction firm 
to design and build the gardens, walkways, tables and benches of the park. While the previous TEAM example took 
place in a school machine shop and in a local business, this TEAM project took place in diverse community spaces - 
the school, businesses, the bank, government offices, and in the open air. Once again, the crucial feature of this 
learning experience is the quality of the orchestrated immersion.  
 
Learning in the fields in Asia 
Another compelling example of integrating learning with communities is taking place in rural areas in South and 
Southeast Asia. In Cambodia, Thailand and Bangladesh, primary school students are learning field ecology and 

practical rice farming skills in student field schools (SFS)14 .  SFS are season-long field schools, where students 
learn integrated pest management (IPM, an environmentally safe and efficient method of crop management that 
reduces pesticide use through restoring the natural balance to an ecosystem). The centerpiece of the SFS is an 
experimental learning field where students prepare, maintain and monitor throughout the season-long cycle of the 
plant (meeting for half a day each week for three months). Field observation, recording and analyzing data is 
combined with instruction that takes place either in a school or under a shady tree next to the fields. The SFS are 
facilitated by a team of instructors consisting of IPM trainers from local agriculture extension departments and 
schoolteachers, who have completed similar field schools and training courses on experiential learning.  
 
To document their SFS learning, students maintain a portfolio consisting of posters, drawings, field data, and 
experiment results. The experimental rice field serves as the ‘textbook’ that students construct throughout the SFS. 
There are regularly scheduled community days, where parents (who are mostly farmers) come to hear students’ 
presentations of what they have learned. Several parents are involved in the preparation and maintenance of the test 
plots as well. In SFS, students are learning beyond the institutional boundaries of the school. They are not 
memorizing facts about rice plants and insect biology, but rather they learn through methodical observation in the 
fields coupled with guided reflection and analysis in the classroom or other community venue. They learn how to 
experiment and think critically about the environment and agriculture. And they learn how to grow a more 
productive rice crop through maintaining a healthier ecosystem. The SFS example underscores not only the practical 
complexity, but also the potential learning benefits, of designing and carrying out orchestrated immersions for a 
group of learners.  
 
The IPM farmer field school and student field school cases are also instructive examples of how to combine modern 
science with indigenous, locally generated knowledge. IPM grew out of a series of scientific studies in the 1970’s 
and ‘80’s of the ecology of the brown planthopper pest in the lowland rice ecosystems of Asia. These studies 
demonstrated that if a rice paddy could be restored to a natural balance (by refraining from spraying pesticide), then 
beneficial insect pests could control the spread of the brown planthopper.  This insect had been the most devastating 
pest of rice in Southeast Asia, because farmers (with government support) were killing the planthopper’s natural 
enemies (spiders, beetles, etc.) by spraying excessive amounts of pesticides at the wrong times.  In order to keep the 
planthopper in check, what was needed was not pesticide dousing, but rather an intimate knowledge of the life cycle 



of planthoppers and other pests and natural enemies.  Farmers and extension workers also had been too eager to 
spray pesticides, because they had an incomplete understanding of ecological “thresholds”: the idea that a rice plant 
can sustain a certain amount of leaf damage without affecting yield.  While the observed damage may be 

disconcerting, farmers need not intervene until a certain threshold of damage is reached.15  
 
Extension workers and biologists initially began to teach about the relationship between insect life cycles and 
ecological thresholds to farmers, but their traditional didactic methods were unsuccessful. Later, groups of non-
formal educators, biologists and farmer leaders collaborated to design an experiential training program to facilitate 
the learning of IPM by farmers in their own fields. The season-long farmer field school eventually took shape. The 
field school curriculum began with a few scientific insights, but the farmer field schools have come to generate, 
through farmers’ experimentation and practice, the present corpus of IPM knowledge. As new pests became 
problematic, farmers researched their life cycles and experimented with and innovated new means of control. One of 
the most significant indigenous innovations has been the rise of “community IPM” in Indonesia, where groups of 
individual farmers organize at the level of their rice-blocks (a continuous landscape of rice paddies) to collectively 
study and manage pests. In total, about two million farmers in South and Southeast Asia have graduated from IPM 
farmer field schools since 1990. These graduates are a pool of potential resource persons and teachers for the student 
field schools initiatives that are starting to take shape around Asia. 
 
How School Societies Will Give Way to Learning Societies  
These examples illustrate initial phases in the evolution toward integrated learning societies. One can imagine these 
examples blending together their various aspects to yield a more integrated example. Imagine a scenario in which a 
Parents Association (from West Africa example) worked with farmers, agriculture extension agents and teachers 
(Southeast Asia) to design and manage student field schools for children. Then enter employers (TEAM) from 
nearby vegetable processing company. The employers work with the Parents Association, the students, and farmers 
to design student field schools for new vegetable crops. The employers also teach students business and 
management skills to complement their agriculture and environmental management skills. Soon, farmer field 
schools emerge for adults as well as students. As more stakeholders align their interests the educational system 
becomes more complex and more responsive to locally expressed needs. As the relationships develop, the company 
would take on apprentices, and students would get credits for their experiences. One can imagine innumerable 
variations of this scenario as well as other scenarios. 
 
In this paper, I discuss learning societies that are emerging in the current sociopolitical contexts in various countries.  
Countries that are emerging from recent sociopolitical upheaval (Mali, Cambodia, e.g.) are probably best situated to 
try innovative approaches, as they rebuild their social and economic structures.  The United States, on the other 
hand, may be renowned for economic and technological development, but its social and political systems are 
institutionally entrenched and slow to change.  It took the US 120 years, for example, to experiment with teaching 
children outside of formal schools, and it took over 20 years for homeschooling to command serious recognition.  
Developing countries can learn many hard lessons from this and use these to better accelerate learning societies in 
their own, less institutionally fettered, settings.  
 
In either case, I believe that two related forces will foment the transformation of a school society into a learning 
society: co-evolutionary pressure and societal reproduction.  Educational institutions and sociopolitical economic 

structures are co-evolutionary phenomena.  As one transforms, it shapes the other’s ability to transform.16  A 
learning society, then, does not emerge in a vacuum, but depends on a conducive environment and structures.  
However, those macro structures need not be instantly re-engineered in order for learning societies to emerge. The 
types of integrated community learning that I imagine will put evolutionary pressure on these structures as well, and 
these evolving structures will enable further integration of learning activities with the community.  As new economy 
businesses, for example, start to reward more dedicated, innovative, flexibly-expert, and self-directed employees, 
more students (and parents) will choose alternative learning opportunities where they can gain these skills and 
values.  The increasing number of these new types of graduates will enter the workforce and further shape it to 

reflect their styles of learning, associating and working.17  By societal reproduction, I mean the tendency of one 
generation to impart its values, knowledge, modes of association and socio-economic capabilities onto its progeny.  
As more learners are reared in an integrated learning society, they will (consciously or unconsciously) insist on 
recreating such experiences for their children.  Societal reproduction and co-evolution are complementary forces.  
The former is an intergenerational transmitting of the products and processes that are generated by the latter. 



 
Conclusion 
The evolution toward an integrated learning society will comprise many small revolutionary approaches and 
emergent phenomena along the way.  These approaches are already present, at least in experimental form, in many 
places.  As my examples show, learning societies need to develop new ways to recognize and accredit out of school 
learning and life experiences. They also need to incorporate forms of assessment – such as portfolios - that can 
document fluid and continuous learning experiences in communities.  Our notions of expertise will also change.  
Students in field schools, for example, will become experts in their own fields – able to solve ever-more complex 
environmental and livelihood problems, and not mere rice growing specialists who diligently follow instructions of 

agriculture extension agents.18  Learning societies will need to harness indigenous capacities to learn and teach.  
Expert farmers and local businessmen should take on student apprentices who want to learn about farming and 
managing an enterprise.  And the farmers and businessmen should grow in the process and eventually become 
technical consultants for other apprenticeship programs.  Ultimately, the field, the home and the neighborhood will 
be embraced as legitimate venues for learning.  
 
Is society school or is school society?  The answer for the present century will turn out to be “both”, and then the 
question will disappear. 
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“If Not Schooling, Then What?”: Learning Parks of Possibilities 
Shikshantar Learning Activists 

 
“If you don’t think schools and more ‘education’ are necessary, and if you believe they are part of the problem, then 

what do you propose?  What’s your solution?” 
Time and again, in the two years of Shikshantar’s existence, this question has been posed to us.  While discussing 

and analyzing the destructive nature of schooling,1  and its insidious linkages to a cruel and dehumanizing model of 
Development, many people have agreed that serious crises have resulted from, and continue to exist because of, this 
kind of educational thought-control.  However, either too deeply wedded to upholding (and benefiting from) the 
existing structure, or too mired in hopelessness and cynicism, the same people are not able to see any ways out.  
They react defensively or revert to finger-pointing, often bringing up excuses of time (“It will take too long”) or 
scale (“How is this going to apply to 300 million children?”) to avoid meaningful dialogue. 
 
Though our criticisms of the System are crucial to transforming education, it is important to realize that they have 
not given way to cynicism.  Indeed, equally crucial to Shikshantar has been our simultaneous affirmation, our hope 
and faith that people themselves (as individuals and as parts of various collectives) can conceptualize, articulate and 
actualize their learning interests and aspirations towards building a society more in sync with notions of Swaraj.  
This paper seeks to illustrate one example of various learning principles emerging from such a process.   
 
A Word of Caution 
Before proceeding, we want to extend a note of caution to the reader: The following should NOT be read as a Model 
to be replicated. Interpreting this experience as a Model undermines it for two reasons. First, integral to any goal of 
transforming the present day system of Education are processes of creating and using open spaces to ask questions, 
debate, dialogue, reflect, act, experience, etc.  Models negate and destroy these spaces and opportunities for real 
learning, for they profess to have the answer before the questions are even asked. Second, the “one-size-fits-all” 
arrogance of Models (or Best Practices) hinders diversity and, in doing so, limits the number and kinds of learning 
opportunities available to us.  Models confuse equality with ‘sameness’, and thus stampede over richer and more 
meaningful ideas of justice, relevance, context, creativity, and organic growth in the name of one Model for All. 
 
Introduction/Background  
The learning park of Fatehpura has its conceptual roots in the Udaipur as a Learning City (ULC) process-project.  

While details of the project have been discussed in the previous book,2  the underlying principles of ULC can be 
summarized in two broad statements:  a) It seeks to critique the current, dehumanizing model of Education and 
Development, as it exists in Udaipur and in Udaipur’s relation to surrounding villages and to larger State and Market 
forces; and b) It seeks to create and/or regenerate learning spaces and opportunities that support the development of 
each individual’s full human potential and the city’s collective capacities for meaningful, just, and ecologically 
balanced transformation. 

 
Under the framework of ULC, Shahid Parvez, a local artist, volunteered one month of his time in October-
November 1999, to nurture a creative and collaborative space for approximately 35 local children from different 

neighborhoods.3   The workshop challenged the ways in which schools stifle children’s creativity and full potential 
and destroy their self-esteem; it sought to demonstrate that, when offered a free, open and supportive space, these 
innately human elements can (and do) flower in inspiring ways.  For the first time in many of their lives, children 
were continually asked by adults what it was they wanted to learn.  
 
Following the workshop and a non-competitive art exhibition of the children’s creations, various members of the 
Shikshantar team met with the children, who expressed enthusiasm in expanding this unique learning process.  The 
children said they had no other place to play or explore their interests.  We asked them if they could possibly 
develop their own spaces for such activities.  This sparked in them an intense interest to create spaces for 
themselves.  In fact, during their school vacations, they eagerly came to Shikshantar three or four times a day to get 
us to engage in this project with them. 
 
The Fatehpura ‘park’ is situated just next to a busy circle that has various shops, small businesses, and a bus stand.  
It is an enclosed triangle, surrounded on all sides by residential homes; shops for provisions, dairy products, and 
glass repair; a post-office and delivery service business; a private hospital; a local vegetable market. Approximately 



12 children frequent the park: Pallav, Luv, Nitin, Lakhan, Ankit, Akshay, Udah, Gajendra, Purnima, Pankaj, Luvi, 
and Mukesh; their ages range from 5 to 13.  The main co-learners from Shikshantar are Sumi and Ajay, though other 
members of the team also participate.  
 
The Conceptual Shifts of a ‘Learning Park’ 
Before describing the emerging principles of the ‘learning park’, it is important to engage in some conceptual 
clarification.  ‘Park’ is written in quotations, for several reasons.  First, it is not the proverbial green lawn, flowers, 
trees, swings, slides, etc.  Although such an ambience does exist to a small degree, a ‘learning park’ extends far 
beyond this traditional notion.   
 
Second, we use the term ‘park’ to contrast it with terms like, ‘school’, ‘NFE center’, ‘community learning center’.  
Because these terms are associated with government or NGO projects, they are tied to a predetermined set of 
images, structures, roles, relationships, and expectations.  These infiltrate everything from how these spaces should 
look and how they should be run, to who should be responsible for their functioning and what should be their 
outputs.  Such terms therefore inherently limit and distort our ways of imagining new possibilities for the kinds of 
roles we can take on, the relationships we form, the processes we engage in, etc.  
 
Third, instead of seeing it as a physical space, it would be better to think of a ‘learning park’ as organically-growing, 
diverse and contextual learning processes and relationships between young and old.  This brings the learning park 

closer to the idea of a ‘learning web’ (Illich 1970).4  Unlike schools which act as ‘funnels’, the goal of the park is 
not to concentrate knowledges and activities in one place, but rather to engage with processes and nurture 
relationships from everything around us. We expect the children will draw from the multitude of peoples and places 
around them, and the majority of meaningful learning interactions will happen outside of the physical space of 
the park.  
 
Growing the Process of a Learning Park: Emerging Principles  
Emerging principles — interest-based learning, intrinsic motivation, multiple learning opportunities, redefined 
‘resources’, diverse relationships, self-organizing processes — have taken shape according to context and 
understanding and are the foundation of the learning park web.  These principles not only offer a concrete challenge 
to those ascribed in mainstream (and alternative) schooling and development, but they also illustrate how children 
can grow their own learning processes.  Dialogue is central to all of the principles, and the resulting actions and 
relationships form the basis for urban regeneration.   
 
“Yeh hamari jahgay hein. Agar is mein bachhain nahin kalanghe tho iska fieda kya hain?” 

(This is our space.  If children don’t play here, then what is the use of having it?)  
— Pallav 

Nurturing Interest-Based Learning 
The first and foremost principle in the Fatehpura learning park is that children’s interests and natural energy drive 
the learning process. In contrast to school, they freely choose what they want to do and are not bound by a pre-
determined curriculum and homework set.  Also in contrast to school, they can freely express themselves and are 

never told to sit down and be quiet.5   As noted in literature on unschooling6  (Griffith 1998, Llewellyn 1997) and 

problem-based and project-based learning7  (Torp 1998, Steinberg 1997), having children’s natural interests and 
energy serve as the base for learning produces fundamentally different processes and outcomes than what occurs in 
schools.  Indeed, doing real things in the real world with real people prevents the segmentation of learning and 
living. (Aurobindo 1974).  Such authentic situations ensure that the child goes beyond superficial memorization and 
rigid disciplines/subjects, and instead engages in deeper and more complex forms of understanding and nurtures a 
love of learning. 
 
One of the first examples of interest-based learning was the development of the park itself. The entire impetus for 
claiming the space and re-creating it came from the children’s own interests. The children staked out a piece of land 
in the midst of their neighborhood, which had been intended to be a park but was currently serving as a 
neighborhood dumping ground.  Initially, the children said it was the government’s job to clean up the space.  After 
discussing the fact that it was not likely the government would come any time soon to clean it up, the children 
realized that they needed to take the initiative to make the space their own.  While cleaning up together, we found 
waste from the local hospital (bottles, syringes), waste from the nearby vegetable vendors (old vegetables, jute 



sacks), and waste from surrounding families (rags, papers, plastic bags).  Finding so much garbage left by the 
educated members of the neighborhood (the hospital, their families) starkly challenged the commonly-held belief 
that the illiterate subziwalas (vegetable vendors) were responsible for littering the space.   
 
After four days of intense efforts, the children then formally finalized their claim on the space. Each child wrote an 
essay on why s/he wanted permission to use the park.  They then compiled the main points from these essays into a 
single letter, which they presented in an application to a member of the municipal government, to obtain permission 
from UIT (local government real estate planning authorities).  Thus, throughout the entire process, the activities and 
motivation for ‘making the park’ grew out of the children’s own interest in solving the problem they identified (i.e., 
not having their own space to play).  Shikshantar team members supported them in pursuing their interest and 
learned alongside them.  In the end, they were given permission by UIT authorities to use the space as they liked. 
 
The interest-based approach to learning has also allowed children to follow and develop their own interests and 
share these with one another.  For example, at home, Luv collected the remnants of matches and created a flower out 
of them.  He then shared his product and process with the other children, and they are now thinking of collecting 
other waste products together, like rags from the tailor shop, to produce different kinds of crafts.   
 
Learning also grows out of observations that the children make. For example, Pallav and Nitin came with us to an 
environmental art exhibition/competition organized by Astha (a local NGO). They did not like that all the children 
had produced the same kinds of drawings, and they felt that the questions of ‘why the environment was being 
destroyed today’ and ‘why it was important to care for the environment’ had not been represented in the artwork.  
Immediately upon returning from the exhibition, Pallav drew a large tree, showed its different uses, and wrote (from 
the tree),“Agar mein nahin rehunga tho ap be nahin reh sakhte hain.” (“If I don’t live, then you will not be able to 
live.”) He showed this drawing to the other children, which sparked a discussion about how factories and the 
Government have destroyed Fateh Sagar (one of Udaipur’s lakes) and Moti Magri (a historical monument in 
Udaipur). 
 
We have also seen that children do not worry about ‘success’ or ‘failure’, when they have the opportunity to think 
and develop their own interests.  For example, making and using paper mache was its own adventure in trial and 
error.  First, they did not put glue in their mixture of newspaper and water.  When it did not stick, they thought about 
adding glue.  Then, when they molded the paper mache to fit a bowl, they did not apply oil on it beforehand.  So the 
shape disintegrated when they tried to remove it.  Instead of becoming discouraged, they said, “Koi bath nahin.  
Hum vapas karenge aur dubara nahin bhulenge” (No problem.  We will do it again, and next time, we will not 
forget).  Unlike the fear, de-motivation and depression that occurs when one fails in school, the children actually 
seem to become more confident, more persistent and ambitious in their efforts, and more creative through the 

‘expectation failures’8  they have had.  
 
Developing Intrinsic Motivation  
The children have begun to see themselves as responsible for their own learning, able to discover their own interests 
and find ways to address and expand them.  Thus, out of interest-based learning has grown intrinsic motivation.  
They are neither dependent on rewards or punishments, nor are they dependent on us for leadership or initiation.  
For example, on days when we do not participate in the learning park, the children nevertheless play together or try 
different projects.  When developing the park space, they decided to make a swing out of the tubes of bicycle tires 
on their own. The children also organized festivities to celebrate Janmashatami and Navrathri (holiday festivals).  It 
is important to note that the children have not become dependent on us for stimulation or leadership.  In fact, 
knowing that schooling fosters dependency by controlling the entire climate of learning — from the content of the 
curriculum to the arrangement of seating — we also very consciously tried to prevent the formation of such a 
hierarchy or paralyzing relationship.  
 
The other element of intrinsic motivation refers to use of immediate ‘gratification’ or ‘stimulus’ to urge action.  
Drawing upon research (Kohn 1993), we also recognize how schools use extrinsic motivators (marks, ranks, 
competitions, physical punishments) to further enhance a climate of control and indoctrination.  Extrinsic motivators 
stifle free thinking and creativity, and cultivate anxiety and distress. The attention shifts from doing one’s best 
towards gaining the prize (or avoiding the punishment) at hand.  Therefore, while the children in the learning park 

are free to engage in games and activities, there are no rewards or punishments attached to their performances.9  



 
The most challenging aspect of intrinsic motivation occurs when an argument or fighting breaks out among the 
children.  As much as possible, we let the children work out the problem themselves.  While often difficult, we 
realize that it is the only way to encourage the development of self-discipline and internal motivation. For example, 
many of the children of Fatehpura have recognized and appreciated the freedom they have in the park: to move, 
make choices, to fail, and to act (they readily contrast this to what exists in their schools).  In the early days of the 
park, one child took this newfound freedom very liberally.  Pallav was interrupting activities, threatening to ruin 
them, hitting other children, throwing stones.  We did not rebuke him for his behavior, but asked him questions 
about what he did and why he did it.  Through various conversations, and over time, he came to decisions about how 
he should act others. He is negotiating how to use his energy in constructive ways, in order to facilitate positive 
learning experiences, and is thus in the process of acquiring his own sense of self-discipline.  Such a process would 
not occur had we punished him for his behavior, or enticed him to behave with special rewards. 
 
Multiplicity of Learning Opportunities 
Interest-based learning requires that multiple learning opportunities be available to children.  Emerging from 
research on human learning is the profound recognition that no one institutional space or method can meet the 
diverse goals, talents, interests, and aspirations that exist within and among human beings.  (Gardner 1999, 
Sternberg 1997).  The wider their range of experiences — the more varied and diverse contexts a child has to learn 
in/from — the richer, deeper, and more meaningful his/her learning processes (Botkin 1979). Thus far, the learning 
opportunities have included: creating a park, playing new and non-competitive games, drawing, modeling clay, 
doing embroidery, using paper mache, making rakhis, celebrating festivals, dancing, singing, acting, visiting local 
lakes, temples, mountains, historical places, gardens. 
 
However, opening the door to such freedom, diversity, and flexibility inevitably requires negotiation and 
compromise. Occasionally, the children found that their interests clashed. When such conflicts of interest happened 
a few times, the children decided to sit down and talk about what to do.  They realized that everyone had different 
interests, but said that they did not want to do things separately (“Hum joh be karenga, sath mein milkar karenga” – 
Luv). So they came up with the solution to rotate these activities according to their different interests.  So there 
would be outings once a week (for Lakhan), creating new things through waste (for Nitin, Pallav, Purnima), molding 
clay, paper mache, producing community media, and playing different games (for all). Rather than fight over 
separate interests, the children developed their own methods of adjustment and compromise to ensure that everyone 
could happily work and learn together.  
 
Valuing Our Own ‘Resources’ 
For developing the park children often require particular materials. At first, they thought they needed money to buy 
these things.  We have encouraged them to think beyond the ‘Market’ and see how else they can acquire what they 
need.  Such ‘out-of-box’ thinking has led the children to two noteworthy understandings: First, the children believe 
that they can make things with their own hands and, as much as possible, have tried to do so.  Second, they have 
gained faith in the willingness of local people to contribute to their learning processes by donating and sharing their 
materials, time, and energy.  These feelings contest the attitudes that “we cannot do anything without a lot of 
money” or “first we should make a lot of money and then we will do something.” Rejecting this attitude means 
rejecting the dominance of the Market and creating spaces for regenerating the local (Mander 1996). 
 
When it came to setting up the park, most of the children (and even a few of Shikshantar’s team members) felt that it 
was not possible to do it without money, because no one would give them anything.  They were shocked when the 
shopkeepers and parents freely donated plants to them. Shopkeepers and parents have donated chunna (whitewash 
for the walls of the park), threads (for embroidery and making rakhis), and multani mitti (fine mud).  These 
contributions have nurtured children’s faith that there are still people in the world who care about them and are 
supportive of their learning.  They also help the children understand the importance of developing good relationships 
with one’s neighbors.   
 
Similarly, children have learned to rely on their own resources. The children came up with the idea of making tree 
guards out of thorns. They borrowed a cart from the vegetable vendors, went together to the nearby lake to gather 
thorns, and returned to the park to make the tree guards themselves. Instead of buying toys, the children mixed 
multani mitti with glue and made clay for modeling different toys. They brought newspaper from their own houses 
to make paper mache.  Painstakingly, they crushed red bricks to make gheroo (a powder) for painting a mural.  The 



children also made rakhis (special bracelets used in the special brother-sister ritual of Rakshabandan) instead of 
buying them.  By understanding the depth of their own resources, the children have found that they are able to 
express themselves and pursue their interests in ways quite unlike what they find in school.  They are also excited 
and willing to approach other people (for example, bicycle repairmen, puppeteers and artists) to learn from their 
resources and thus add new strands to their ‘learning web’. 
 
New and Diverse Relationships 
Just as the children have developed new relationships with the people in their neighborhood, so have they found 
themselves coming together in new and diverse relationships. As the children of the vegetable vendors, the 
shopkeepers, government officials, etc. all play together, they are discovering that many of their 
preconceptions/stereotypes about each other are unraveling.  They are building new relationships with each other by 
learning from and with each other.  For example, when Pallav (a milk seller’s son) tried to put down the talents, 
abilities, and confidence of Udah (a brass maker’s son who does not go to school), Udah said, “Mein school nahin 
jahtahoon, laikhan mein bahoth kuch kar sakhtah hoo. Tum sirf pardthaho aur likthaho.  Tum aur kya karsuktaho?” 
(“I don’t go to school, but I can do a lot.  All you can do is read or write; what else can you do?”) Notably, the 
learning park offers a context from which to discuss Udah’s ideas and experiences, instead of negating or dismissing 
him, as is often done in schools.  Pallav, who originally was teasing Udah, found himself in agreement with Udah’s 
assessment. 
 
Interestingly, many of the children have been developing their understandings about relationships by themselves.  
For example, another child, Ankit, initially did not want to come to the park, because he felt he was above cleaning 
up the garbage (which all the children do for some time to maintain the space).  The children, Sumi, and Ajay said 
that was fine; he did not have to come if he did not want to.  We do not know exactly what changed, but without any 
word from us, Ankit came and started cleaning up with other children.  Akshay faced a similar problem each time he 
came to the learning park, as his mother did not like him playing with the children of a lower class or touching 
garbage.  Yet, because of his own interest in the park and the children, he negotiates with her and manages to come 
every day.   
 
The open environment is also helping to mediate the rigid stereotypes that the children articulate about certain 
individuals or groups of people.  For example, initially the children felt they had nothing to learn from the local 
vegetable vendors, claiming “Yeh gaon kei hain.  Hum inse kya seikh sakte hain?” (These people are from the 
village.  What can we possibly learn from them?)  Later, during a walk to the lake, they spotted a chowkidar (guard).  
In the course of discussing their excitement about him, Ajay tried to make a comparison about work and asked them 
whether they preferred the chowkidar or the vegetable vendors.  While Luv said he liked the chowkidar more 
(because he had a gun), Gajendra replied that he liked the vegetable vendors more, because “Voh nokri nahin kurhte 
hain” (They are not anyone’s employees/servants).  After interacting with the vendors on various projects, and after 
discussions about villages and agriculture, Pallav is now interested in taking everyone to his family’s village to see 
how they live and to learn from them.  These examples make it clear that respect afforded across class, caste and 
social groups is growing.  The new dynamics among the children stands in contrast to the earlier feelings of 
superiority claimed by many of the children and offers a stark challenge to the alienation and social fragmentation 
that plague relationships in urban areas and in schools.  
 
Self-Organizing Processes  
The last — and perhaps most important — principle emerging from the learning park is that it is self-organizing.  
All of the activities, projects, relationships, roles, processes, etc., have grown organically from the children and the 
local context itself. We did not establish any preset plans or prepare any curriculums; we did not create any 
Minimum Levels of Learning yardsticks or set up a framework for ‘performance-based’ results.  We wanted to get 
away from the mechanistic models of planning, rooted in classical behaviorism, that dominate Education and 
Development today.  We also did not want to fall into the school/government/ NGO trap of slating a chain of 
activities, one after another, and then applauding ourselves for meeting peoples’ demands and being ‘participatory’.   
 
Instead, we wanted to support and expand on the self-organizing processes that had begun with the development of 
the learning park.  In line with research on self-organization, self-expression, and self-creation (Wheatley 1996), we 
believe that something can grow organically out of ‘nothing’, without any externally imposed planning or design.  A 
network of relationships can emerge out of peoples’ mutual interest and concern in a goal/agenda; their own 
understandings and beliefs then determine what the processes and the outcomes will be. For self-organization to 



occur, we simply made sure that the door was open for diverse people to get involved in the learning park in 
different ways.  
 
We also ensured that there were multiple opportunities to confront the obstacles to self-organization.  That is, the 
principles emerging from the learning park directly challenged three aspects of parents’ and children’s rigid, urban, 
educated mentality: a) that schools (or similar institutions) are the only places where children can learn, b) that some 
expert must be ‘in charge of’ planning children’s education, and c) that children cannot learn without trained 
teachers.  Generating a self-organizing process means being open to continuous conversations and dialogues on 
critical questions about schooling, and also raising questions about our visions and paths of Development and 
Progress. 
 
Challenges as Opportunities to Unlearn and Relearn 
Along with the many exciting principles that have emerged from the learning park, we also find ourselves facing 
some serious issues.  However, rather than thinking of these challenges as insurmountable problems, we prefer to 
look upon them as opportunities for more dialogue, creative thinking, relationship- and trust-building, and 
innovative action.  Broadly, we can categorize these challenges into three areas: unlearning for the children, 
unlearning for parents and other adults, and unlearning for ourselves.  By ‘unlearning’, we refer to the processes of 
internal and external dialogue, action and reflection that enable us to change our attitudes, values, and behaviors.  
 
Unlearning for the Children 
One significant challenge we see is that the children physically and verbally abuse each other.  This occurs on two 
levels: sometimes it happens as a form of ‘play’ or ‘teasing’; other times, it stems out of anger or personal tension.  
As they have learned through school, the media, and some of their family environments, violence and intimidation 
can be used to solve ‘problems’.  
 
In trying to address this issue, we discuss with the children how it feels to be teased, whether one likes it or not, 
what are different kinds of teasing, etc.  To some degree, these dialogues have made a difference, but it seems more 
likely that building better relationships and rethinking the behavior within relationships will have a greater effect in 
the long run.  That is, through various activities, children will increase the number of opportunities they have to 
learn together in collaborative, caring ways, which will give them spaces to explore the deeper concepts of trust, 
mutual respect, dignity, friendship, love, etc., with each other.  
 
Fear is another considerable challenge.  The threat of homework and the pressure of school breed fear in the 
children.  For example, Nima and Ankita do not participate in the learning park anymore, because they each say they 
must complete their homework or their teachers will beat them.  Pallav and Luv’s mother demand that they study for 
two hours a day; otherwise they will not be allowed to go to the learning park.  Fear – of either school officials or of 
family members – feeds upon itself, for like rewards, children see it as necessary to motivate them.  But as 
documented in research on the brain, fear often hinders learning processes; the brain ‘downshifts’ and cannot 
function in fear-ridden environments (Caine 1994).  We have noted that this fear has spilled over into other areas of 
life: children fear to take initiative, to talk with someone new, to try something they have never done before.  To 
address this challenge, we try to nurture as open an environment as possible.  Interest-based learning, freedom to 
experiment with new things, exploring new areas and developing safer relationships has helped to build a sense of 
self-confidence in the children and tackle this challenge of fear.   
 
The feeling of competition also presents a great challenge.  Even though the majority of activities the children do 
together are non-competitive – since we ourselves challenge this framework of competitive interactions – 
occasionally, the children want to play highly competitive games.  They want to win in these games by any means 
possible, but it leads to jealousy, egoism, even fighting, and distorts the relationships among them. To counter 
competition, we continuously try to explore why the children ‘like’ these types of games.  It seems that they have 
been taught to think that competition will let them demonstrate their own caliber or help them to develop a sense of 
self.  We support activities where everyone can win but not at the expense of another child.  We experiment with 
them to be creative and change the rules of highly competitive games, or at least, de-emphasize the competitive 
aspects of it.  Or we encourage non-competitive activities.  For example, while working with clay or making rakhis, 
every child was concentrating on his/her own efforts without comparison to another child.  In fact, they tried to help 
each other to succeed, rather than putting each other down.  We expect to continue to face the challenges of 



competition in the future, but we feel confident that we will be able to take them as opportunities for collaboration 
and development of self-esteem. 
 
Unlearning for Parents and Other Adults  
Just as children face challenges of unlearning, so do their parents and other adults.  Primarily, we think their 
unlearning falls under two main categories: the challenge of intergenerational learning and the challenge of 
generating a feeling of ‘community’ out of a random neighborhood.  The two challenges are interdependent.  That 
is, when local adults engage in intergenerational learning with the children, then a sense of ‘community’ can be 
fostered.  At the same time, when children and adults participate in various neighborhood-level activities together, it 
opens the door to additional opportunities for intergenerational learning.   
 
As we understand it, intergenerational learning grows out of the concept of co-learning, of sharing experiences and 
ideas with each other to understand and learn something together.  To be able to participate in this process, adults 
must have an appreciation and respect for the abilities and intelligences of children (and vice versa).  Unfortunately, 
so far, local adults have either been interested in watching the children do their activities or have wanted to give 
them a lecture and tell them what to do. On the other hand, there are rays of hope.  Although the children organized 
the Janmashtami and Navrathri festivals on their own, the parents attended and participated (doing the puja, bringing 
cassette tapes, chatting amongst themselves, and even dancing).  While not a deep form of intergenerational 
learning, it is nonetheless a start. 
 
Aside from adults’ own preconceptions about their roles, vis-à-vis children, another challenge stems from the 
perceptions of the learning park itself. Many parents see the park as a ‘play’ space.  Even worse, many parents are 
using the park as a ‘bribe’, as in  “If you study and complete your homework, then you can go and play in the park.”  
Conditioned by narrow conceptions of studying and by the assumptions and frameworks of schooling, they have 
difficulty imagining that learning can take a variety of different shapes and can occur dynamically and deeply in 
other environments and spaces.   
 

While a few of the parents’ attitudes about the park have changed,10  we have also had open conversations with 
those parents who persist in using the park as a bribe.  We began by trying to explain it in terms they might relate to: 
that forcing children to study would not achieve the results they wanted, whereas allowing them free time to play 
and discover their potentials might make them more inclined to do their schoolwork as well.  However, most parents 
were not convinced; they said, “Ap kuch be ke sukhta ho. Pardai ke bina kuch nahin ho sakta hain.” (“You can say 
anything, but without studying, nothing is possible.”)  We then shifted strategies. Just as one would not equate 
‘studying’ with ‘eating’ — as in “If you study, you can eat” — we urged them not to equate schooling with the 
learning park. The other common assumption is that children are only ‘playing’ and the park is a ‘playground’.  
Therefore, we have tried to have conversations with parents about the changes they have seen in their children and 
the different kinds of things they are learning.  This approach has had a more positive effect on altering parents’ 
mindsets, but it is clear that continuous dialogues with parents, coupled with sharing in their children’s experiences, 
will be necessary to fully counter the depth of conditioning. 
 
Finally, though we use the word ‘community’ to describe groupings of people, we realize that there is not a sense of 
‘community’ in this neighborhood.  It is a problem that afflicts most urban areas, when residences exist among 
shops, businesses, and small markets.  Part of the lack of ‘community’ also comes from the fact that most of the 
families of the Fatehpura area have migrated from disparate places, so they do not know each other well; 
conversation is limited to basic greetings of “Hi, Hello.”  Some parents have also had conflicts that impact their 
children’s relationships.  For example, in the midst of a small argument between Purnima’s family and Pallav’s 
family, one day, Pallav started teasing Purnima and her little brother.  This exploded into a big verbal argument 
between both families, the tension from which continues today and occasionally disrupts the learning process for all 
the children.  Again, generating more dialogues with parents, developing relationships of trust and mutual 
understanding with and between them, and involving them in the conceptualization processes of the learning park 
are all ways we believe will improve intergenerational learning opportunities, address rigid mindsets, and create 
more supportive environments for community-building.    
 
Unlearning for Us 
The main challenge we face is shifting from ‘teaching’ to ‘facilitating’ to ‘co-learning’.  From the outset, we knew 
that we did not want to be their ‘teachers’.  Rather, we wanted to learn things with and from the children, their 



parents, and the other members of the neighborhood.  We remembered Vinobaji’s sound scolding in Thoughts on 
Education (1956):  “To be ‘only a teacher’ means to be: (1) completely ignorant of any kind of practical skill which 
might be useful in real life; (2) incapable of learning anything new and indifferent towards any kinds of 
craftsmanship; (3) conceited; (4) buried in books; and (5) lazy.”  It was a state that we definitely wanted to avoid. 
 
We have been engaging in the challenge of unlearning our tendencies to teach, unlearning what was demonstrated to 
us through our own schooling.  For us, it is ‘un-teaching’.  For example, we deliberately try to do things with the 
children that we do not have any prior knowledge of or experience with.  This approach of exposing our own 
vulnerability greatly transforms the hierarchy that comes with power and knowledge.  Whether it was preparing for 
the Janmashtami festival or removing thorns to make tree guards, the children led the process.  We learned from 
them and alongside them.  
 
We are also unlearning how to handle disputes.  Occasionally, when the fighting among children has gotten to be too 
much, we have used a form of emotional blackmail, saying that we could not continue to come and learn with the 
children if they behaved like this.  Clearly, this is not the best way to handle conflicts, and we are seeking other 
strategies for dealing with them. We either try to engage them in a dialogue around questions like “What happened?  
What did you do?  How else can you handle this situation?” or we leave them to solve their disputes on their own.  It 
takes time and patience, but we feel that in the long run, only methods like these will support the processes of self-
discipline and conflict transformation that are essential for living and learning together. 
 
We continue to explore the meaning of co-learning on a daily basis. Co-learning delves deep into our 
conceptualizations of children, of relationships, and of ourselves.  It forces us to ask questions and reflect on our 
own stereotypes, methods of conflict transformation, intelligences, capacities, and full potential.  In this way, we 
find ourselves continually discovering as much about ourselves, as we do about the children, the park, and learning 
as a process. 
 
A Few Last Words… 
The learning park in Fatehpura is one illustration, among many throughout the world, of how one can escape 
education and celebrate the richness of learning through pursuing one’s interests and living in community with 
others (Prakash 1998).  It shows us that there are certainly other paths we can take — ones that lead us away from 
schools and the culture of schooling, and take us towards confronting the challenges before us and discovering our 
own inherent human potential.  The learning park is but one story, definitely not a type of Alternative School, and 
certainly not a Model.  Rather, it is just one example of how changing the assumptions, processes, and relationships 
that dominate our ideas about Education can produce fundamentally different notions of living and learning.  If we 
can all start to believe that there can be other options, and each of us has a role in creating these, then we are 
confident many more such spaces will emerge.  We hope you will use this example to generate a dialogue about the 
‘learning parks’ of possibilities that are open to each of us, if we only make an effort to see them.   
 
Endnotes 
1 We must clarify between ‘schools’ as physical spaces and the ‘culture of schooling’, which encompasses an entire 
set of aspirations, attitudes, beliefs, relationships, goals, and processes.  We welcome the idea of people of different 
ages coming together in a place to learn something together.  However, schools today rarely provide an opportunity 
for this to happen in a meaningful way.  Instead, they are dominated by a ‘culture of schooling’, in which labels, 
ranks, competitions, teaching hierarchies, disconnected and de-contextualized knowledge, stratification, and other 
forms of rote surface learning take precedence over developing full human potential, either individually or in 
collectives.  Schooling also prioritizes Western models of Development, Governance, Industrialization, 
Consumerism, Science, etc.  
2 

See Vidhi and Manav, “A Search for Meaning: Udaipur as a Learning City,” in Unfolding Learning Societies: 
Challenges and Opportunities, Vimukt Shiksha Special Issue, Udaipur: Shikshantar, March 2000. 
3 See Shilpa and Manav, “21st Century Artists”, Udaipur: Shikshantar, November 1999. 
4 A web draws upon many sources for its sustenance; it stretches its boundaries and is ever growing and building 
upon itself.  In contrast, a funnel takes from all there exists and sucks it into one space. 
5 In “The Art of Movement in Education,” Rabindranath Tagore criticizes how, by restricting the body, schools 
have disconnected it from the mind.  To fully express oneself, “every limb, and not just the muscles of the face, 



should have a part of its own to play, and should know how to give to our inner sentiments their own perfection of 
expression” (105). 
6 Emerging out of John Holt’s ‘Growing Without Schooling’ movement, unschooling is a movement in the United 
States and in other industrialized countries to remove children from the stifling confinement of schools. Children 
and parents instead rely on children’s own interests and curiosity to drive the learning process. Learning is not 
structured in any rigid form; rather learning is taken as living, and living as learning. 
7 We use the term interest-based learning, instead of project- or problem-based learning, because we find it to be a 
more open and accurate reflection of where children actually derive their learning opportunities from. Not only are 
they escaping the structures tied to most problem- and project-based learning, but even when they are engaged in 
projects/problems, these too are rooted in their own interests, values, and perspectives.   
8 Roger Schank, in Coloring Outside the Lines (2000), uses this term to describe how failing to meet one’s 
expectations (in non-threatening environments) is the impetus for deep learning processes. 
9 Consciously fostering a competition-, reward-, and punishment-free environment was highlighted and discussed 
during the art workshop and exhibition that preceded the learning parks. 
10 Interestingly, parents who have not gone to school are much more open to looking to and recognizing the park as 
a learning environment.  We have had a much more difficult time evolving a deeper understanding of the park with 
those parents who have been schooled, who do not see any options but schooling. 
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